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Pride and Prejudice: Employment
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This article presents the first large-scale audit study of discrimi-
nation against openly gay men in the United States. Pairs of fictitious
résumés were sent in response to 1,769 job postings in seven states.
One résumé in each pair was randomly assigned experience in a gay
campus organization, and the other résumé was assigned a control
organization. Two main findings have emerged. First, in some but
not all states, there was significant discrimination against the fic-
titious applicants who appeared to be gay. This geographic variation
in the level of discrimination appears to reflect regional differences
in attitudes and antidiscrimination laws. Second, employers who
emphasized the importance of stereotypically male heterosexual
traits were particularly likely to discriminate against openly gay
men. Beyond these particular findings, this study advances the audit
literature more generally by covering multiple regions and by high-
lighting how audit techniques may be used to identify stereotypes
that affect employment decisions in real labor markets.

In recent years, the rights and legal protections of lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender (LGBT) people have been at the center of heated debates
in the United States. In the absence of a federal law specifically protecting
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LGBT employees and job seekers, one debate has focused on sexual ori-
entation discrimination in employment; that is, the behaviors and prac-
tices—both deliberate and nonconscious—that disadvantage individuals
of a particular sexual orientation over individuals of another sexual ori-
entation in employment contexts (Romer v. Evans, 517 U.S. 620, 116 S.
Ct. 1620, 134 L. Ed. 2d 855 [1996]; Badgett 2001; Rubenstein 2002; Hull
2005; Herszenhorn 2007). Although scholars have produced a considerable
amount of research relevant to this debate (Badgett et al. 2007), most of
the literature has focused on wage inequality and has produced little direct
evidence about the difficulties that LGBT people might face in obtaining
a job. Thus, we can currently only speculate about the extent and patterns
of sexual orientation discrimination in the hiring process. This is a sig-
nificant omission because hiring discrimination is an important inequality-
generating mechanism with potentially powerful effects on a job seeker’s
access to a broad range of opportunities (Petersen and Saporta 2004; Pager
2007). More generally, the current focus on wage inequality may be lim-
iting because even when wage regressions demonstrate significant income
differences between two groups (e.g., LGBT and heterosexual employees),
skeptics might argue that the observed gap reflects unobserved differences
in employee productivity or preferences rather than discrimination (cf.
Farkas and Vicknair 1996; Berg and Lien 2002). Thus, the lack of direct
evidence about sexual orientation discrimination, and hiring discrimi-
nation in particular, limits our understanding of the nature and extent of
inequalities faced by LGBT Americans.

I begin to address this lacuna by directly examining hiring discrimination
against openly gay men. In doing so, I present results from the first large-
scale audit study of sexual orientation discrimination in the United States.
Limiting the scope of this study to one LGBT group—gay men—was ad-
vantageous because the precise nature of prejudice based on sexual ori-
entation might vary across different LGBT groups. For example, while gay
men are commonly stereotyped as feminine or effeminate (Madon 1997),
lesbians are often believed to be overly masculine (Ward 2008). Given these
different perceptions, employer behavior toward job seekers from different
LGBT groups may not be uniform. By focusing on a single group—and
leaving it to future research to explore discrimination against other LGBT
groups—it was possible to delve more deeply into the nature of discrimi-
nation against gay men. To do so, I responded with a pair of fictitious but
ostensibly real résumés to 1,769 postings of white-collar, entry-level jobs in
seven states, randomly assigning a signal of sexual orientation to each rés-
umé. The findings from this study provide evidence about the extent of
discrimination as well as the factors that affect the likelihood of discrimi-
nation, including local attitudes toward gay men, the presence of anti-
discrimination laws, and the extent to which employers value stereotypically
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male heterosexual personality traits. These findings contribute to the lit-
erature on inequality and employment discrimination in three ways.

First, by reporting the results of an audit study, I provide direct evidence
about the understudied area of sexual orientation discrimination in hiring.
Since the audit methodology experimentally controls for the fictitious job
seekers’ human capital, I am able to test whether job applicants who
appear to be gay are treated differently than equally qualified heterosexual
men at the first critical stage in the employee selection process. Thus, this
study presents more direct evidence of discrimination than do analyses
of wage differences, studies of discrimination complaints, or surveys that
capture self-reported employee experiences.

Second, by analyzing detailed data about the nature and location of
jobs in my sample, I begin to unpack the phenomenon of hiring discrim-
ination against openly gay men and identify the contexts in which it is
most and least prevalent. Indeed, while many previous audit experiments
have been limited to a single city or two, this study presents evidence
from seven geographically dispersed states that vary in both the local
attitudes toward gay men and the presence of pertinent antidiscrimination
laws. I find dramatic variation in the level of hiring discrimination across
these areas: while there is severe discrimination in some states, there is
little or no discrimination in others. Exploring this variation provides
some insight into how legal environments and local attitudes affect the
labor market situation of gay people.

Third, this study provides evidence about the powerful role of stereo-
types in sexual orientation discrimination. I find that employers who seek
applicants with stereotypically male heterosexual traits are particularly
likely to engage in discrimination. This finding suggests that discrimi-
nation is partly rooted in specific stereotypes about gay men and that
these stereotypes loom large in U.S. labor markets. Thus, this study sug-
gests a mechanism of discrimination to which prior audit studies have
given relatively little attention: stereotyping.

