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absTracT

In this article, we explore the policies and processes of selection and recruitment from the per-
spective of equality. Focusing on tacit ideas of the ‘ideal worker,’ ideal recruitment, and selection 
that direct the recruitment process, we examine the ways in which implicit ideas and recruitment-
related settings of daily interaction become informal practices of inequality. In this analysis, we rely 
on the conceptual framework of inequality regimes.  The qualitative analysis of the semi-structured 
interviews focuses on the categories of gender, ethnicity, and age.  We identified three categories 
of informal practices of inequality, which we have named as recruitment by the book, relocation 
of responsibility, and recruiting by addressing the difference. The findings suggest that although 
recruiters follow the legislation concerning equal treatment in recruitment, they do so because 
they want to avoid problems and possible litigation rather than because they are committed to 
promoting equality as an end in itself. However, equality promotion requires that gender, ethnicity, 
and age equality is itself the goal. If equality serves other goals, such as avoiding litigation or boost-
ing business, the everyday practices of recruitment may turn into informal practices of inequality.
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Introduction

Recruitment and selection are processes in which job applicants aim to sell their 
skills, knowledge, qualifications, and experience in order to gain employment and a 
salary, while employers aim to find the most suitable people for particular jobs and 

positions. The right person for the job obviously varies from one position to another. 
For example, some jobs and organizations require a certain type and level of education, 
whereas in other jobs it may be ‘the right attitude’ that matters most. These require-
ments are socially constructed and often explicit, for example, when they are listed in a 
job advertisement. There are also implicit, socially shared ideas about the ideal worker, 
although they vary within different work organizations and across different societal 
contexts (Tienari et al. 2002). These ideas are permeated by social divisions, such as 
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gender, age, race or ethnicity, and sexuality. We claim that these ideas have a signifi-
cant—although often unintentional—effect on recruitment and selection processes, and 
we argue that they produce inequalities not only in the processes of recruitment and 
selection, but also in the labor market more generally. These ideas might also prevent the 
recruiters from finding ‘the most suitable person’ for the job.

We focus on the processes of recruitment and selection from HR managers’, recruit-
ment consultants’, and employees’ perspective. We see recruitment and selection as 
social processes in which the recruiters act as gatekeepers; they have the power to grant 
or deny people access to a certain job or even to the labor market, and they can also 
prevent individuals from climbing the career ladder (e.g., Carlsson and Rooth 2007; 
Nordin and Rooth 2009). In this process, socially constructed understandings about the 
‘ideal worker’ (Acker 1990; 1992; Tienari et al. 2002) play a significant role in choos-
ing who is appropriate for the specific position. We understand informal practices as 
those tacit ideas and implicit settings of day-to-day interaction concerning recruitment 
in which decision-making, selection, and influencing factors are not structured by a pre-
determined sets of rules, formal organizational documents, or law, even though they can 
be informed by these textual materials. When there are systematic disparities between 
different social groups within these practices, they can be considered informal practices 
of inequality. 

Despite the substantial literature in the field, previous research has focused on 
recruitment and selection processes as the supply of skills and qualifications and as vari-
ous methods and ways of recruiting and selecting (Breaugh and Starke 2000; Chapman 
et al. 2005), whereas the informal social process through which these skills and qualifi-
cations are turned into employment with organizations has remained a less studied topic 
(Keep and James 2010, pp. 1–3). However, the critical human resource management 
literature has increasingly identified still widely existing inequality and discrimination in 
recruitment and selection (e.g., Shen et al. 2009).

The Nordic countries have relatively progressive equality policies and legislation. 
Indeed, the Nordic countries have consistently been ranked the best in the world for 
gender equality (e.g., World Economic Forum 2013). Nevertheless, the Nordic countries 
face various persistent problems. In Finland, the site of this study, there is a persistent 
20% wage gap between women and men, the labor market remains segregated by gen-
der, and glass ceilings that prevent women from advancing in their careers have not 
been broken down, especially in the private sector (e.g., Julkunen 2010). It seems there 
are certain practices of inequality that the equality policies and legislation are unable to 
tackle. An interesting nuance of this phenomenon is the fact that the recruiters we inter-
viewed frequently referred to equality legislation, although they misinterpret it rather 
often. Even though they are aware of equality legislation, they participate in practices of 
inequality and thus produce these very practices themselves, supposedly unintentionally. 

Drawing on a conceptual framework derived from Joan Acker’s (2006a; 2009; 
2011) inequality regimes, we begin by investigating the kind of tacit ideas about the 
ideal worker that exist behind the recruitment and selection policy and practices of the 
recruiters. Next, we ask how these ideas and implicit settings of day-to-day interac-
tion concerning recruitment become informal practices of inequality—that is, practices 
that sustain inequality in work organizations. In our analysis, we focus on the informal 
practices of inequality in recruitment and selection that are not made explicit in the 
recruitment processes, but which nevertheless affect the outcome. Our data consists 
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of interviews with HR managers and other experts, involved in staff recruitment at a 
department store, and interviews with recruitment consultants conducting outsourced 
recruitment for different clients. We have also utilized the interviews with the depart-
ment store employees to bring forth their interpretations of the recruitment processes. 
They represent groups that sometimes are in a disadvantageous situation in recruitment, 
that is, immigrants and/or young or elderly employees. 

Our analysis focuses mainly on three categories of gender, race or ethnicity, and 
age. Inequality is most widely reported on these grounds in the Finnish labor market 
(e.g., Ahmad 2002; Larja et al. 2012; Pärnänen 2012; Viitasalo 2011). We share Hae 
Yeon Choo and Myra Marx Ferree’s (2010) clarion call for the analysis of the so-called 
unmarked groups—that is, the privileged groups—in terms of power. To understand 
inequality, attention should be given not only to differences from the normative (e.g., 
woman, black, working class), but also to the unmarked categories (e.g., man, white, 
middle class), especially in terms of how the more powerful are defined as normative 
standards (ibid.). By doing this, we also wish to make the unmarked categories explicit 
in terms of power and privilege, and equality and inequality.

