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Abstract: This paper expands the model of rational action by introducing a new con-

cept, rational laziness, to better understand actors' decision making. In addition to rational information processing, human beings often rely on automatic and non-cognitive
mental capacities, and I use the term mental laziness to account for information processing based on these capacities. When time is limited, supply abundant, and decisions
have to be made, mental laziness might be a rational decision device. Actors' choice of
rational-calculating or automatic-spontaneous mental decision devices is contingent on
their locations within an opportunity structure. The empirical case studied is employers' hiring processes, and employers' activation of these action generating mechanisms
are expected to cause discrimination of job applicants categorized as out-groups members.

1. Introduction

In Foundations of Social Theory (1990) James Coleman argues sociology's main
topics of investigation are complex social structures and processes. Sociology
therefore would benet by applying simple models of individual action, such as a
modied version of the rational choice model applied in economics. In this paper
I build on Coleman's intuition (see also Hedstr
om 2005), yet I expand the model
of individual action to also include action generating mechanisms from cognitive
science and social psychology. In particular, I build on research showing that
human beings often rely on automatic and non-cognitive mental capacities, and I
use the term mental laziness to account for information processing that relies on
these processes. There is no moral disparagement associated with the concept
of laziness; in fact, relying on spontaneous automatic information processing
in decision making might be cost/benet ecient since these mental processes
might help actors reduce the time and energy invested. If this is the case, a vital
question then would be under what circumstances drawing on automatic non∗ I would like to thank Ferdinand A. Mohn, Kristian Heggebø, Lise Kjølsrød, Torkild H.
Lyngstad, Jon Rogstad, and John Eriksen for inspiring discussions on some of the items in
this paper. I am also very grateful to the reviewers and the editors for valuable comments.
The argument advanced here, and possible mistakes and misunderstandings, are however my
own responsibility.
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cognitive capacities instead of cognitive considerations might be more ecient.
To answer this question we need to link the actor to his/her opportunity structure
and delineate what these circumstances might be.
In general we may assume an actor's preferences will partly depend on his/her
denition of the social situation and the social role or position he/she occupies.
Thus, it makes sense for sociologists to contextualize actors and their preferences
(Birkelund 2010). An actor in the role of an employer represents a business rm
(or a public work organization). In a competitive product market the hiring
decisions of employers are vital for the rm's future productivity, and a wrong
decision would imply high costs to their rm.
I will make an attempt to develop our understanding of the rst phase of the
hiring process by discussing how we might specify the social mechanisms involved
in employers' decision making. According to cognitive psychologists automatic
mental processes occur all the time, and these processes are helpful for human
beings.1 Relying on automatic mental processes may be productive if it makes
actors more ecient. The rational laziness argument rests on two premises,
volume and time limitations, both related to the opportunity structure. First,
the number of job applications is an indicator of employers' attractiveness and
thus, their location in the labor market. Second, in modern working life, time
is limited, and for employers receiving many job applications, the rst screening
needs to be fast.2 Thus, the opportunity structure is important for actors' choice
of decision device.
My argument might be regarded as a special case of the model of frame
selection developed by Esser and Kroneberg.3 This model proposes an integrative theory of action, building on concepts such as frame, scripts and variable
rationality. The model is based on insights from cognitive science, identifying
two distinct systems of information processing: a reective-calculating mode (rcmode ) and an automatic-spontaneous mode (as-mode ) (Kroneberg 2014, 100).
The authors have suggested a second-order subjective expected utility heuristic which (unconsciously) guides actors to consider as-mode or rc-mode as most
useful for a particular situation. My argument is related to this framework, with
the precision that actors' denition of their situationand thus their choice of
frames and scripts  are structurally bounded by their market situation. When
hiring new employees I assume employers start by a consciousness (rc-mode )
evaluation of available opportunities before their choice of decision mode for the
information processing.
The perspective advanced in this paper locates the actor within an opportunity structure, and their choice of decision device is constrained by their position within this structure. The action generating mechanisms discussed here
are contingent on actors' perception of their opportunity structure (Petersen
2009) and draws in particular on actor and structure assumptions associated
1
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Exceptions will be when an employer or hiring rm looks for a person of particular compe-

tence, like evaluating applicants for top positions. Then I would presume all qualied applicants
were considered carefully.
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with the situational and action-formation mechanisms; i.e., the macro-to micro
and then micro-to-micro links in the Coleman diagram (Coleman 1990; Hedstr
om/Swedberg 1998; Hernes 1998; Manzo 2014).
Analytically the concept of rational laziness implies a modication of a rational action model, and adds to the existing theories of action, such as the DBO
scheme (Elster 1985; 2007; Hedstr
om 2005). Whereas taste-based discrimination4 and statistical discrimination can be classied as rational-conscious (rcmode ) information processing, decisions based on rational laziness also includes
the automatic-spontaneous mode (as-mode ).
2. Empirical Background