In addition to these contributions, this study also advances the audit
methodology more generally. Existing audits of employment discrimina-
tion—whether they focus on race, gender, or other characteristics—have
typically collected data from just a single city or, at most, two cities (Pager
2007). The present study is the first audit experiment to include employers
from multiple states and to reveal significant regional differences in the
level of discrimination. Moreover, this audit study is the first to demon-
strate that the level of discrimination depends partly on the personality
traits that employers seek (cf. Weichselbaumer 2004). Thus, this study
highlights the potential of the audit methodology for revealing the ste-
reotypes that most potently affect employment decisions in actual labor
markets.
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PRIOR RESEARCH

Starting with Badgett’s (1995) seminal study, much of the literature on
sexual orientation discrimination in the United States has focused on
compensation (Klawitter and Flatt 1998; Allegretto and Arthur 2001;
Badgett 2001; Clain and Leppel 2001; Berg and Lien 2002; Black et al.
2003; Blandford 2003; Carpenter 2007; Antecol, Jong, and Steinberger
2008). Controlling for human capital, these studies have found that gay
men earn 10%–32% less than heterosexual men (Badgett et al. 2007).
Although these studies generated important evidence, they focused on
earnings, rather than the hiring decision, and were not designed to provide
direct evidence about discrimination. Indeed, regression analyses that de-
fine discrimination as unexplained income differences may lead to biased
estimates of discrimination if differences in employee productivity or pref-
erences are observed incompletely (Farkas and Vicknair 1996; Neal and
Johnson 1996; Berg and Lien 2002; Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007; Pager,
Western, and Bonikowski 2009).

Another line of research examined employee self-reports and found that
many LGBT individuals report experiencing some form of discrimination
in the workplace (e.g., Badgett, Donnelly, and Kibbe 1992; Croteau 1996;
Badgett 1997). The generalizability of these studies, however, is limited
because they rely on convenience samples and capture subjective per-
ceptions, rather than the actual incidence, of discrimination (Badgett et
al. 2007). A third approach focused on the number of employment dis-
crimination complaints that LGBT employees filed in states that outlaw
sexual orientation discrimination. Rubenstein (2002), for example, found
that the per capita rate of complaints about sexual orientation discrimi-
nation was comparable to the rate of sex and race discrimination com-
plaints. However, like self-reports, complaint rates do not necessarily rep-
resent the actual incidence of discrimination. Clearly, some employees who
experience discrimination may never file a complaint, while others may
file an unfounded complaint.

Seeking more direct evidence for discrimination, some researchers have
adopted an experimental approach. Crow, Fok, and Hartman (1998), for
example, asked full-time employees in a southern city to select six out of
eight fictitious applicants for an accounting position. For all combinations
of gender and race, respondents were more likely to eliminate homosexual
candidates than heterosexual candidates. Similarly, Horvath and Ryan
(2003) instructed undergraduates to rate résumés for which sexual ori-
entation and gender were experimentally manipulated. Gay and lesbian
applicants received lower ratings than heterosexual men but higher ratings
than heterosexual women. Taking a somewhat different approach, Hebl
et al. (2002) conducted a field experiment in which male and female con-



American Journal of Sociology

590

federates applied for retail jobs in a mall of a Texas metropolis. For each
store, the confederates were randomly assigned to wear a baseball hat
with the words “Gay and Proud” or “Texan and Proud.” This experiment
measured both interpersonal bias (e.g., differences in interaction duration)
and formal bias (e.g., differences in job offers and callbacks) and found
evidence for the former but not the latter.

Although these experiments represent an important first step toward
directly measuring hiring discrimination, they have significant limitations.
First, all three experiments were limited to a single context—a single city,
university, or mall area. Thus, it is unclear how accurately the results
reflect broader patterns of discrimination and how the extent of discrim-
ination might vary across different contexts. Second, in two of these stud-
ies, the decision makers knew that they were participating in an exper-
iment and that their choices had no consequences on real hiring outcomes
(Crow et al. 1998; Horvath and Ryan 2003). Whether these decision mak-
ers would make the same hiring choices in a real employment context,
faced with real incentives and constraints, remains unclear. Indeed, the
extent to which these experiments mimic real decision making may be
significantly limited. For example, in the study by Crow et al. (1998),
participants were simply presented with several combinations of race,
gender, and sexual orientation (e.g., “white heterosexual male”), rather
than the fictitious candidates’ full résumés—an unrealistic scenario in
most employment contexts. Finally, the sample of experimental partici-
pants may further limit generalizability. In Horvath and Ryan’s sample,
in particular, the participants were college students rather than employers,
and nearly 80% of them were white women—a sample that is not rep-
resentative of the U.S. population or even the undergraduate population
(Badgett et al. 2007).

AN AUDIT APPROACH

To overcome the above-described limitations, I conducted a large-scale audit
study of discrimination against gay men. Audit studies apply experimental
techniques to real world employment contexts and fall into two categories:
in-person audits and correspondence tests (Pager 2007). In-person audits
involve sending pairs of experimental confederates—who are matched on
a variety of relevant characteristics but differ, for example, in their race or
gender—to apply for jobs with real employers (e.g., Pager 2003; Pager et
al. 2009). Correspondence tests are based on a similar approach but use
fictitious matched résumés rather than actual job applicants (e.g., Bertrand
and Mullainathan 2004; Correll et al. 2007). In both cases, researchers
examine whether a characteristic of interest (such as gender or race) affects
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the probability that an applicant receives a positive response (such as a
callback or a job offer).

The audit methodology offers important advantages. By experimentally
controlling for human capital factors that might be confounded with mi-
nority status, audit studies provide more direct evidence about the causal
impact of discrimination than do wage regressions (Pager 2007). By gath-
ering such evidence in a real employment context from real employers,
audit studies are also more generalizable than studies with undergraduate
participants and experiments in which participants know that their
choices will not affect real hiring outcomes (Correll et al. 2007). Of course,
audit studies are not without limitations. Critics, for example, have
pointed to the difficulty of matching real persons on all dimensions that
might affect productivity (e.g., Heckman 1998) and have noted that, be-
cause auditors know the purpose of the study, in-person audits are subject
to experimenter bias (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004). However, by
relying on résumés, rather than real auditors, correspondence studies can
circumvent these problems (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Pager
2007).