Our overall aim is to show that despite all the effort put into promoting equality 
in recent decades, equality policy and legislation are somewhat weak when it comes to 
battling informal practices of inequality, and therefore certain inequalities in the labor 
market persist. Even though equality legislation distinguishes open and hidden discrimi-
nation, it still does not quite grasp the informal practices of inequality. By discussing 
these informal practices of inequality in recruitment and selection, we participate in the 
ongoing debate on equality and how it can be promoted in working life.

Gender, age, and race inequalities in recruitment: the Finnish context 

Gender equality legislation in Finland and the other Nordic countries has gradually 
expanded in focus from anti-discrimination to positive action. Despite relatively progres-
sive gender equality legislation, the progress of equality has still been somewhat mod-
est. At the policy level, promising equality strategies fail to bring about changes—the 
strategies’ transformative potential tends to disappear in the process of implementation.  
Furthermore, equality legislation is soft, meaning that it is based on recommendations 
and voluntary practices rather than on prohibitions and sanctions (Kantola 2010). At 
the organizational level, equality issues often have an ‘obligation to yield’ (Skjeie and 
Teigen 2005), which means that measures to promote equality, such as equality plan-
ning, are not done properly—if at all—because there is always ‘something more impor-
tant to do.’ Equality is also promoted in short projects rather than through persistent 
and long-term development work (Brunila 2009). 

In Finland, the purpose of the Non-discrimination Act (1325/2014) is to prohibit 
discrimination on the basis of age, ethnic or national origin, nationality, language, reli-
gion, belief, opinion, health, disability, sexual orientation, or other personal character-
istics. The prohibition of discrimination based on gender is covered by the provisions 
of the Act on Equality between Women and Men (609/1986). Moreover, the aim of the 
Act on Equality is to promote equality between women and men, and thus improve the 
status of women, particularly in working life. Every employer must promote gender 
equality in working life in a purposeful and systematic manner. 
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The Act on Equality states that in order to promote equality between women and 
men, employers must act in such a way that job vacancies attract applications from both 
women and men, and they must promote the equitable recruitment of women and men 
and provide them with equal opportunities for career advancement. The act also states 
that the employer’s actions are deemed discriminatory if the employer, upon employing 
a person, bypasses a more qualified person of the opposite sex in favor of the person 
chosen unless the employer’s action was for an acceptable reason and not due to gender, 
or the action was based on significant and acceptable grounds related to the nature of 
the job or the task. It is also deemed to constitute discrimination if the employer, upon 
employing a person, acts in such a way that the person finds herself in a less favorable 
position on the basis of pregnancy, childbirth or some other gender-related reason. 

Discrimination is mostly hidden in informal practices of inequality in recruitment 
and difficult to prove. In addition, recruiters’ and job seekers’ subjective experiences and 
interpretations of the selection process and the possible occurrence of discrimination 
usually differ from each other. Discrimination in the selection policy and processes can 
be subtle or covert. The subtle discrimination can be mild and/or unconscious, whereas 
covert discrimination is more malicious and intentional. Both types of discrimination 
are difficult to recognize, because, for example, in recruitment practices they can occur 
through non-transparent selection processes (Husu 2002). 

According to the observations of employees, discrimination based on gender, hav-
ing a family, or being pregnant has decreased in Finnish workplaces in recent years. 
In 2013, 3% of men and 8% of women observed gender-based unequal treatment or 
discrimination directed at women in their workplaces. In the case of having a family 
or pregnancy, the corresponding percentages were 3% for men and 6% for women 
(Quality of Work Life Survey 2013). In Finland, 3% of men and 6% of women have 
noticed discrimination in a recruitment situation in the last five years. The percent-
ages have decreased slightly over the last ten years (6% for men and 8% for women 
in 2003) (Quality of Work Life Survey 2013; see also Larja et al. 2012, pp. 181–182). 
Drawing on Swedish data, Åslund and Nordström Skans (2012) show how anony-
mous job application procedures improved women’s and ethnic minorities’ chances of 
advancing to the job interview stage, indicating that employers select applicants for job 
interview based on gender and ethnicity. The results demonstrate that women clearly 
benefit from an anonymous hiring process, but the final outcome was not as good for 
ethnic minorities. Åslund and Nordström Skans suggest that ethnic discrimination is 
based on prejudice or preferences, and this is why they do not move forward from the 
job interview stage.

On the basis of Åslund and Nordström Skans’ (2012) study, and in light of other 
recent Nordic studies, ethnic discrimination appears to be more common than gender 
discrimination. For example, in a recent Finnish study, three times more ethnic dis-
crimination was observed than gender discrimination (Larja et al. 2012, pp. 181–182). 
Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. (2002, pp. 86–88) have reported that of the seven nationality 
groups studied, every second immigrant who had applied for a job had experienced 
discrimination at least once, Somalis and Arabs more often than other groups. A few 
Nordic studies have utilized experimental methods to study recruitment processes from 
an ethnic discrimination perspective, and the findings of these studies are all parallel. In 
Sweden, Carlsson and Rooth (2007) found that individuals with a Swedish name had 
to apply for an average of ten jobs in order to receive an invitation to a job interview, 
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whereas individuals with a Middle Eastern-sounding name had to apply for an average 
of fifteen jobs before receiving an invitation. This effect is likely to be stronger when 
jobs are scarce, and the level of discrimination varies across occupations. Rooth’s (2010) 
later experimental study also shows an almost identical result: the probability of being 
invited to a job interview is lower among applicants with Arab-Muslim names than 
applicants with Swedish names. A study of the callback rates for Finnish- and Russian-
named applicants proves that applicants with a Russian name need to send twice as 
many applications as Finnish-named applicants to get invited to a job interview (Larja 
et al. 2012, pp. 162–165). 