We know that employers often discriminate against minorities when they hire
new employees. Randomized eld experiments, acknowledged as the best way
to measure discrimination since these experiments isolate the eect of minority/majority status, have documented beyond doubt that discrimination occurs
(OECD 2013). The overall level of discrimination diers across countries and
over time, with call-back rates varying between 1.1 and 2.5 (OECD 2013, Table
4.1). A call-back rate of 1.5 implies that on average, a minority applicant needs
to send 15 applications before he/she can expect a call-back from an employer
whereas a majority applicant only needs to send 10 applications before he/she
can expect a call-back from an employer. These studies also document that the
world is not black and white: many employers do not discriminate, an often
neglected fact when we talk about discrimination.
Two projects on ethnic labor market discrimination have documented that
employers in Norway do not dierentiate between job applications from immigrants and job applications from native born children of immigrants, that
is, between rst and second generation immigrants (Midtbøen/Rogstad 2012;
Birkelund et al. 2014). We interviewed a sample of employers, asking them
about the labor market opportunities for second generation immigrants, and
they replied they would hope the opportunities were good for immigrants, but
they also commented that hiring them might be problematic due to language
problems and cultural dierences. We then specied again that we were interested in their opinions about the future opportunities for the second generation
immigrants, who are born and raised in Norway, speak Norwegian and have attended domestic schools. And again the employers' answers would rapidly slide
sideways, from talking about second generation immigrants to talking about
immigrants in general.
To me this was a puzzle. Why did these employers not dierentiate between
rst and second generation immigrants? How can we understand this apparent
lack of interest in and willingness to dierentiate between the new citizens in our
society? An obvious rst answer would be they are prejudiced against `foreigners', which also comprise the native born children of immigrants. However, as
time passed on, I have become more convinced that this could not be the whole
4

In the model of taste-based discrimination tastes are exogenously given.
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story. In order to understand employers' reactions, we need to be more specic
about the dierent stages involved in a hiring process, and try to understand
the decision devices employers are likely to draw on when deciding who to call
in for an interview.
When evaluating job applicants, one of the rst things employers notice is the
names of the applicants. Most immigrants do not change their names upon arrival in their new country of residence. To the native population, many of these
names sound foreign. The immigrants usually also give `foreign' names to their
native born children. If employers are prejudiced and thus have a taste against
foreigners in general they may discriminate against job applicants with foreign
names (taste-based discrimination), independent of which generation they belong
to. Another theory of discrimination (statistical discrimination) would emphasize other aspects, such as lack of information about the potential productivity
of job applicants. If employers are sensitive to names we would nevertheless expect them to notice that native born descendants of immigrants have domestic
education. This would distinguish them positively from applicants with foreign
education, since employers would be more likely to think they lack sucient
information on the quality and content of foreign educational institutions.
Both the theory of taste-based discrimination and the theory of statistical
discrimination assume that employers are rational actors, implying they calculate the costs and benets associated with their preferences, and act consistently in choosing the self-determined best choice of action to maximize their
utility function. If we move from the rational choice perspectives to a socialpsychological perspective on discrimination, we would recognize that employers
might be cognitively unaware of the fact that they discriminate. If they automatically categorize job applicants with foreign names as out-group members, they
may drop them, also second generation, from further consideration. In other
words: there are competing theories of discrimination, which might explain why
employers discriminate. But it is not clear under what circumstances they are
most fruitful. Our understanding of discrimination would benet if we could
be more specic in terms of delineating carefully the decision making process
and the impact of contextual factors (here: in particular the labor market) on
employers' decisions.
This paper is organized in the following way: I rst discuss how discrimination
might be related to in-/out-group categorization. Then, I discuss the concept
of `bounded rationality', building on Herbert Simon's 1955 article. Next I try
to integrate the notion of bounded rationality and cognitive `laziness'. In the
last part of the paper I move from abstract theories to more specic contexts, in
particular related to employers' decision making. I will not be able to adjudicate
empirically between these models but I report briey from two empirical studies
of discrimination, which might serve as illustrations of my main argument. And
my main argument is that rational laziness should be regarded as one of several
decision devices.
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3. Discrimination Based on Stereotyping, Prejudges,
In-/out-group Categorization

According to social psychologists, everyone must categorize, in order to function.
The complexity of reality overwhelms the human mind, thus, a number of simplifying strategies are needed. As demonstrated in laboratory experiments our
cognitive capacities are limited. Participants are unable to solve a complicated
task and negotiate on chocolate distribution in the group at the same time, to
take one example.5 Thus, psychological researchers have argued that unconscious processes are vital and helpful, not only for our inner selves, identities,
thoughts and dreams, but also as movers for action and interaction with other
human beings.
Summarizing social psychological research on stereotyping, prejudice, and
discrimination, Fiske (2000) argues that Allport's classic study of the nature of
prejudice documented the normality of individuals prejudging others: People
normally prejudge, form ingroups, and reject outgroups. (Fiske 2000, 303) This
insight implies that stereotyping is normal. Several exponents for this perspective on discrimination have emphasized that human beings have survived due to
our abilities of instant categorization and dierentiation of friend from enemy.
Fiske and Taylor (1984) used the term cognitive miser to explain shortcuts to
category-based information, and argued that these processes are not guided by a
wishor motivationto prejudge. It is common to relate human beings' ability
to automatically categorize strangers into in-group or out-group to an evolutionary argument: people need to survive, and to do so, they need to belong to a
group. Thus, denition of and loyalty to their in-group is a biological predisposition, and suspicion or even hostility towards out-groups is likely: [. . . ] People
identify and value their ingroup, thereby derogating the outgroup. (Fiske 2000,
303; see also Tajfel et al. 1971)
The question of how people classify newcomers as either belonging to their
in-group or to an out-group is interesting. It takes only milliseconds for people
to detect each other's (probable) gender, race, and age, and thereby quickly categorize in-group members. This automatic categorization also rapidly includes
stereotyping of out-group members. People respond more positively to in-group
members than to out-group members (Dovidio/Gaertner 2000), thus there is
an in-group advantage which precedes out-group disadvantage. People are also
reserving trust for their in-group, and cautious in trusting out-group members
(Fiske 2000, 311). These decisions are non-cognitive; we are unaware that we
automatically categorize strangers as members of our out-groups. Automatic
categorization is associated with out-group skepticism, i.e. xenophobia, and/or
in-group favoritism, i.e. homophily (Baragh/Chartrand 1999; Dovidio/Gaertner
2000; Gaertner/Dovidio 2005; Jost et al. 2009). Research in social psychology
has also documented that human beings normally use ecient heuristics. When
processing large volumes of information, human beings have a tendency to take
cognitive short-cuts to category-based information (Fiske 2000). Applying e5