Despite the advantages of the audit methodology, only a handful of
studies have taken an audit approach to sexual orientation discrimination,
with the only in-person audit the one by Hebl et al. (2002). That study,
however, was based on a relatively small sample (84 employer–job-seeker
interactions) and was limited to a single mall area. Correspondence audits
measuring sexual orientation discrimination are also rare. Three decades
ago, Adam (1981) mailed a total of 163 nearly identical résumés to Ontario
law firms. The résumés were only differentiated by gender and sexual
orientation, which was signaled by indicating—on roughly half of the
résumés—that the applicant was active in the “Gay People’s Alliance.”
For both men and women, the gay-labeled résumés led to fewer interview
invitations than the unlabeled résumés. The generalizability of these re-
sults is limited, however, because of the small scale of the study. Among
male applicants, for example, the gay-labeled and unlabeled résumés led
to just four and seven interview invitations, respectively—a statistically
insignificant difference.

A correspondence test with a much larger sample has explored dis-
crimination against lesbians in Austria (Weichselbaumer 2003). In this
study, 1,226 applications with female names were sent out in response
to 613 clerical vacancies in the greater Vienna area. One résumé in each
pair was assigned a signal of lesbian orientation (volunteer experience
in the gay and lesbian movement), while the other résumé was assigned
a control signal (volunteer experience in a nonprofit cultural or edu-
cational center). All else equal, résumés indicating a lesbian orientation
were less likely to elicit an invitation for an interview. More recently,
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Drydakis (2009) sent pairs of applications from fictitious male job seekers
to 1,714 job openings in Athens, Greece. The signal of homosexual ori-
entation was past volunteer involvement in the “Athenian Homosexual
Community,” and the control signal was past volunteer activity in an
environmental group. While applications with the control signal elicited
a callback in 40% of the cases, less than 14% of the gay-labeled appli-
cations were successful.

To date, however, there has been no large-scale audit of sexual orien-
tation discrimination in the United States. In addition, no audit study in
any country has examined sexual orientation discrimination across geo-
graphic areas that vary significantly in the popular acceptance of ho-
mosexuality or in the extent to which local laws protect LGBT employees.
Moreover, existing studies have not investigated whether employers who
seek applicants with certain characteristics are more likely to discriminate
against gay men. I begin to address these lacunae.

DISCRIMINATION, REGIONAL VARIATION, AND STEREOTYPES

In this section, I first discuss the plausibility of hiring discrimination
against gay men in the United States. I then consider how the likelihood
of discrimination may vary across contexts. Although my empirical anal-
yses control for numerous factors that may influence the level of discrim-
ination, I focus below on two sources of variation. First, I consider geo-
graphic variation that may stem from differences in local attitudes toward
gay men and from differences in the level of legal protection available to
them. Second, I discuss the kind of variation in the level of discrimination
we might observe if stereotypes of gay men play a role in hiring decisions.

Before proceeding, however, a point of clarification is in order. It is
important to note that, in the context of a correspondence audit, one
cannot clearly distinguish between discrimination against gay job seekers
and discrimination against openly gay job seekers. Since employers have
no information about applicants beyond what is provided on the résumé,
a correspondence audit is suitable for capturing discrimination against
gay applicants who provide information that somehow signals their sexual
orientation. This issue, of course, is not unique to audit studies of sexual
orientation; indeed, it surfaces whenever an audit experiment focuses on
a partially or fully concealable characteristic, such as political affiliation,
religion, or parental status (Correll et al. 2007). Thus, when using the
phrases “sexual orientation discrimination” or “discrimination against gay
men” in the context of an audit study, I refer to discrimination on the
basis of disclosed sexual orientation rather than sexual orientation in a
more general sense.
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Callback Discrimination

As noted earlier, self-reports, analyses of discrimination complaints, and
laboratory experiments cannot provide direct evidence of sexual orien-
tation discrimination. Nevertheless, as the literature review above indi-
cates, such studies consistently point to the possibility of employment
discrimination against gay men (Badgett et al. 2007). Public opinion data
provide further support for this hypothesis. While Americans have become
more accepting of gay people over the past few decades, they are still
significantly less tolerant than the citizens of most advanced democracies
in Europe (Saad 2005). Surveys indicate that approximately half of all
Americans express an “unfavorable” opinion of gay men, and nearly one
in three Americans has a “very unfavorable” view (Pew Research Center
2003). Particularly relevant for employment discrimination is the finding
that 20% of survey respondents in the United States report feeling un-
comfortable around homosexuals (Pew Research Center 2003). Similarly,
research in status characteristic theory (Berger et al. 1977) suggests that
sexual orientation is a status characteristic in the United States and that
heterosexual is a more positively evaluated state than homosexual (John-
son 1995). Different performance expectations are associated with each
state of sexual orientation, and respondents tend to assign higher perfor-
mance expectations to heterosexuals than to homosexuals (Webster, Hy-
som, and Fullmer 1998).

Accordingly, I expect that gay job seekers will face discrimination in
U.S. job markets. In particular, I focus on discrimination that occurs at
the initial stage of the employee selection process and predict that ap-
plications from gay men will be less likely to elicit an interview invitation
(or “callback”) than applications from equally qualified heterosexual men.
As several researchers noted, this first step in the employee selection pro-
cess is a critical stage because it often represents a crucial barrier to
employment for minorities (Bendick, Brown, and Wall 1999; Pager 2003;
Drydakis 2009; Pager et al. 2009). Yet, because of data limitations, re-
searchers generally know less about discrimination in the hiring process
than about discrimination in promotion, firing, or wage setting (Petersen
and Saporta 2004). Thus, this study—like audit studies in general—
focuses on a relatively understudied area within the wider labor market
literature.