In light of these studies it is obvious that the idea of diversity management as an 
asset of organizations has not yet become popular in Finland. Diversity management 
originates from the United States, and it has been introduced in a wide range of pub-
lic and private organizations especially in the Anglo-American countries. Kandola and  
Fullerton’s well-known definition of diversity management describes it thus:

The basic concept of managing diversity accepts that the workforce consists of a diverse 
population of people. The diversity consists of visible and non-visible differences which 
will include factors such as sex, age, background, race, disability, personality and work-
style. It is founded on the premise that harnessing these differences will create a productive 
environment in which everyone feels valued, where their talents are being fully utilized and 
in which organizational goals are met. (1998, p. 7)

In the United States, diversity management has been introduced as a substitute to affir-
mative action policies. It has been more easily accepted by corporate executives and it 
is much easier to sell to a predominantly white workforce (Lorbiecki and Jack 2000, 
p. 20). Definitions of diversity management have been dominated by an instrumental 
and mechanistic rationality, according to which diversity management is a tool to reach 
organizational goals (Lorbiecki and Jack 2000, p. 19; on economic gains, see Gilbert 
et al. 1999). Diversity management is not introduced in terms of equal treatment—
although this is also supposed to be the outcome—but rather in terms of effectiveness 
and profit-making. 

Besides gender and ethnic discrimination, ageism is the third most widely reported 
form of discrimination experienced in recruitment. According to the Finnish Quality of 
Work Life Survey (2013), 7% of women aged 55–65 and 5% of women aged 16–24 
have experienced discrimination in recruitment in Finland, whereas only 1–2% men in 
the same age groups have experienced discrimination. Nationally, ‘around 10% of the 
population have observed age discrimination in their organization or in the behavior of 
their closest supervisor’ (Larja et al. 2012, p. 44).

recruitment as an organizing process producing inequality

According to Joan Acker (2009, pp. 208–209; 2011, p. 72), recruitment and selection 
are examples of processes and practices that contribute to the production of inequality 
regimes. She (2006b, p. 110; 2009; 2011) argues that all organizations have inequality 
regimes, even those that are publicly committed to promoting equality. Organizational 
inequality regimes she defines as ‘loosely interrelated practices, processes, actions and 
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meanings that result in and maintain class, gender and racial inequalities’ (Acker 2006a, 
p. 443). Thus, inequality is built into organizational dynamics at all levels, and inequal-
ity regimes vary according to organization. The inequality regimes are changeable and 
linked not only to the organization but also to the society. While Acker focuses on class, 
gender, and racial inequalities, we focus on gender, ethnicity, and age inequalities. By 
studying inequality regimes, it is possible to explain the organizing processes that create 
inequality. 

The processes and practices that form the basis of the inequality regimes are often 
informed by different kinds of textual material that is partly created not only in organi-
zations, but also in the wider society, such as legislation. In accordance, recruitment and 
selection can be considered a complex set of processes and practices that are influenced 
by different kinds of explicit and implicit, conscious and unconscious, and official and 
unofficial elements of textual and nontextual materials. 

Recruitment and selection practices are permeated by gender, ethnicity, age, and 
other stereotypes, and these stereotypes contribute to the persistence of inequality 
(Healy et al. 2011). Studies on discrimination in recruitment and hiring (e.g., Beattie 
and Johnson 2012; Rooth 2010) have shown that recruiters’ attitudes and perceptions 
of stereotypes often operate at an unconscious level. Therefore, there can be a contradic-
tion between the recruiter’s conscious ideas and assumptions of her/his own behavior as 
a recruiter and her/his actual unconscious practices (Beattie and Johnson 2012, p. 12). 
Anna Pärnänen (2012) observed job-interviewing employers both deny pursuing an age 
discrimination policy and also admit to favoring younger job seekers. This might partly 
explain why official human resources policy at the organizational level and equality acts 
and legislation at the societal level have not guaranteed gender-, ethnicity-, and age-neu-
tral recruitment and selection practices (Acker 2009, pp. 208–209; Healy et al. 2011). 

Recruitment and selection are done either by the employers themselves or increas-
ingly by private employment agencies. According to a survey on recruitment practices at 
Finnish work organizations (Junnila and Honkaniemi 2010), almost all (96% of respon-
dents) organizations have experiences of using external expert help in hiring employees. 
The most common type of help used was a feasibility assessment (61% of respondents 
reported using a feasibility assessment always or regularly), the second most common 
was the use of staffing agencies (always or regularly: 21%), and the third most common 
was direct recruitment (always or regularly: 17%). Thus, outsourced recruitment is a 
common practice in Finnish work organizations.