See Baumeister et al. 1998 on self-control and self-regulation.
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cient heuristics is often the best way to arrive at sensible and reasonable decisions
without wasting time. Thus, I would argue, in-/out-group categorization, and
associated stereotypes, might inuence our decisions more often when time is
limited, supply abundant, and rapid decisions have to be made. Two mechanisms should be mentioned, related to each other, but not necessarily identical:
1. Homophily occurs when we favor in-group members. Discrimination based
on homophily would imply that employers prefer members of his/her ingroup, even if better qualied job applicants are available.
2. Xenophobia occurs when we have negative attitudes towards individuals we
classify as members of an out-group. Discrimination based on xenophobia
would imply that employers automatically classify some job applicants as
out-group members, who are thereafter dropped from further evaluation.
These automatic categorizations also imply stereotyping and attributing group
characteristics to individuals in both groups. It is an open question ifand to
what degreeimplicit biases might be overruled by cognitive reection and reasoning. A study from the US shows that employers with positive experiences with
black workers regard them as exceptions from their cultural stereotypes about
black workers (Pager/Karan 2009). Thus the authors argue that a Bayesian
learning experience, where the actor updates his/her attitudes towards a group
based on personal experience, does not occur; rather it seems, in-/out-group
classications are automatic and resistant to empirical adjustments and validation. This nding is not consistent with the economic theories of discrimination.
Again, research on fundamental priming of stereotypes and in-/out-group categorization might explain why people do not update their stereotypes despite
new information.6 The insight that all human beings are prejudiced, and sceptical towards individuals we categorize as out-group members, should imply high
levels of discrimination, all else equal. But people's attitudes and cognitive biases are not necessarily transformed directly into behavior, and we lack specic
knowledge about how our biases aect our behavior (Fiske 2000). Yet we may
assume that employers who rely on automatic categorization processes in hiring
processes might cause discrimination against individuals classied as out-group
members. Jost et al. (2009) argue that bias related to implicit associations can
predict [. . . ] socially and organizationally signicant behavior, including employment (Jost et al. 2009, 39). Thus, automatic categorization processes is of
relevance in hiring processes.
To summarize : The perspectives discussed above are usually regarded as
competing, yet it has been dicult to adjudicate empirically between them.
The actor perspectives associated with these theories can be classied into two
`camps'. They either assume employers are rational actors, as in taste-based discrimination and statistical discrimination. Or, they assume employers' decision
making is inuenced by automatic categorizations and stereotypes. But what if
6

Laboratory experiments have documented the existence of fundamental priming eects;

see for example research on status construction (Ridgeway 2006), and on double standards
(Foschi 2000).
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these perspectives are not exclusive? In real life research we need to specify the
dierent phases of the process we are trying to understand. The hiring process
often comprises three stages: a screening process, where a large number of applications are reduced to a smaller number; a sorting process, where the most
interesting candidates are scrutinized in more detail; and later, perhaps several
stages later, a call-back to the most relevant candidates for a job interview (see,
for instance Petersen/Saporta 2004). Perhaps employers draw on dierent decision devices in dierent phases of this process? To better understand employers'
hiring decision process, we start with a market based model based on actors'
limited rationality rather than an abstract model of global rationality.
4. A Behavioral Model of Bounded Rationality

60 years ago Herbert Simon published A Behavioral Model of Rational Choice
(1955), which changed the way we understand rational choice and rational action. The abstract notion of `economic man', he writes, is [. . . ] assumed to
have knowledge of the relevant aspects of his environment which, if not complete, is at least impressively clear and voluminous. He is assumed also to have
a well-organized and stable system of preferences, and a skill in computation
that enables him to calculate, for the alternative courses of action that are available to him, which of these will permit him to reach the highest attainable point
on his preference scale. (Simon 1955, 99) Thus, the classical model of economic
man is certainly not a very realistic model of social action. Simon argued human
beings are faced with both internal (psychological and mental capacities) and external constraints (related to the environment in which the actor is located). He
therefore proposed a model of rational choice which more explicitly accounts for
these constraints, and he introduced the concept of satiscing as a more realistic alternative to the maximization strategy of the economic man: given limited
resources it makes sense, also in economic terms, to stop gathering more information about all possible alternatives when one has reached a satisfactory level.
This means the actor would make a subjective judgement7 of the present choice
set, and then decide whether it makes sense (based on cost/benet calculations
and their degree of risk-averseness) to continue searching for new alternatives.8
One simplication related to the satiscing strategy is to assume that the
`pay-o' of individuals' decisions is not dened by a maximizing criterion (maximizing their utility function); rather, in markets, individuals often operate with
a threshold price over which they are willing to make a deal. Another simplication is related to the processing of information. When individuals are unable
to see all alternatives at once, they may relate to them in sequences. In most
global models of rational choice, all alternatives are evaluated before a choice
is made. In actual human decision-making, alternatives are often examined se7
8

See Boudon 1989 for a discussion on subjective rationality.
A number of extensions have been developed, to dene a psychology for economics that

is more psychologically realistic than the rational choice model.