The Geography of Discrimination

Prior audit studies of racial, gender, and sexual orientation discrimination
have typically focused on a limited geographic area—often just a single
city or two (e.g., Pager 2003; Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Drydakis
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2009; Pager et al. 2009). As a result, it is sometimes difficult to know
whether variation in the observed level of discrimination against a given
group is due to differences between experimental designs or to regional
variation in the actual prevalence of discrimination (Pager 2007). When
studying discrimination against gay men in the United States, limiting
the scope of an audit experiment to a single city would be particularly
disadvantageous. Indeed, regional differences in the level of tolerance
toward gay men and in antidiscrimination laws may lead to geographic
variation in the incidence of discrimination.

Public opinion polls indicate considerable regional variation in attitudes
toward gay men. While almost half of Americans in the Northeast and
the West have a favorable view of gay men (48% and 45%, respectively),
only slightly more than a third of respondents express similar views in
the Midwest (35%) and even fewer in the South (29%; Pew Research
Center 2003). Support for gay rights follows the same regional pattern.
From nondiscrimination laws to hate crime legislation, public support for
policies to protect gay rights is strongest in the Northeast and the West
and weakest in the South (Lax and Phillips 2009). Similar regional dif-
ferences are borne out by a wide range of studies, from surveys of high
school students (Gilbert 2001) to analyses of court cases (Pinello 2003, pp.
10–12). Taken together, these findings suggest significant regional differ-
ences in the social acceptance of gay men. If such differences are reflected
in the hiring process, callback discrimination will be more likely in areas
with less tolerant attitudes (e.g., the South) than in areas with more ac-
cepting attitudes (e.g., the Northeast).

The adoption of state laws that prohibit sexual orientation discrimi-
nation follows a similar geographic pattern. At the time of this study, 20
states and the District of Columbia prohibited sexual orientation discrim-
ination in the private sector, but most of these states were in the Northeast
and the West. For example, all states in New England and, with the
exception of Alaska, all Pacific states had passed such legislation. By
contrast, only four out of 12 midwestern states banned sexual orientation
discrimination, and in the South, only two states adopted such laws. The
geographic distribution of counties and cities that ban sexual orientation
discrimination in private employment was roughly similar, with relatively
few antidiscrimination laws in southern cities and counties. Notably, how-
ever, such laws have been passed in some major cities in the South and
the Midwest, including Atlanta, Austin, Chicago, Dallas, and Detroit.2

Whether such laws are effective in reducing discrimination is an em-
pirical question. There is only scant evidence on this issue, and it is mostly

2 The Human Rights Campaign (http://www.hrc.org) maintains a list of cities and
counties that prohibit sexual orientation discrimination in employment.

http://www.hrc.org
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from studies of wage discrimination. For example, Klawitter and Flatt
(1998) found that antidiscrimination laws had a positive effect on the
earnings of gay men, suggesting a reduction in wage discrimination, but
this effect became statistically insignificant after controlling for the so-
ciodemographic characteristics of the local population. Whether state and
local laws reduce discrimination in the hiring process is, of course, a
different empirical question. I begin to address this question by covering
areas that vary in the presence of antidiscrimination laws.

The Role of Stereotypes

Stereotypes are socially shared sets of implicit or explicit beliefs about the
typical characteristics of members of a social group (Banaji 2002; Padavic
and Reskin 2002). Stereotyping is the process by which stereotypes are
used in judgments about a social group or its individual members. Since
stereotyped judgments simplify and justify social reality, stereotyping has
potentially powerful effects on how people perceive and treat one another
(e.g., Banaji, Hardin, and Rothman 1993; Fiske 1998; Reskin 2001; Ridge-
way 2009). Indeed, laboratory experiments suggest that stereotyping may
play an important role in judgments that affect hiring decisions (Davison
and Burke 2000; Rudman and Glick 2001).

In the audit literature, however, stereotyping has received relatively little
empirical attention. Although researchers often speculate that the discrim-
ination they observe may be, in part, due to stereotyping (e.g., Riach and
Rich 2006; Pager et al. 2009), these conjectures have rarely been examined
directly. One notable exception is a correspondence test in Austria that
compared the callback rates of three fictitious job applicants (a man, a
feminine woman, and a masculine woman) across job postings that em-
phasized different personality traits (e.g., “powerful,” “dynamic,” “friendly”;
Weichselbaumer 2004). This research design made it possible to assess
whether employers looking for job candidates with stereotypically mas-
culine traits favored men over women and masculine women over feminine
women. The callback rates, however, did not differ across job postings that
emphasized different personality requirements.

I adopt a similar approach. If stereotyped judgments influence callback
decisions, employers should be more likely to engage in discrimination if
they value and emphasize attributes that gay men are stereotypically per-
ceived to lack. What might these attributes be? Research suggests that gay
men are often perceived to exhibit behaviors associated with “feminine”
characteristics; for example, they are commonly seen as sensitive, emotional,
gentle, affectionate, and passive (Gurwitz and Marcus 1978; Page and Yee
1986; Jackson and Sullivan 1989; Madon 1997). Indeed, a general finding
is that people frequently perceive gay men to be feminine or effeminate



American Journal of Sociology

596

(Haddock, Zanna, and Esses 1993; Madon 1997; see also Connell 2005).
Consequently, gay men are often seen as lacking “toughness” and “mas-
culinity” (Madon 1997).

Even a quick perusal of job postings reveals that it is not uncommon
for employers to emphasize personality characteristics that are perceived
as traits typical of heterosexual men, such as decisiveness, assertiveness,
and aggressiveness (Bem 1974; Madon 1997; Gorman 2005). Indeed,
searches in online job databases often return hundreds of postings in which
employers seek, for example, “an aggressive, motivated self-starter,” “an
assertive associate,” or “a decisive, results-oriented leader.” This emphasis
on stereotypically male heterosexual characteristics, in turn, may be asso-
ciated with a higher likelihood of discrimination against gay men. If ste-
reotypes of gay men—as feminine, passive, gentle, or lacking “toughness”—
play a significant role in callback decisions, employers who characterize
their ideal job candidate with stereotypically male heterosexual traits should
be particularly likely to engage in discrimination.