Direct recruitment refers to an outsourced assignment that an organization gives to 
a private employment agency. The aim of the outsourced assignment is to acquire one or 
more new employees for the client company. At its simplest, the direct recruitment pro-
cess proceeds with the employment agency identifying the need for the personnel to be 
recruited; the agency then publishes a job advertisement, selects one or more potential 
employees from the applicants, and finally presents them to the client. The final decision 
of whether to hire the applicant is always made by the client. Direct recruitment is used 
to search for a wide range of employees and to fulfill a number of multilevel tasks. In 
Finland, direct recruitment is most frequently used in the information and communica-
tion technology sector and least used in the public sector. The most important reasons 
reported for using external expert help relate to supplementing the organization’s own 
skills in recruitment and filling a gap caused by shortages in the organization’s own time 
and personnel resources (Junnila and Honkaniemi 2010, p. 18).
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research material and analysis

Our empirical analysis is based on two datasets. The first dataset consists of 31 semi-
structured research interviews, gathered in 2011–2012, each lasting 1–1.5 hours, 
recorded at two workplaces, which are part of a larger organization referred to here as 
‘the Department Store.’ The interviewees work at different levels of the organization and 
have different roles. The primary interviewees (10 persons) are involved in recruitment 
and they work as senior employees or experts. The secondary interviewees (21 per-
sons) are employees not involved in recruitment, but they offer background information 
on their own recruitment process and experiences. The purpose of the interviews was, 
firstly, to find out if there were unequal practices and discrimination in the workplace 
according to the interviewees, and, secondly, to discover the kinds of practices the work-
place uses to support equal treatment and prevent discrimination. This article is not all 
based on a case study of recruitment by department store; rather, the department store 
provides the employer case within a broader context of recruitment processes in Finland. 

The second dataset consists of ten semi-structured interviews gathered in 2013 from 
three private employment agencies, which do not have a direct relationship with the 
department store. Each interview lasted about an hour. The interviewees have consid-
erable experience of outsourced direct recruitment, although some of them are senior 
employees. The others work as HR consultants or recruitment consultants, and two 
interviewees are responsible for testing job applicants via a skills and personality assess-
ment. For the sake of simplicity, all the interviewees in this dataset are called recruitment 
consultants.

Our main concern in the recruitment consultants’ interviews was to map out the 
phases of the outsourced recruitment process and to produce knowledge about the 
assessment of the job applicants’ various competences. Inequality in recruitment was 
not—at least not directly—a topic brought up by the interviewers, but rather by the 
interviewees. However, this second set of data complements the HR managers’ inter-
views, even though the organizational background of the recruitment processes is dif-
ferent. Although both datasets are produced for different purposes, together they form 
a rich body of research material that offers a broad and detailed picture of recruitment 
practices. 

The starting point for our analysis of the two datasets was the informal practices 
of inequality in recruitment, that is, the method by which defining and selecting the 
ideal worker worthy of recruitment is conducted. The interview as such is a practice, 
and it may or may not contain descriptions of other practices. Moreover, the interview 
is a material-discursive practice that contains interview talk materialized in embodied 
interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee. Furthermore, the discursive 
practice of the interview often has its origin in the material world, for example, in the 
desirable bodily features of the ideal employees. In a similar vein, discursive interview 
practices usually have material effects and consequences (Aarsand and Forsberg 2010; 
Barad 2007).

We started the actual process of analysis by extracting the quotes and passages in 
which the interviewees talked about issues relevant to our research questions. As our 
focus of analysis was on the informal practices of inequality in recruitment and selec-
tion, we concentrated first in text bits related to gender, ethnicity, and age that reflected 
tacit ideas about an ideal worker and ideal recruitment and selection. After that, we 
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sorted these passages into three broader categories in order to analyze how these ideas 
became informal practices of inequality. At this stage the analytical focus shifted from 
gender, ethnicity, and age to the level of informal practices of inequality. The first such 
category relates to obeying and violating the equality legislation in general. The sec-
ond category relates to questions of responsibility behind the recruitment practices, and 
focuses mainly on shifting the responsibility to someone other than the recruiter. The 
third category concerns the issue of diversity management in recruitment. The following 
empirical sections are based on these categories.

recruitment by the book

When mapping out the practices of inequality in recruitment, we noticed that on a 
general level, the recruiters are well aware of equality legislation and they frequently 
describe their efforts to follow it. At the Department Store, for example, the human 
resources department is planning directions for everyone involved in recruitment pro-
cesses that dictate what can and cannot be asked in job interviews according to equality 
legislation. The purpose of this is not only to promote equality, but also to prevent prob-
lems and possible litigation. The questions asked in the job interview are one central 
point through which the recruiters talk about equality.

One of the recruitment consultants pointed out that the job applicant need not 
answer every question he poses, although he never asks ‘immoral questions,’ as he put 
it. He describes immoral questions as basic questions such as whether the candidate 
smokes, what kind of hobbies s/he has, and other personal questions about her/his fam-
ily situation. He describes these questions as immoral and irrelevant to recruitment and 
work commitment, but not as illegal questions. Another recruitment consultant explains 
that job applicants are not always completely truthful, and therefore they may need to 
be asked what he calls ‘illegal questions’:

Things aren’t always like people tell us. I’m not saying that they systemically lie to us, but 
people present things in many ways, and sometimes their way is more favorable to them. 
It’s typical that the job seeker, when s/he1 is asked about things, answers from her/his point 
of view and how s/he saw events. I’m not saying that people lie to your face, but if the 
former employer is asked to describe the same event, for example, the former employer 
may have totally different view. So, how do I dig up these things with legal means? That is 
challenging. (Male recruitment consultant)

Here, the recruitment consultant indicates that he does not rely solely on only legal 
means, but he does not explain how illegal questions help to draw an honest picture 
about the job applicant’s career. This idea of illegal questions recurs throughout the 
research interviews, and it is drawn from equality legislation. According to the Act on 
Equality (609/1986), women and men cannot be treated differently during the recruit-
ment process. However, there is no such thing as illegal questions, but knowing the 
answers to certain questions and letting the information effect recruitment decisions 
could be discriminatory. Several recruitment consultants imply that they do not delib-
erately ask job seekers certain questions concerning their spouses, children, and other 
family issues. Instead, they expect these issues to be raised by the applicants themselves 
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in the job interviews. In other words, the recruitment consultants expect to receive infor-
mation about certain issues even though they do not pose questions that they think are 
illegal.