For a good overview, see

Kahneman's lecture for the Bank of Sweden Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred
Nobel (Kahneman 2003).
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quentially. Simon refers to a house market, where the seller is confronted with
[. . . ] a sequence of pairs of triplets or n-tuplets of oers, and may have to decide
whether to accept the highest of an n-tuple before the next n-tuple is received
(Simon 1955, 105). As we will discuss below, the hiring process often implies a
sequencing of employer decisions, from addressing many to addressing few job
applications. Third, contrary to the classical model of economic man, Simon's
model allows us to compare apples and oranges. Whereas the classical theory
assumes all pay-os could be scaled along one dimension, Simon's model does
not need this simplifying assumption. Rather, he expands his model to include
a partial ordering of pay-os, including also values that do not have a common
denominator, as when an individual [. . . ] compares two jobs in terms of their
salary, climate, pleasantness of work, prestige, etc. (Simon 1955, 109). This
modication is also relevant in our case, if employers do not regard workers as
substitutable for each other, for instance in terms of productivity, likelihood of
absence, if the individual will t in with other employees, etc. In these considerations, immigrant status might also be relevant.
Simon's model has been extended and developed, in particular into search
theories to better understand decision making processes. Experiments covering
settings that dier in the number of options available for the actors and in the
complexity of those options nd broad support for the satiscing model: most
individuals search sequentially, and stop when they have reached a satisfactory
level of utility (Chaplin, Dean/Martin 2011). Simon's actor has limited knowledge and abilities, but the model says nothing about non-cognitive aspects of
the decision making process. To get at this, we next try to integrate the notion on bounded rationality with the literature on stereotyping and in/out-group
classications.
5. From Abstract Theories to Contextualized
Decision-making

At the outset, the perspectives discussed above operate with abstract, contextfree actors. An empirical analysis of labor market discrimination would need to
locate the actors (employers) within their rm and then specify the opportunity
structure within which they operate. The most relevant structural location of
employers (or their hiring managers) is their position in the labor market. If the
labor market is tight the employers will receive few applications, in a slack labor
market they will receive many applications. I.e. the labor market context matters
to the volume and perhaps also the quality of the applications which employers
receive when they advertise a vacant job. Given that employers usually work
under time pressure, I would assume that in particular the volume of the task
they are dealing with will inuence their choice of decision devices.
The contextualization hypothesis is a market-based argument, which is in line
with both taste-based discrimination, statistical discrimination and discrimination based on rational laziness:
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 Taste-based discrimination: With many applicants, the employer might
screen the applications on the basis of his/her tastes. With few applicants,
the employer might need to hire someone he/she does not like.
 The statistical discrimination model: With many applicants, the employer
might screen on the basis of his/her perceived lack of information, riskaverseness and cost/benet calculations. With few applicants, the employer might need to hire someone even though he/she would have wanted
more relevant information about the candidate.
 Rational laziness: With many applicants, the employer might screen the
applications on the basis of his/her automatic in-/out-group classications.
With few applicants, the employer would process all applications.
Thus, if there are many applicants, a rapid screening is rational. But the screening device diers: Becker's theory takes `tastes' as exogenously given, whereas I
refer to research in social psychology on non-cognitive stereotypes as the locus
of these `tastes'. Thus, rational laziness includes references to mental `butlers',
whereas the actor in economic theory is a black box in terms of mental activities,
except for her/his cognitive ability to calculate, etc.
Statistical discrimination assumes a classic rational actor (or bounded rationality), and the screening device would be based on items that can be measured
in cost/benet analysis, such as the likelihood that an applicant will speak Norwegian, be a stable and productive worker, etc. The laziness argument implies
resorting to tastes and preferences, based on non-cognitive decision devices; and
I therefore think the argument advanced in this paper is more useful as an extension of the taste-based model of discrimination than the statistical discrimination
model.
In a process of fast screening I would expect employers to pay attention to
only a few individual characteristics for each applicant. Their names are an obvious candidate. Two recent studies are particularly relevant here. A Swedish
study found that immigrants from Asian/African/Slavic countries who changed
their surname to Swedish-sounding or neutral names made a substantial earnings
increase (Arai/Skogman Thoursie 2009). This nding most likely also reects
a higher chance after a name change of being called to a job interview. Thus,
names matters for job opportunities. A Dutch study examined discrimination
against Arabic-named applicants in online job recruitment web pages (Blommaert et al. 2014). The authors were able to identity two phases of the initial
recruitment process: employers rst saw only short proles of the applicants,
including their names. After this, they then decided if they wanted to view
applicants' complete resumes. The results provided strong evidence of namebased discrimination: resumes of Arabic-named applicants were requested less
often, regardless of their education, gender, age, region, or sector. The authors
concluded that discrimination based on prejudices and stereotypes arise in the
screening phase of the hiring process. But their nding could also be a result of
rational laziness. If employers considered they had enough applicants to choose
from on these web pages it was not necessary for them to check all applicants. In
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both interpretations, however, we can presume the decision mechanism relied on
in- and out-group categorizations and associated prejudices and/or stereotypes.
A Swedish study of the hiring process combined a eld experiment with an
Implicit Association test, undertaken by employers (Rooth 2010). Employers
with stronger negative associations (1 standard deviation) against Arab-Muslim
men had a 5 percent lower probability of calling male applicants with ArabMuslim names in for an interview. This nding is interesting for two reasons:
the study demonstrates discrimination against an out-group, which seems linked
to stereotypes; but the association is rather weak; only 5 percent dierence. This
study therefore reveals that implicit associations are relevant, yet these associations can denitely not be the whole story. In this case the main explanation
for the high call-backs for minorities also among biased employers could be as
simple as a tight labor market.
Let us consider the hiring process in more detail. The rst question would
be how many applicants are there? If there are few applications, the employer
can look at them all. However, with many applications, the employer needs
a screening/sorting device to arrive at a smaller number, which then will be
scrutinized more carefully. Given time limitations, it is rational to use a simple
screening/sorting device (Goldstein 2009). Empirically, two or three screening
devices are likely to be applied at this stage. One decision device is meritocratic: the employer needs to sort out unqualied applicants. Second, if there
are still many applicants, the employer is likely to be rationally lazy and drop
candidates with names signaling foreign ethnicity they know little about (outgroups). The outcome would be discrimination against members of out-groups,
who are not considered as candidates for the jobunless there are no other alternatives. Third, the employer might also, for groups he/she knows better, favor
members of specic groups he/she likes (in-group members).
Note that I use the term out-groups here without specifying if employers classify allor someindividuals with immigrant backgrounds as out-group members, since we might expect this would vary between employers, dependent on
their individual knowledge of immigrants. If there are few, or no, qualied job
applicants from their preferred group, we would expect employers to take a closer
look at applicants from other groups. Thus, employers are expected to apply
automatic classication devices (out-group exclusion) only if they nd enough
relevant applications from their in-group (satiscing principle).
Cognitive laziness might guide the screening and sorting process. In the next
step of the hiring process, we would expect the employer to take a more serious
and considerate look at each application, and from this phase onwards, I would
expect the usual notion of rationality (albeit bounded) to guide the decision
making process.9
The argument is not that in-/out-group classications only take place after
rational considerations. As discussed above, in-/out-group classications will
instantly and automatically take place, independent of the actor's choice to
9