METHODS

In what follows, I first consider the challenge of signaling sexual orien-
tation on a résumé and explain how I addressed that challenge. I then
describe the details of my audit experiment, the sample of jobs, and the
variables used in regression analyses.

Signaling Sexual Orientation

An important challenge in résumé-based audit studies is to signal the
characteristic of interest without introducing a confounding factor into
the analysis. For example, in studies of racial discrimination, signaling
race with distinctively African-American names (e.g., Bertrand and Mul-
lainathan 2004) may also signal low socioeconomic status. As a result, it
may be difficult to untangle the effect of race and class on discrimination
(Pager 2007). Similarly, in a study of sexual orientation, a résumé item
that indicates experience in a gay and lesbian organization may signal
more than just the applicant’s sexual orientation. As Weichselbaumer
(2003, p. 635) pointed out, employers may perceive openly gay applicants
as tactless or lacking business savvy because they list an irrelevant ex-
perience on their résumé, simply “trumpeting” their sexual orientation. In
addition, perceiving such applicants as radical or liberal, employers may
discriminate against them for their perceived political views and activism,
rather than their sexual orientation (Badgett et al. 2007). Moreover, if the
“control organization” that is assigned to the résumé of the ostensibly
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heterosexual applicant is not carefully chosen, it may lead to differences
in the applicants’ perceived level of human capital, making it difficult to
assess the extent of discrimination. For example, Drydakis (2009) used a
gay community organization as the signal of homosexual orientation and
an environmental group as the control organization. A potential issue is
that employers may perceive experience in an environmental organization
as more valuable than experience in a gay community group, even if they
are not biased against gay employees; for example, they may see the gay
group as a primarily social organization and assume that volunteering for
the environmental group is a more important and meaningful activity. In
that case, differences in callback rates would lead us to overestimate the
level of discrimination.

I took several steps to address these issues. First, the fictitious job
seekers in this study were graduating college seniors applying for entry-
level jobs. For this population of applicants, listing résumé items that
describe volunteer experiences in a political, cultural, ethnic, religious, or
other identity-based campus organization is common practice, especially
if the experience involves an elected position with nontrivial responsi-
bilities.3 For example, while simple membership in a college’s Asian Amer-
ican Association or Republican Club would usually be omitted from the
résumé, job seekers would typically list their experience as an officer—
such as treasurer or president—in such groups. Thus, in the case of college
seniors, listing involvement in political or identity-based groups is, in itself,
less likely to be perceived as unprofessional or unusual than in the case
of experienced job seekers. Indeed, in the absence of long-term, off-campus
work experiences, college seniors often rely on activities in campus clubs
as important indicators of their human capital (e.g., Leape and Vacca
1995).

Second, to signal homosexual orientation, I chose an experience in a
gay community organization that could not be easily dismissed as irrel-
evant to a job application. Thus, instead of being just a member of a gay
and lesbian campus organization, the applicant served as the elected trea-
surer for several semesters, managing the organization’s financial oper-
ations (see appendix fig. A1). Accordingly, rather than focusing on the
organization’s nature or goals, this résumé item explicitly emphasized the

3 A review of sample résumés in career guides (e.g., Leape and Vacca 1995) and actual
student résumés posted on recruitment websites confirms this. Indeed, listing even a
gay and lesbian organization in this way is consistent with the advice of career service
offices. For instance, the Career Services office at the University of Pennsylvania
suggests that, “if you do choose to include LGBT-related information on your resume,
be certain to put the emphasis on accomplishments that are relevant to employers.
Highlight leadership, budgeting, event planning, public speaking and organizational
skills” (emphasis added; http://www.vpul.upenn.edu/careerservices/LGBTguide.html).

http://www.vpul.upenn.edu/careerservices/LGBTguide.html
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applicant’s managerial and financial skills. Thus, the applicant’s partic-
ipation in this organization could be seen as a meaningful, valuable ex-
perience with potentially important transferable skills. In other words,
omitting this experience from the résumé would have meant concealing
relevant and nontrivial human capital. In addition, since the applicant
was the treasurer, rather than, say, the political chair or outreach officer
of the group, this experience was primarily financial and organizational
(fig. A1) rather than that of a political activist. This aspect of the position
helps mitigate the concern that the reason for discrimination was a bias
against political activists rather than a bias against gay men (Badgett et
al. 2007). Similarly, given the heavy emphasis on the specific financial and
organizational activities associated with the treasurer position, it would
be difficult to dismiss this résumé item as a social activity or a way of
simply trumpeting the applicant’s sexual orientation.

Third, I used a control organization to ensure that any observed dif-
ferences in callbacks could be attributed to antigay discrimination rather
than other factors. An important consideration was that participation in
a gay organization might be associated with progressive, liberal, or leftist
political views (Badgett et al. 2007). Thus, if I had used an apolitical
control organization (or no control organization at all), observed differ-
ences in callbacks might have been attributable to discrimination based
on either sexual orientation or political affiliation, and it would have been
impossible to determine the net effect of sexual orientation. Accordingly,
to determine whether there is a “gay penalty” above and beyond the
possible effect of political discrimination, I chose a control organization
that is associated with leftist or progressive views. Indeed, pilot results
supported this rationale for using a left-wing group (rather than an apo-
litical group) as the control organization.4 At first glance, a campus chapter
of college Democrats (e.g., “Bowdoin College Democrats”) might seem
suitable for this purpose. However, since Democratic campus groups are
typically larger than gay and lesbian student groups, leadership experi-
ences in a Democratic organization may seem more valuable than similar
experiences in a gay organization. To avoid this problem, the control group