Furthermore, the recruitment consultants emphasize that their duty is also to pre-
vent their clients from making clear and visible breaches of discrimination law, for 
example, in job advertisements: 

Recruiter:  Our duty is to be the middleman, and if the client presented things as they 
tell them to us and it got out somewhere, well, they would be breaking 
the law. I also direct the clients in what they can and you cannot do so, it 
doesn’t get out. No matter what the law says … This isn’t going anywhere 
with my name on it, is it?

Interviewer: No.
Recruiter:  … so, no matter what the law says, there may be the recruiter’s own view 

on what to do in the background. Only an idiot would write in a job adver-
tisement that they are seeking a man or a woman or someone young or 
old. If somebody outside the selected demographic calls, they are answered 
anyway, ‘Sure, send your application.’ But their application stops there. So 
I don’t know, it’s discrimination like any other. But our job is to make sure 
our client doesn’t mess these things up. (Male recruitment consultant)

Here, the recruitment consultant’s motivation in obeying the law is to prevent the cli-
ent from making mistakes that could potentially cause problems. The recruiters avoid 
inequality because they are obliged to do so by the law, not because they want to advance 
equality as such. Sexism, racism, and other forms of discrimination do not disappear—
even though they are sanctioned by law—they just take a more discreet and hidden form 
(Husu 2002). Some of the interviewees are well aware of this, too. A man involved in 
recruitment at the Department Store says that the consequence of ‘the Finnish [equal-
ity] legislation and democracy that has been taken to the extreme’ is that people have 
become ‘very, very cautious.’ He continues:

Every time the equality card is played, for example, in this interview of yours [talks to the 
interviewer], it immediately makes me think ‘whoops, let’s not talk about this.’ But at the 
same time I started to think about it one night, that like you said, the society that stares 
at stereotypes does the job for the employer, in a way. You don’t want to tilt at windmills, 
either, because these stereotypes are shared. You know that you have a rocky road ahead 
if you are a man and you want to sell lingerie. 

The interviewee suggests that there is a form of gender inequality which is not actively 
practiced by anyone. Instead, the culturally shared gender stereotypes that are repro-
duced through informal practices sustain gender inequality. Behind every recruitment 
process, there are always tacit ideas about what kind of body and personality is suitable 
for each job. For example, leadership is often defined through characteristics stereo-
typically connected with masculinity, such as authority, aggression, and competitiveness 
(Lepistö-Johansson 2009, p. 57; Meyerson and Fletcher 2000, p. 129). Therefore, there 
are always certain norms about the ideal worker for each job, even though the norms 
might not be explicit or even acknowledged. These norms are gendered: a leader is a 
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man rather than a woman and a person who sells lingerie is rather a woman than a man. 
Moreover, differences in terms of ethnicity and age, for example, are included in these 
norms. When such norms are not made explicit and questioned, they continue to repro-
duce informal practices of inequality. When the focus is on obeying the law rather than 
on promoting equality, the central processes that produce inequalities remain untouched.

The recruitment consultants do not consider the applicants’ gender to play a signifi-
cant role in their work, although they admit that it may have an influence in recruitment 
in general. One of the recruitment consultants answered, ‘Well, somehow I perhaps don’t 
see that it has an effect—at least at a conscious level—but of course everybody may have 
these unconscious thoughts.’ Instead, the job applicants’ age is commented on more 
often than their gender.

In Finland, discrimination in recruitment on the grounds of age has been widely 
discussed in public debate. Age is generally seen as one of the most common factors 
in putting a person at a disadvantage in the recruitment process (Larja et al. 2012, 
pp. 39–51). One of the recruitment consultants very strongly believes that the discussion 
on ageism has gone too far. She says that all women—no matter what their age—think 
that if they are not recruited, it is precisely because of their age. She does not consider 
the job applicants’ age a relevant issue, but says that age is presented as a reason why 
women are not recruited:

There is a lot of talk about ageism. I don’t believe in it as strongly as you find when you fol-
low the discussions. In some discussions it has been said that when you are over 40, you are 
past it and thrown in the trash can. To me, it’s like, ‘hang on a minute, it can’t be like that.’

However, it has been noted that clear age-discriminating recruitment practices exist in 
work organizations, which partly explains why re-employment is difficult among older 
workers (Pärnänen 2012). Some research findings also indicate that people in decision-
making positions might have difficulties in admitting that age discrimination occurs 
(Larja et al. 2012, p. 41).

As we have demonstrated in this section, obeying the law does not guarantee an 
equality of outcomes. The recruiters are aware of equality legislation concerning recruit-
ment processes, but their interpretation of the legislation is somewhat selective. They 
have internalized the letter of the law, but not its purpose, namely to promote equality. 
This is also a wider problem with equality policies in the Nordic countries. Attention 
is paid to statistics and measures, such as equality planning, and the reason why the 
laws are needed seems to be lost (Kantola 2010). These findings are consistent with 
the literature on legal awareness and penalty avoidance in organizations that confirms 
human resource specialists and managers to be conversant with the legal requirement, 
but also that formal regulations still have only limited efficacy in preventing inequality 
(e.g., Dickens 2007; Pratten and Lovatt 2005). If we want to promote equality, we need 
to tackle the informal practices that produce inequality. 

relocation of responsibility

Another informal practice of inequality in recruitment is shifting the responsibility 
for equal treatment to someone else, either to the job applicant or to the client. The 
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recruitment consultants indicated that the job applicants’ age and gender do not have an 
impact on their work, but many of them also pointed out that they do not make the final 
recruitment decision; the final say is ultimately the client’s. The client as an employer 
may have completely different preferences to the recruitment consultants when it comes 
to the job applicants’ age and gender:

We aren’t allowed to make any decision based on either these factors [gender or age]. But 
the fact is that the client usually makes the final recruitment decision, and those factors 
do have an effect. Maybe gender not so much, I would say, but age has a more concrete 
impact. One notices that unfortunately more experienced persons are easily dropped with-
out any evident reason for why s/he is discarded, so the easy conclusion to draw is that her/
his age is an issue for the client. But gender definitely has an impact on some cases, too. We 
are not even allowed discuss this kind of thing with our client. If they try to discuss them, 
we make it loud and clear that this is our work, we need to be impartial and objective and 
that [these issues] cannot be the basis of a recruitment decision. And they know it pretty 
well. If they have any desire or need to base their decisions on this kind of issue, they make 
their decisions without telling us. (Male recruitment consultant)

The recruitment consultants were also asked if the job applicants’ ethnicity is relevant 
in the selection process. The recruiters pointed out that some of the clients never hire 
an applicant with an ethnic background, and therefore it is pointless to introduce such 
applicants to these clients. Several recruitment consultants suspected that the employers’ 
prejudice prevents applicants with an ethnic background from being hired: 

But we have job seekers who have a foreign name and who speak perfect Finnish, so then 
perhaps there may be such prejudice, even when one can see that s/he has lived her/his 
whole life in Finland and went to school here, has been educated and worked in Finnish. 
So, there may be a little visible prejudice there. (Female recruitment consultant)

Ethnic origin or skin color is generally seen as an equally important factor as age in put-
ting a person at a disadvantage in the recruitment process in Finland (Jasinskaja-Lahti 
et al. 2002, pp. 86–88; Larja et al. 2012, pp. 181–182). However, the recruitment con-
sultants denied that the job applicants’ ethnic background and, for example, skin color, 
had any significance in their assessment of the candidates. Instead, several recruitment 
consultants shifted the issue from the applicant’s ethnic background to her/his language 
skills. They stated that if the job applicant’s Finnish and English skills are not adequate, 
they cannot be hired for most jobs. It has been noted that a lack of language skills is a 
common reason to decline job applications from people from ethnic backgrounds, and 
sometimes this is done without foundation (Ahmad 2002; Rydgren 2004). Similarly, sev-
eral recruitment consultants also shifted the discussion about the job applicants’ embod-
ied and cultural attributes to their insufficient language skills, which they regarded as 
an obstacle to recruiting immigrants. However, some of the recruitment consultants dis-
agreed with this view, such as one male recruitment consultant: ‘As a matter of fact, a 
pleasingly high number of immigrant employees are hired. Little by little, Finns are learn-
ing that speaking broken Finnish doesn’t necessarily make a person a bad employee.’

Language skills were mentioned almost every time when HR managers talked about 
hiring immigrants at the Department Store. Language skills were given different mean-
ings depending on whose language skills were discussed, where was the person from, 
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what languages s/he could and could not speak, and which position s/he was applying 
for. In many cases, the HR managers at the Department Store stressed that language 
skills are not an issue in recruitment:

We think it’s so nice, we should have even more [immigrants]. Language has never been an 
issue here. We have seen it as a chance to develop, that we can use English, for example. A 
good example is our [middle manager] who is Swedish and really only speaks few words 
of Finnish, and when we recruited him, we recruited people under him on the basis on 
their strong skills in English so that they would be able cope with their manager. So, we 
see it as a positive challenge.

The experiences of the people who worked for non-Finnish managers were less positive: 
they felt the language differences caused misunderstandings in everyday work and made 
their job harder. If the person with no skills in Finnish language was their peer, they 
viewed the situation less problematically. Nevertheless, the immigrants at the Depart-
ment Store who felt their language skills were not an obstacle in their career all worked 
in managerial positions and came from Western countries. Conversely, the immigrants 
of Asian, African, or South American origin felt their opportunities to advance in 
their career were much poorer (also Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. 2002, pp. 86–88). They all 
thought the Department Store treated them very fairly, but their less than perfect skills in  
Finnish were a problem. For example, an Iraqi man who served customers in Finnish 
and spoke it well enough to be interviewed about equality issues felt that he would not 
have a chance to apply for a more senior position until he spoke much better Finnish. 

Language skills are a legitimate reason for some of the inequalities in the workplace, 
and in the labor market in general (Ahmad 2002). The criteria for adequate language 
skills are not explicit. Instead, it is rather vague, sometimes even a question of for-
eign accent (Näre 2013, pp. 76–77). However, it is gladly applied by the HR managers, 
supposedly because the responsibility for equal treatment can be relocated from the 
employer to the employee: learning the requisite language skills is the responsibility of 
the person recruited. Job applicants also willingly take this position—perhaps because 
they have no choice. An immigrant male employee with a university degree, working in 
a relatively low position, stated: ‘It’s the same in every country when you are foreign. If 
you don’t manage the language perfectly, you have to usually to start from the bottom, 
but you have to deal with it.’ 

Language skills may be the most commonly mentioned reason for not recruiting 
an immigrant, but it is not the only one. One of the recruitment consultants pointed 
out that the immigrant’s working style may not fit in at the organization, and therefore 
the employer would not want to hire the applicant. Obviously, one could ask how the 
employer could be familiar with the job applicant’s working style when the applicant 
has not worked for the employer. Other recruitment consultants said that employers 
have had bad experiences of immigrant employees, and therefore they refuse to hire 
them. Another issue brought up was that immigrants do not write their résumés in the 
same way as Finnish job applicants, and this complicates the recruitment consultants’ 
work: ‘Finns rarely exaggerate in their résumés. Their [the immigrants’] résumés are 
“I’m super, the best in the world at this.” But that’s not the reality.’