However, later stages of the hiring process can also be inuenced by dierent decision

devices, as when the employer trusts his/her `instincts', or gut feelings, when interviewing job
applicants (Midtbøen/Rogstad 2012).
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try to overrule it. The argument is rather that non-cognitive biases are not
necessarily transformed into behavior. Just as the satiscing strategy is only
sensible to invoke if the task at hand is evaluated to be too large, given time
and resources, we can argue the cognitive laziness strategy is only sensible to
invoke if the task at hand is evaluated to be too large, given time and resources.
Both decision devices are related to the opportunity structure; we only take the
easy way out if we nd it feasible and sensible to do so. The dierence between
the two strategies, which might seem negligent, could both theoretically and
in practice be large. In the satiscing strategy, the employer would evaluate
each individual case in a cognitively neutral manner, without prejudices, until
he/she has found a satisfactory enough number of qualied candidates which
then would be evaluated individually. The cognitive laziness strategy is dierent.
In this model, the employer rst applies a biased heuristic to sort out out-group
applicants, so the task of evaluating each individual case, one at a time, is
reduced to a smaller sub-set.
Another dierence between the two concepts, satiscing and rational laziness,
is related to the opportunity structure: the market structure diers in the two
models. Simon's concept builds on a free market model, where employers regard
actors (here job applicants) as substitutable, whereas the perspective developed
here would take as its starting point that actors (job applicants) dier in nontrivial ways from each other. If an employer bases his/her judgment on rational
laziness, resorting to in-/out-group classications, the labor market is divided
into sub-markets with un-substitutable applicants. These divisions are classied
independent of the applicants' human capital, which breaks with the idea of a
free market, underlying the rational choice perspectives (with either maximizing
or satiscing as decision rules).
The ow chart in gure 1 illustrates an example of my argument. The relevant opportunity structure for employers is the labor market, and the number
of applicants they receive for an advertised job depends on the economic uctuations in the market and their rm's attractiveness in the labor market. The
contextual/situational mechanism for the employers is therefore their location
in the labor market. I would expect employers to draw on dierent decision devices at dierent stages of the hiring process, depending on their opportunities,
as reected in the available number of applicants and also their time schedules.
If an employer receives many applications, he/she would need a quick screening
device to reduce the number of applications for consideration. These rst evaluations of the available work load I expect to take place in the rc-mode. Given
an abundant number of applicants, I suggest employers allow themselves to be
cognitively lazy (as-mode ) and sort out applicants they categorize as members
of out-groups. They may, for instance, drop all applicants with strange/foreign
names. Using this decision device employers thereby reduce the pool of applicants before they proceed (in rc-mode ) to evaluate the remaining applicantsa
process identical to the cases where employers receive fewer applications.
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Figure 1: The hiring processan example
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I assume an employer who receives few applications (or have screened them to
a smaller pool) would read them all (albeit briey). If the employer does not
have strong tastes against some of the applicants he/she would estimate their
potential productivity, rank them, and send call-back/s to the best qualied
applicant/s. In this case, there is no discrimination involved in this phase of the
hiring process.
If the employer has strong tastes (exogenously given) against some applicants
he/she might drop them from further consideration (taste-based discrimination).
The same would occur if he/she believes customers, or employees in the rm,
have strong tastes. The employer would then rank the applicants in the reduced
pool, and give call-back/s to the best qualied applicant/s from this pool. In
this case, we have a case of taste-based discrimination, where some applicants,
who might be among the best qualied/the best qualied, are not considered for
the job.
If, however, the employer due to lack of information on individual applicants nds it dicult to estimate their potential productivity, a rational (albeit
bounded rational) actor might resort to statistical information on group productivity. Given other options (other applicants with less information uncertainty)
a risk-averse employer might drop these applicants from further consideration
(statistical discrimination ).10
The estimation of potential productivity might also occur after employers
due to tasteshave reduced the pool of applicants. Thus, statistical discrimination might follow taste-based discrimination. One might also envision hiring
processes where the order of these decisions diers from the ow chart; if, for
instance, questions of specic tastes occur after an evaluation of the applicants'
potential productivity.
A number of studies have tried to identify empirically the social mechanisms
involved in discrimination, but in general it is very dicult to distinguish them.
As often found in sociology, actors' attitudes might dier from their actions.
An US audit study found no discrimination by race when asking employers, but
large dierences by race when looking at the same employers' hiring decisions
(Pager/Quillian 2005). Employers know that discrimination based on ethnic
signals, such as names, is not legal. In addition, social processes are complicated
and we often would expect more than one social mechanism involved at the
same time in most processes (Gambetta 1998). I have tried to delineate the
hiring process into dierent phases, and I have argued we might expect more
discrimination in the rst part of the process, where employers are likely to be
rationally lazy if they have many applications to choose from. I will not be able
to document in any stringent way if these decision devices are in fact operating in
employers' hiring processes. But I will try to approach an empirical adjudication
by reporting from two recent studies.