4 The goal of the pilot study was to assess the feasibility of a full-scale audit experiment.
The pilot involved sending résumé pairs in response to 86 job postings, following a similar
protocol as the main study (see the section entitled “Résumés and Randomization”). The
results (which are available upon request) indicate that employers in politically conservative
areas might discriminate against ostensibly heterosexual job applicants who participated
in a leftist student group in college (vis-à-vis ostensibly heterosexual applicants who did
not signal participation in such a group.) Thus, if the control organization in the main study
sent no left-wing political signal, any observed difference in callback rates might be an
overdetermined outcome as it could be attributable to either antigay discrimination or
political discrimination.
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was a small left-wing campus organization (the “Progressive and Socialist
Alliance”; P&SA) rather than a larger and better-known group.5

An additional advantage of using a political control organization that,
like the PS&A, falls outside the mainstream of partisan politics is that
disclosing one’s commitments to such a group may indicate a lack of
business savvy to employers, especially in the case of white-collar business
jobs. This aspect of the experiment further mitigates the concern that
observed differences in callbacks may be due to the perception of openly
gay applicants as unsavvy or tactless.6 Nevertheless, even with these pre-
cautions, such a perception may still play some role. The issue of perceived
tactlessness, however, does not refute the existence of discrimination;
rather, it constitutes one possible explanation for why some employers
might engage in discrimination. After presenting empirical analyses, I will
consider this issue in more detail and in light of my findings.

Résumés and Randomization

Over a six-month period in 2005, I sent fictitious résumés, via e-mail, to
advertisements for full-time, entry-level positions on three recruitment
websites targeted at college seniors and recent graduates.7 I sent two
résumés in response to each job posting, with one day or less in between.

5 A casual survey of college websites reveals that a progressive, socialist, or other similar
left-wing student group exists in numerous liberal arts college campuses. These groups are,
however, typically smaller and somewhat less common than Democratic (or Republican)
campus groups.
6 In addition, if the P&SA indicates more of an activist orientation than does the gay
organization, and if employers prefer not to hire activists, the estimates of antigay discrim-
ination from this experiment should be, if anything, conservative (see Pager [2003, pp. 950–
51] for analogous control strategies in another audit study). Furthermore, if the socialist/
progressive applicant is seen as more leftist than the gay applicant, he may be subject to
political discrimination in politically conservative areas. In that case, this study would
produce conservative estimates of sexual orientation discrimination in the South and the
Midwest. If there were such an effect, it would lend even more confidence to my findings
about regional variation (see the “Findings” section).
7 One concern about the use of recruitment websites was the possibility of a very low
response rate due to the large number of applications. I took several steps to overcome this
problem. First, I restricted the sample to job postings whose requirements matched the
profile of my fictitious applicants (graduating college student with little or no full-time work
experience). Second, based on the experience of pretests, I used cover letters to indicate the
applicants’ desire to relocate to the target location (see n. 10). Third, I responded to newly
posted ads as soon as possible. In addition, this audit was conducted in 2005, a year with
relatively high job growth (http://www.data.bls.gov), so individual employers may have
received somewhat fewer applications than in years with higher unemployment. An ad-
ditional concern was the appearance of identical ads (i.e., by the same employer, in the
same location, for the same position) on more than one website. In such cases, only one
résumé pair was sent in response.

http://www.data.bls.gov
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Before sending out each résumé pair, I randomly assigned the gay signal
to one of the résumés and the control signal to the other résumé. Thus,
even though the résumés differed from each other in order to avoid raising
suspicion, there was no systematic relationship between résumé quality
and sexual orientation. Consequently, any significant difference in call-
back rates could be attributed to the experimental manipulation of the
résumés.8 Importantly, I varied only the name of the treatment organi-
zation and the control organization on the résumés (fig. A1). As a result,
the activities of the applicants in their respective groups were not sys-
tematically related to sexual orientation. Thus, I effectively controlled for
any differences in the applicants’ achievements in the treatment orga-
nization and the control organization.9 In sum, sexual orientation was
randomly assigned with respect to both overall résumé quality and the
quality of experiences within the control and treatment organizations.

The treatment/control signal appeared at the end of the “experience”
section of the résumé and was just one of several experiences described
in that section.10 In addition to the résumés, I created corresponding cover
letters that briefly stated the applicant’s desire to work in the targeted
position and his desire to move to the city or town where the employer
was located.11 For each application, I recorded whether it led to an in-

8 This design ensured that the gay signal was sometimes attached to “résumé A” and
sometimes to “résumé B.” I used logistic regression analysis to check whether randomization
had indeed occurred and found no systematic relationship between treatment assignment
and a dummy variable indicating which of the two résumés (A or B) was used. In addition,
I found that résumés A and B did not differ significantly in the number of callbacks they
generated either in the overall sample or in the subsamples of gay and heterosexual ap-
plicants or in subsamples by state.
9 For the sake of brevity, I refer to fictitious applicants who were assigned the control signal
as “heterosexual.” More precisely, these applicants would be described as “fictitious job
seekers who did not give evidence of being gay” (see Correll et al. 2007).
10 Since this study focused on sexual orientation discrimination, I held the race of the fictitious
applicants constant. Thus, the résumés did not mention any involvement in race- or eth-
nicity-related organizations (e.g., “Black Students Association”), and the fictitious applicants’
names were made up of common first and last names that would not send a strong and
salient signal of being from a particular racial minority group (“David Miller” and “Michael
Williams”).
11 The cover letters corresponding to the two résumés were similar in style and content and
made no mention of the applicants’ involvement in either the gay or the progressive/socialist
group. Because of the random assignment of the gay signal to the résumés, there was no
systematic relationship between the quality of the cover letter and the sexual orientation
of the applicant. The cover letter explained that the motivation for moving to the target
city included family reasons and that the applicant was originally from the targeted area,
with many of his family members still living there. Pretests indicated that including such
a statement would be useful in increasing the overall response rate and simplifying the
experimental protocol. During early pretests that did not include a statement about relo-
cation, the response rate was very low, and several employers responded by simply directing
the applicant to a branch that was geographically closer to the applicant’s college.
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vitation to a first-round job interview (either an in-person or a telephone
interview). To receive employer responses, I set up e-mail accounts with
a web-based e-mail service as well as voice mail boxes with an inexpensive
Voice-over-Internet-Protocol service.