Thus, at the same time as the recruitment consultants are doing service work for 
their clients, they are keeping the clients satisfied with their services. This involves 
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relocating the responsibility of inequality to the client. At the Department Store, the 
responsibilities are different since the firm has not outsourced recruitment. However, in 
both instances the intention to relocate responsibility from the recruiters to client or to 
job applicants themselves is clear. 

recruiting by addressing difference

Several HR managers at the Department store stated it was the policy of the organiza-
tion that the ethnic, gender, age, and educational background of the applicant is unim-
portant. For example, a high level of education is not required for managerial positions. 
Work experience—in terms of know-how and competence—and ‘the right attitude’ are 
given priority in the recruitment process. The latter refers to applicants’ personality 
and social suitability. Social and personal skills and behavioral competencies are dif-
ficult to evaluate, even when personal testing is used. In practice, it is often a question 
of the recruiters’ or job interviewers’ preferences and chemistry in concrete face-to-face 
job interview situations. In the recruitment process, the context of the recruiter and 
applicant’s meeting is meaningful, since tacit ideas of the ideal worker are involved  
(Callaghan and Thompson 2002, pp. 234–235). 

The Department Store had hired some immigrant workers for whom the position 
was in many cases their first job in Finland. The research interviewees—both those 
who are involved with recruitment and those who are not—spoke about diversity as an 
advantage to both the company and to the employees. This differed from the frames we 
have analyzed earlier in this article, because here recruiting a diverse set of people was 
seen as something positive rather than as a risk. This position comes close to a diversity 
management framework. 

It has been stated that in Finland, gender equality is a much stronger discourse than 
diversity management (Tienari et al. 2009). Gender equality is justified by fairness, equal 
opportunities, and equality legislation and it is this equality discourse that frames diver-
sity management discourse in Finnish organizations. None of the interviewed HR man-
agers in this study were familiar with the concept of diversity management, although 
they were familiar with its content. Diversity management was framed by the discourse 
of marketization, as can be seen in the quotation below. The HR manager explains why 
she finds diversity to be ‘a richness’ for a company, and why she thinks the company 
should recruit a diverse workforce:

Things don’t advance if people are the same and think the same way. We need people who 
challenge the status quo, who see things maybe a bit differently. If their background is dif-
ferent and they can see things that the others do not necessarily pay attention to, as long 
as they can deliver their own know-how and vision to the department … And, of course, 
our clients are different, so perhaps we can serve them better through this too. 

Here, different types of workers are seen as representing different types of ideas and 
different types of clients. The background of the employees is considered to enable them 
to see things differently. Through their know-how and vision, the company is able to 
address the diversity of their customers and perhaps to serve them better. In the extract, 
diversity as difference is seen as a positive challenge for the organization. However, one 
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can ask, what if the perceived differences in the employees’ backgrounds do not generate 
new ideas and better service solutions? How is difference thought to operate, and what 
kind of difference is important? According to this perspective, customers benefit and 
companies develop as a result of employing a diverse, value-adding workforce, but the 
personnel themselves do not benefit. Equality is reduced to a question of what diversity 
has to offer the organization. It is therefore pertinent to question the kind of equality 
this sort of approach promotes. 

Diversity was also seen as adding value by hiring immigrants. The employer can 
benefit from immigrant job applicants’ weak position in the Finnish labor market. Given 
this leverage, it is possible to find employees who expect less and deliver more:

Frankly, I have been disappointed more often with a presentable individual, because s/he 
has higher expectations about the job to begin with. A person who hopes for an opportu-
nity is more open to what the job can offer, they don’t see everything already like ‘this was 
[better] in my previous job.’ Their mind is more open.

This extract shows that what is expected of employees varies according to their back-
ground: people who find it difficult to get a job in the Finnish labor market—such as 
immigrants and elderly workers—might be expected to settle for less than those who are 
more likely to find a job elsewhere. It is in the organizational self-interest to focus their 
recruitment policy on workers lacking in power within the labor market. This is in line 
with earlier observation that migrant workers were feted as valuable resource because 
of their attitudes as well as work ethics, but management’s praising of the virtues of the 
migrant workers was based on the business case and possibility to continue minimal 
statutory compliance (MacKenzie and Forde 2009). 

The quotation above is illustrative also in terms of the interviewee’s choice of words. 
The term ‘a presentable individual’ can be seen as an evaluative statement, according to 
which a Finnish applicant that is more educated and probably therefore in possession 
of more social and cultural capital is valued higher, yet in this case, the interviewee was 
not always satisfied with them. The choice of words embodies a way of reproducing 
hierarchy between different social groups.

A problem with diversity management is that when a diverse workforce is hired in 
the name of profitability instead of equality, it may lead to reinforcing certain informal 
practices of inequality while perhaps demolishing others. To promote equality, diver-
sity should rather be seen from an equality rather than a management perspective. 
The Department Store has taken small steps toward equality—for example, including 
multiculturalism and equality in the organization’s values is a significant step. Never-
theless, there are different levels in understanding diversity, and the Department Store’s 
process of advancing equality in parallel with diversity is still a work in progress in 
terms of the espoused values of the company’s personnel policy and everyday work 
practices. 

Discussion and conclusions

In this article, we have explored the recruitment and selection policy and processes from 
the perspective of inequality and investigated the kinds of tacit ideas held about the ideal 
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worker that lie behind the recruitment and selection policy and practices of HR manag-
ers and recruitment consultants. These ideas are an example of processes and practices 
that contribute to the production of inequality regimes in organizations. 