10

If the information employers rely on is incorrect, this is often called error discrimination,

or stereotyped discrimination, since the information might be biased due to stereotypes.

216



G. E. Birkelund

DE GRUYTER OLDENBOURG

5. Empirical Adjudication

I have argued actors' behavior is contingent on their social context and their
evaluations of their own opportunities. To understand how biases can be overruled, we need to pay attention to the environment of the individual. This
argument should be tested empirically in a rigorous way. Here I will only be
able to illustrate my argument, by briey reporting ndings from two empirical studies, which both took place in Oslo in 201112 as part of a project on
discrimination in the labor market. A Dutch study (Blommaert et al. 2014)
documents discrimination of job seekers based only on their names. If names
are used for classifying people into in- and out-groups, it would be of interest
to know how well-known names are to citizens. I will report ndings from an
explorative study of names, signaling dierent nationalities, as an attempt to
measure social and geographical distance related to specic countries, or regions
of the world. Second, I will present ndings from a randomized eld experiment
testing labor market discrimination in Oslo. We also conducted follow-up interviews with hiring managers (as representative of the employers) in some of these
rms.

What's in a name?
When employers view job applications, the information is usually written (on
paper or electronic). Thus, employers see the name of the applicant, and also
second generation immigrants often have names that seem foreign to the majority
population. It is, however, an open question how well people know foreign names.
The rst non-western immigrants came to Norway in the late 1960s. Today about
14 percent of the population has immigrant background, but Norway has a short
history of immigration from world regions outside Scandinavia and Northern
Europe (Brochmann/Kjeldstadli 2008). As a measure of social and geographical
distance, we wanted to explore if people are able to associate non-Western foreign
names with their nationality. We constructed a list of names associated with the
countries of origin of the largest immigrant groups in Norway (44 typical names
associated with 11 countries; i.e., 4 country-specic names), and distributed
this list to students attending two introduction courses at University of Oslo;
one course in Informatics (INF1000) and one course in Sociological methods
(SOS1120). There were about 80 students attending each course. We asked the
students to identify country of origin for each name, and also (easier) continent
(Asia, Africa, etc.). Students were allowed to collaborate, and they worked under
time pressure as the survey took place in a 15 minute break at the lectures
(Birkelund/Rindsack 2014). There were some minor dierences between the
two student bodies, but the main ndings (averaging 4 name `hits' within each
country) are very similar: 58 percent recognized Chinese names, and only 6-8
percent recognized Lithuanian and Somali names. See gure 2 for more details.

Figure 1 – The hiring process - an example (see attached power point file)
Figure 2 Name-recognition
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Figure 2: Name-recognitionNorwegian students' identication of nationality
associated with names from 11 countries of origin (Source: Birkelund/Rindsack
2014).

Figure 3 Call-back by ethnicity and occupational group.
The most interesting nding is the lack of knowledge of these names. NorwegianResults from a randomized field experiment. Oslo 2011- 2012.
Pakistanis are the largest non-Western immigrant group in Norway, and it is
interesting
to observe the low identication of Pakistani names (less than one in
100
four). We
90 think this is due to the fact that many Pakistani names are Muslim
names, 80
commonly found across many countries in the Middle East, Arab coun70Central Asia.11 The fact that so few identied Africa as a continent for
tries and
60
Somali 50
names supports the idea that Muslim names are associated with Arab
40 and Central Asia.12
countries
30
Employers
may be more knowledgeable than students. On the other hand,
20
we had 10
the impression that there werein both student bodiesvisual
Norwegianminorities
names
present. 0Thus, we might assume employers a) would either not know about the
Pakistani names
national identity of foreign names, or, b) if they know the nationality
of some of
the foreign names, such as Chinese names, their treatment of these applicants
would then be dependent upon their tastes, that is, what they associate with
these names. Name connotations are typically based on stereotypes and attribution errors, but these may also benet applicants if the associations are positive,
11

An example is the name Kahn, or Khan.

Khan is a surname and title of Central and

Western Asian origin, primarily found in Pakistan, India, Afghanistan, Central Asian countries
and Bangladesh.

12

In the same way, the (rst) names
Source:
Birkelund et al. 2014.

Kristin or Kristian could be Swedish, Norwegian,

Danish, German, English (Christian) or from another country where Christian names are
common.

30
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such as: Chinese have strong work ethics. This study illustrates that people
do not have specic associations with particular names, thus, a categorization
of `dicult/strange' names into one group (out-group) is likely. This is in line
with social psychological research which suggests that one way that people might
conserve their limited cognitive resources is by grouping objects into categories
and then generate summary beliefs for those groups.