The Sample of Jobs

I submitted a total of 3,538 résumés, responding to 1,769 job postings by
private employers. The size of this sample was comparable to that in
previous large-scale correspondence audits (Weichselbaumer 2003; Ber-
trand and Mullainathan 2004; Correll et al. 2007; Drydakis 2009). In
addition, statistical power analysis (Cohen 1969) indicated that this sample
size provided more than sufficient statistical power to detect even rela-
tively small differences in callback rates by sexual orientation. The sample
included jobs in five occupations and seven states. Limiting the sample
in this way ensured that a sufficient number of observations were available
in each state and occupation to make meaningful comparisons. The five
occupations in the sample were managers, business and financial analysts,
sales representatives, customer service representatives, and administrative
assistants. The sampled states included four states in the Northeast and
the West (New York, Pennsylvania, California, Nevada) and three states
in the Midwest and the South (Ohio, Florida, Texas), all with a relatively
high number of job postings on the recruitment websites I used. The
number of job postings in a state ranged from 131 (Nevada) to 347 (Flor-
ida), with at least 200 observations in each state other than Nevada.
Statistical power research (Cohen 1969) suggested that the size of these
subsamples would provide adequate statistical power for detecting even
relatively modest differences in the proportion of callbacks between gay
and nongay applicants in each state.

It is important to note that the sampled states varied, both in level of
tolerance toward gay people and in having or lacking laws regarding sexual
orientation discrimination (Lax and Phillips 2009). Indeed, these states—and
the counties and cities within them—offered an intriguing mosaic of different
legal environments. While California, Nevada, and New York prohibit sexual
orientation discrimination in private employment, the other four states have
no such legislation. At the same time, with the exception of Nevada, each
state has some cities and counties that ban sexual orientation discrimination.
Thus, the sample contained employers in a variety of legal environments,
ranging from employers who were not subject to any antidiscrimination law
protecting gay men to employers who were simultaneously subject to state-
, county-, and city-level antidiscrimination laws. Table 1 displays antidis-
crimination laws in the sampled states. Table 2 presents the distribution of
sampled jobs by state and by occupation.



American Journal of Sociology

602

TABLE 1
Antidiscrimination Laws in the Sampled States

at the Time of the Experiment

State

State Prohibits Sexual
Discrimination by
Private Employers

Examples of Cities/Counties
With Sexual Orientation

Discrimination Ban

California . . . . . . Yes Los Angeles, San Francisco
Nevada . . . . . . . . Yes None
New York . . . . . Yes Albany, Buffalo, New York City
Pennsylvania . . No Philadelphia, Pittsburgh
Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . No Toledo
Florida . . . . . . . . No Miami-Dade County, Monroe County
Texas . . . . . . . . . . No Austin, Dallas, El Paso

TABLE 2
Sampled Jobs by State and by Occupation

State

Adminis-
trative

Assistant Analyst

Customer
Service

Represen-
tative Manager

Sales
Represen-

tative

Total
in

State

California . . . . . . . . . . . 90 36 66 52 93 337
Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81 39 68 78 81 347
Nevada . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41 13 31 20 26 131
New York . . . . . . . . . . 81 28 41 38 48 236
Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60 28 35 64 32 219
Pennsylvania . . . . . . . 63 28 34 33 43 201
Texas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84 34 61 52 67 298

Total in occupation 500 206 336 337 390 1,769

Variables

The dependent variable (positive response) was a dummy indicating
whether the application elicited an invitation to an interview. The main
independent variable (gay) was a dummy indicating whether the résumé
listed involvement in the gay campus organization. To examine variation
in the level of discrimination across states, I created dummy variables to
represent each state in the sample. To ascertain whether an employer was
subject to a relevant antidiscrimination law protecting gay employees, I
used a list of laws compiled by Lambda Legal (2005). The resulting
dummy variables were denoted city law, county law, and state law.

Unfortunately, there is no representative and reliable data about atti-
tudes toward homosexuality at the city and county levels, and such data
is scarce even at the state level. To overcome these data limitations, Lax
and Phillips (2009) used national surveys and recent advances in multi-
level modeling to estimate state-level public opinion about different gay
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rights policies. This estimation yielded measures of state-level public sup-
port for policies like same-sex marriage, civil unions, hate crimes laws,
and antidiscrimination laws in employment. In this study, to capture pub-
lic attitudes toward gay employees (state-level attitude), I used the esti-
mated state-level percentage of the population who support an employ-
ment nondiscrimination law protecting gay people.

To identify stereotypically male heterosexual traits required of the job
applicants, I searched the job postings for word roots and variants of the 20
masculine characteristics listed in the Bem Sex Role Inventory (1974), a widely
used psychological instrument (see also Madon 1997; Gorman 2005). The
most frequently mentioned masculine characteristics in the job ads were (1)
decisiveness (e.g., “makes decisions independently,” “a decisive, results-
oriented manager”), (2) assertiveness and aggressiveness (e.g., “assertive per-
sonality,” “aggressive self-starter”), and (3) ambition (e.g., “an ambitious college
graduate”). Following Weichselbaumer (2004), I recorded whether each job
posting described the ideal job candidate as aggressive or assertive, decisive,
or ambitious.12 Using these codes, I created three dummy variables: (1) de-
cisive, (2) aggressive or assertive, and (3) ambitious.