Recruiters aim to find the most suitable people for particular jobs and positions. 
The most suitable person varies from one job and position to another, and such qualifi-
cations are often explicit. Nevertheless, in every job there are tacit ideas about the ideal 
worker, and they are permeated by social divisions, such as gender, age, and race or 
ethnicity. The ideal worker has a certain gender, age, and nationality, although this is not 
a static category but varies over time and place (Tienari et al. 2002). The curious thing 
about the ideal worker’s gender is that the recruiters admit gender does matter in recruit-
ment, but they do not say which gender is preferred. This might be because different jobs 
are considered suitable for women or men. Jobs considered more suitable for women 
are usually lower in the hierarchy (Johansson 1998, p. 55). ‘Female jobs’ are more often 
low-paid than the ‘male jobs,’ and the tasks are considered to be simpler in such female 
jobs (ibid.) Therefore, hiring the most suitable woman or a man for a certain job very 
often reinforces gendered hierarchies in working life.

The age of an ideal worker was a more contested topic. The recruiters questioned 
what they thought was the general opinion about the ideal age for an employee, namely 
that the ideal worker should be under forty years old. Although the recruiters disagreed 
on this, age discrimination is still widely reported in Finland (Larja et al. 2012). The age 
limit of forty for the ideal worker is so well known that it might affect the practices of 
recruitment, even though the recruiters contested it. 

The ethnicity of the ideal worker was clearer, although it was often disguised as a 
question of language skills. The ideal worker speaks perfect Finnish, regardless of the 
language requirements of the job. However, language requirements are interpreted flex-
ibly. It was not a problem to hire a Swedish manager who did not speak any Finnish at 
all, while for an Iraqi man working in customer service, not speaking perfect Finnish 
was perceived to be a barrier in his career. The ideal worker is thus of a certain ethnic 
background; our data does not allow us to elaborate on this more thoroughly, but this 
could be an important subject for future study. 

We have also asked how these ideas and the implicit settings of day-to-day interac-
tion concerning recruitment become informal practices of inequality, that is, practices 
that sustain inequality in work organizations. We classified these into three different cat-
egories of informal practices of inequality that were recruitment by the book, relocation 
of responsibility, and recruiting by addressing the difference.

Firstly, we found that the recruiters were aware of the equality legislation concern-
ing equal treatment in recruitment, and they tried to obey the law. However, their own 
or their clients’ ideas about the ideal worker for a certain job were sometimes in conflict 
with equality legislation, and in such cases they interpreted the legislation somewhat 
selectively. The recruiters did not obey the law because they wanted to promote equality 
in itself—which is, after all, the purpose of the equality legislation—but rather because 
they wanted to avoid problems and possible litigation. Equality legislation in Finland 
is based on recommendations and voluntary practices rather than on prohibitions and 
sanctions (Kantola 2010). Due to this state of affairs, it is possible to obey the law but 
at the same time reinforce informal practices of inequality in recruitment that create 
systematic disparities between different social groups. Therefore, the selective interpreta-
tion of the equality legislation is one informal practice of inequality. 



18 Informal Practices of Inequality in Recruitment in Finland Tuija Koivunen et al.

Secondly, we found that the recruiters shifted the responsibility for equal treatment 
onto someone else—either onto the job applicant or onto the client, that is, the orga-
nization that is hiring the person. The recruiters claimed that the job applicants should 
acquire certain skills, or that the organizations should change their requirements for 
the suitable people so that they, as recruiters, could make more equal decisions in the 
recruitment processes. Shifting responsibility allowed the recruiters to carry on the prac-
tices and processes of recruitment and selection in a way that reproduced inequalities 
while being ‘pro-equality’ at the same time. Shifting the responsibility for equal treat-
ment onto someone else was therefore another informal practice of inequality. 

Thirdly, although there are informal practices of inequality in recruitment, the HR 
managers celebrated diversity because it was an important value for the company they 
were working for—and perhaps for the HR managers themselves. However, diversity 
was seen as valuable mainly because it benefited business. Different people were seen as 
a source of different ideas and they enabled serving different clients better. Here, as with 
the creative interpretations of the equality legislation, promoting equality was not seen 
as the goal as such. Rather, equality (in the form of celebrating diversity) was seen valu-
able only if it benefited business. Sometimes making diversity a business benefit led into 
unequal treatment. For example, immigrants were hired for low hierarchy jobs because 
they expected less and delivered more than Finns. In such cases, making diversity a busi-
ness benefit was an informal practice of inequality. 

The three analyzed categories—recruitment by the book, relocation of responsi-
bility, and recruiting by addressing the difference—can be seen representing practices 
that produce inequalities into recruitment, and therefore in the framework of inequal-
ity regimes, result in and maintain gender, age, and ethnic inequalities in the Finnish 
work organizations. The idea of inequality regimes is a conceptual strategy for not only 
understanding the mutual reproduction of gender, race, and class inequalities in orga-
nizations, but also for assessing the possibilities for reducing inequalities in particular 
organizations. Inequality regimes tend to be fluid and changing, which opens up space 
for change. The informal practices we have described are informal and subtle, and there-
fore they could be very difficult to challenge. The equality legislation in Finland was 
renewed in 2014, which may bring about some changes in inequality regimes. Neverthe-
less, as we have demonstrated here, formal practices, such as legislation, cannot change 
informal practices of inequality alone. Changing inequality regimes calls for active work 
for equality on the individual, organizational, and societal level. 

Even though it is not possible to generalize our findings literally into the whole Finn-
ish labor market, we believe that the findings being consistent with previous research 
indicate the order of the day in recruitment. Our results involve the aspects of a penalty 
avoidance and relocation of responsibility that might help the clients of the recruitment 
consultants to perpetuate their long-standing prejudices based on stereotyping without 
helping to enhance their HR attributes and perspectives. However, what we clearly miss 
is more knowledge which helps us to understand the impact of the outsourcing of the 
recruitment practice in maintaining inequality. 
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End note

1  The Finnish language uses the same word for ‘she’ and ‘he’ (hän). This is why we cannot 
always tell whether the interviewees are talking about female or male job seekers. To keep 
both options open, we have included both genders in the excerpts.