A randomized eld experiment
We then performed a randomized eld experiment (correspondence tests) to explore the degree of discrimination against job applicants with Pakistani names
in Oslo (see Birkelund et al. 2014). We sent two applications to 289 publically
announced vacant jobs. For each job we applied to, we constructed same-sex
applications that were similar in all aspects, except for the names of the applicants, where we issued one with a typical Pakistani name and one with a
typical Norwegian name.13 The applications were given relevant human capital
(education and work experience) for each job. We applied for jobs within 6 occupational groups, both unskilled and skilled jobs. It is easily seen from the letter
of application and the CVs we sent that the applicants with Pakistani names
are second generation immigrants, that is, they were born in Norway to parents
who immigrated from Pakistan, and their education was taken at Norwegian
educational institutions. Despite similarity in all productivity-relevant characteristics, we found dierences in call-back rates showing discrimination against
applicants with Pakistani names. Our overall discrimination rate in this study
is 1.30 (call-back rate), which is signicant. Thus, this gap is not very large,
probably reecting a boosting Norwegian labor market after the 2008 economic
crisis, mainly due to oil and gas revenues in the North Sea. See gure 3 for
summary of the main ndings in our eld experiment.
Three interpretations of our ndings are likely: A) Employers cannot identify names by their nationality and therefore they group Pakistani applicants
together with other `foreign' names. If many applicants, we would expect these
applications to be removed during the rst screening. I.e. we would expect strong
discrimination based on rational laziness as the main decision device. B) If employers do know about Pakistani names, their decision would be guided by their
productivity associations with the Pakistanis as a group. If these associations
are positive, we would expect them to favor Pakistanis over other applicants.
If these associations are negative, we would expect them to discriminate Pakistani applicants. C) If employers receive few applicants, we would expect them
to take a careful look at all, andas our fake candidates have relevant human
capital and work experience for the vacant jobwe would expect less overall
discrimination.

13

We will later expand this study to include more ethnic groups.

Source: Birkelund and Rindsack 2012.
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Results from a randomized field experiment. Oslo 2011- 2012.
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Figure 3: Call-back by ethnicity and occupational groupresults from a randomized eld experiment. Oslo 20112012. (Source: Birkelund et al. 2014)

30
All of these explanations are plausible, and in interviews with (63 self-selected)
employers after the experiment we found some support for the rst argument.
After we had terminated the eld experiment, we sent letters to all participating employers asking them for an interview. 63 employers (out of nearly 300)
responded positively; thus this sample is not representative for the group of
employers included in the randomized eld experiments. Many employers were
hiring managers, working in large rms. They knew very well that we were interested in discussing discrimination, thus, they were careful about the impression
they gave us; yet, these interviews are interesting data on employers' reections
about their hiring processes. One employer was very specic, saying  First, I
always look at names , whereas others would be more careful about admitting
to name-based discrimination.14
As argued in the introduction, it is interesting to note that employers seem
unwilling to distinguish between rst and second generation immigrants. In the
follow-up interviews, employers talked about immigrants in general, and continued to do so, even after we specically asked about their view on the life-chances
of children of immigrants, born and raised in Norway. Second generation immigrants usually have `foreign' names, and it seems clear they are lumped together
with rst generation immigrant applicants, which is a strong argument for outgroup classications. In the interviews, employers would emphasize language
problems, lack of knowledge of the Norwegian society and working life, etc, all
14

We are presently processing and analyzing these interviews.
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characteristics associated with rst generation immigrants, and this categorization also comprised second generation immigrants who were born and raised
in Norway. It seems clear that employers' unwillingness to distinguish between
rst and second generation immigrants is related to their out-group denition,
based on the job applicants' names. And, I would argue, this classication is
the outcome of a rational laziness device; as long as the employers do not need
to dierentiate between these two groups, they will not do so.
Market matters. We found discrimination to be stronger in unskilled than
skilled work. In particular, in warehouse work and truck driving, there was
strong discrimination against our ctitious male Pakistani applicants. Here we
also found a moderately low response rate (about 45 percent) for our Norwegian
applicants, implying that employers in this segment of the labor market have an
abundance of applications for these unskilled jobs. It could also be the case that
they recruit through networks. If so, these networks would most likely be referral/recommendation networks (since these jobs have been publically announced,
which is why we were able to send our fake applications to them). Thus, when
the labor supply is large, and/or non-market mechanisms (network) are active,
we nd strong discrimination. In kindergarten jobs, mostly public sector, the
labor supply is tight as there is a shortage of professional kindergarten teachers,
resulting in a very high response rate (more than 80 percent). Interestingly,
and in line with our market argument, we get a very high response rate for our
Pakistani applicants and no signicant ethnic dierences in call-back in these
jobs where the supply of qualied labor is scarce.
The interpretation of the other four occupational groups is less clear. For
jobs in the health sector, where the demand for labor also is large (above 60
percent call-back) we nd borderline signicant discrimination against our Pakistani applicants (signicant at 10 percent, but not at the usual 5 percent level).
We nd the lowest response rate in public administration, and no signicant
discrimination, probably reecting the fact that all our applicants are sorted
out, unable to compete with other applications (if jobs are attractive, as public
sector jobs might be, our applicants would be competing with better qualied
applicants). For jobs within media, information and communication technology
as well as business administration and accountancy we also nd moderately low
response rates, and no signicant discrimination. If rms in media and ICT
are more ethnically heterogeneous than other sectors, this might explain the
outcome in this sector (i.e. employers' classication of their in-group might also
include (some) minority groups). For accountancy and business economist jobs
our interpretation is even less clear. We would assume these rms to be discriminating, since they mostly relate to Norwegian customers, and we would also
expect an ethnically homogeneous work force in accountancy rms. A previous
study (also correspondence tests) found discrimination within these kinds of jobs
(Midtbøen/Rogstad 2012), yet our study did not.
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6. Conclusion

Understanding human decision making involves dierentiating the mechanisms
involved at dierent stages of the decision making process. As often in complex
social processes, we are dealing with a concatenation of mechanisms (Gambetta
1998). First, the macro-to-micro mechanisms dene the actor's structural situation, that is, their opportunities. In our case, the (local) labor market and the
general time pressure on hiring managers constitute their most relevant situational mechanisms, framing their choices.
Second, we have formulated several action formation mechanisms at the micro
level. The opportunity structure, in terms of the number of applications and the
time constraints, inuences actors' choice of decision device. Each step of the
hiring process involves a new decision. In general, employers are expected to
operate in a rational-calculating mode (rc-mode ). However, when they need to
process large amounts of information in a short time period, I expect they are
likely to resort to a rational laziness mechanism. Thus, rc-mode is replaced by
as-mode, before employers switch back to rc-mode. The decision to invoke the
laziness mechanism is rational since it reduces the work load.
We have here addressed the rst stage of the hiring process, to understand
who gets a call-back for an interview. But later in the hiring process some of
the applicants are interviewed, and then employers may draw on a number of
more subtle evaluations of the applicants, involving personal perceptions, their
so-called `gut' feeling, previous experiences, etc. (Midtbøen/Rogstad 2012).
We do not need to assume all employers activate these scripts; it suces
to assume that some employers do so. The outcomes of these individual decisions, made every day by employers/hiring managers, generate macro-patterns
of group dierentiated employment rates. In addition to simple aggregation we
might also outline more complex and dynamic transformative mechanisms. One
such mechanism might be the discouraged worker eect, where job applicants of
particular groups register that members of their group are given fewer job opportunities. As a response to actual and perceived discrimination, they might be
discouraged from sending job applications, which would naturally sustain their
unemployment status.
Human beings are cognitively lazy. If we think our opportunities are good
enough we do not consider all possible alternatives; we limit our search to a
smaller sample. If employers have enough qualied native applicants to choose
from, they do not have to dierentiate between rst and second generation
immigrantsto nd out who has relevant education, who knows Norwegian,
etc. When time is limited, supply abundant, and decisions have to be made, it
makes sense to be cognitively lazy and choose an easy way out.
I have tried to develop a new concept, rational laziness, as an attempt to
understand why employers did not dierentiate between rst and second generation immigrants. Understanding discrimination is crucial in order to eventually
create a fair labor market. Existing economic theories of discrimination, such
as taste-based discrimination and statistical discrimination, are abstract models
of employers' decision making. I have suggested a more nuanced model of de-
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cision making to help us understand the rst part of employers' hiring process,
in particular the screening of the job applicants. This concept builds on and
extends Herbert Simon's decision making model, by including information on
non-cognitive in- and out-group classications. Employers' choice of decision
devices is, I argue, dependent upon their opportunity structure. This argument partly covers the same evaluations as Simon's argument about satiscing
strategies in decision making, but adds the involvement of non-cognitive decision
devices, such as automatic in-/out-group classications. When time is limited
and supply abundant, employers are likely to be rationally lazy and apply some
sort of heuristic to screen large numbers of job applications. If supply is limited (i.e., few applications), employers are likely to scrutinize each application
more carefully. The actor is cognitively lazy only after rst evaluating if this
is a rational strategy to choose. This also means that non-cognitiveand, as
documented in implicit association tests, usually biaseddecision devices are
contingent on a cognitive decision making process, where the actor's perception
of his/her opportunities is a vital parameter. Thus, choice of action is contingent
on the employer's evaluations of the available time for the task at hand and the
market position of the rm.
The concept of rational laziness is meant as one decision device among others. To test these mechanisms empirically is very dicult, and I have only given
circumstantial evidence here. The argument hinges on the volume of the job
task, and one way to check this would be to look at the number of applications
for each vacant job. Labor market statistics do not have this information, so
I have tried to provide some circumstantial evidence for this argument. First,
a majority of the students in two dierent study programs at the University of
Oslo were unable to recognize names of non-Western immigrants. This provides
indirect evidence of out-group classication of people with non-Western names
as foreigners and strangers. Second, a recent eld experiment showed less discrimination in jobs with scarce labor supply, which indicates employers rely on
a rational decision device when they receive few applications. This study also
documented more discrimination in unskilled jobs, where we might expect the
labor supply to be plentiful. In interviews employers also indicated that they do
screen job applicants on the basis of their names.
The concept of rational laziness might also be useful for understanding other
decision making processes. Why did I choose higher education without considering if I would get a job afterwards? And why do I always buy the same type
of toothpaste without considering if there are better toothpastes in the market?
Because human beings are lazy. If we think our opportunities are good enough
we do not consider all possible alternatives; we limit our search to a smaller sample, and sometimes we do not think when we choose, since we have developed
a habit (as when I `choose' toothpaste). I did not worry about the long-term
consequences of choosing sociology, and it turned out I was right, I did get a
job. I also think it would take too much time to evaluate all toothpastes in the
market, so I do not bother checking, and I would guess toothpastes are fairly
similar anyway. I might be wrong, of course. But when time is limited, supply
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abundant, and decisions have to be made, it makes sense to be cognitively lazy
and choose an easy way out.
We are often rationally lazy, involving non-cognitive decision devices, but
certainly not all the time. In situations where the outcome of a decision is particularly important, we should expect human beings to involve several decision
devices, including also cognitive laziness. For choosing education, or nding a
partner, it would be particularly important to validate one's choice, using more
than one decision device.
The argument advanced here seems pessimistic, since it is contextual factors
(market logic), i.e., employers' opportunity structure, as revealed in the volume
of the task, that inuences job opportunities of immigrants (and second generation immigrants). However, employers are learning actors, and in time they
might include minority applicants in their preferred in-group if they have good
experiences with representatives of the relevant minority group. Non-Western
immigrants have a short history in many European countries, and the majority
population is unlikely to know a lot about these groups. It is therefore no reason
to expect similar attitudes and stereotypes towards the new immigrants as the
stereotypes against blacks found in the US, where studies show strong attitudinal
resilience (Pager/Karan 2009). Since immigrants increasingly are integrated in
the labor market, this argument also means that the expectations given above
on employers' behavior portray a more black and white picture than we would
nd in real life. That is, the mechanism related to rational laziness would be the
same; we would still expect employers to be lazy if they have enough qualied
applicants from their preferred in-group, but their denition of who belongs to
their preferred in-group might be more inclusive, in which case the outcome of
their decision making would be more open.
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