In addition, to examine the possibility that positive stereotypes of gay
men reduce the likelihood of discrimination, I searched the job postings
for stereotypically gay male positive characteristics identified by Morrison
and Bearden (2007). Only one such characteristic appeared with some
frequency: articulateness (sometimes described broadly as “communica-
tion skills”; e.g., “must be articulate,” “exceptional verbal communication
skills”). Thus, I created a dummy variable to indicate whether the posting
mentioned the importance of such skills (communication skills). Finally,
although the main analyses focused on the above-described factors, it was
necessary to control for several other variables that may affect the like-
lihood of discrimination. These controls included job, employer, and area
characteristics. Table 3 lists these variables.

12 The coding was performed manually with the help of a trained research assistant to
ensure that only phrases related to the description of the ideal job candidate were coded
(e.g., a phrase like “a bright, ambitious graduate” would be coded as “ambitious” but the
phrase “an ambitious start-up firm” would not be.)



TABLE 3
Control Variables

Variable Definition and Data Source

Industry wage Annual median wage in the employer’s
North American Industry Classification
System (NAICS) sector code in 2004, ob-
tained from the website of the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (http://www.bls.gov). The
employer’s NAICS code was identified
with the company databases ICARUS and
Onesource Business Browser.

Employer size Total number of employees, in thousands,
obtained from the company databases
ICARUS and Onesource Business
Browser.

Percentage of males The percentage of men in the occupation,
obtained from the Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics (2009). The five occupational cate-
gories were customer service representa-
tives, sales representatives (in all
sectors), administrative assistants (in-
cluding secretaries), managers (all “man-
agement occupations”), and analysts (in-
cluding management,
financial, and budget analysts).

Teamwork Dummy variable p 1 if, according to the job
posting, the position explicitly required an
ability to work as part of a team.

Urbanness The percentage of the population classified as
urban in the 2000 U.S. Census. Measured
at the zip code level in the main analyses;
all models were also reestimated with ur-
banness measured at the county and cen-
sus tract levels, and the results remained
stable under these specifications.

Education The percentage of the local population
ages 25 years or older with at least a
bachelor’s degree; obtained from the
2000 U.S. Census. Measured at the zip
code level in the main analyses; all mod-
els were also reestimated with urbanness
measured at the county and census tract
levels, and the results remained stable
under these specifications.

Conservative voters The county-level percentage of Republican
votes in the 2004 presidential election,
obtained from CNN (http://www.cnn
.com/ELECTION/2004).

Unemployment rate The unemployment rate in the county, ob-
tained from the website of the Bureau
of Labor Statistics (http://www.bls.gov).

http://www.bls.gov
http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2004
http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2004
http://www.bls.gov
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TABLE 4
Descriptive Statistics

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

States:
California . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .19 .39 0 1
Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .20 .40 0 1
New York . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13 .34 0 1
Nevada . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .07 .26 0 1
Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12 .33 0 1
Pennsylvania . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11 .32 0 1
Texas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17 .37 0 1

Laws and attitudes:
City law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24 .42 0 1
County law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10 .30 0 1
State law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .40 .49 0 1
State-level attitude . . . . . . 65.4 2.84 61 70

Required traits and skills:
Aggressive or assertive .07 .25 0 1
Decisive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15 .35 0 1
Ambitious . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .09 .28 0 1
Communication skills . . . .46 .49 0 1

Controls:
Industry wage* . . . . . . . . . . 40.67 10.11 18.94 58
Employer size† . . . . . . . . . . 1.85 11.77 .003 289
Percentage of males . . . . . 32.11 22.64 8.7 61.4
Teamwork . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11 .31 0 1
Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30.46 18.93 2.16 83.02
Urbanness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93.9 16.52 0 100
Unemployment . . . . . . . . . . 5.04 1.00 3.1 15

* In thousands of U.S. dollars.
† In thousands of employees.

FINDINGS

Descriptive Overview

The submission of résumés led to a total of 331 interview invitations, an
overall callback rate of 9.35%.13 Table 4 displays descriptive statistics.
Table 5 tabulates callback rates by sexual orientation. The first row in
table 5 presents the results for the full data set. While heterosexual ap-
plicants had an 11.5% chance of being invited for an interview, equally
qualified gay applicants only had a 7.2% chance of receiving a positive
response. This is a difference of 4.3 percentage points, or about 40%. This
gap is statistically significant (P ! .001) and implies that a heterosexual

13 This response rate is similar to that in recent correspondence studies (e.g., Bertrand and
Mullainathan 2004). Neither the overall response rate nor the response rate for gay vs.
heterosexual applicants varied significantly by the month when the application was sub-
mitted.
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TABLE 5
Callback Rates By Sexual Orientation

%Callback

Sample (n Job Ads) Not Gay Gay Ratio
Difference

(P-value)

Total sample (n p 1,769) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.5 7.2 1.59 4.3 (.000)
California (n p 337) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.0 9.2 1.20 1.8 (.443)
Nevada (n p 131) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12.2 6.1 2.00 6.1 (.087)
New York (n p 236) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10.2 11.4 .89 !1.2 (.656)
Pennsylvania (n p 201) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12.9 9.4 1.37 3.5 (.268)
Ohio (n p 219) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14.1 5.5 2.56 8.6 (.002)
Florida (n p 347) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9.5 5.5 2.11 4.0 (.044)
Texas (n p 298) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12.0 3.7 3.24 8.3 (.000)

Employers subject to a city, county, or
state law that prohibits sexual
orientation discrimination:

Yes (n p 983) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.6 8.7 1.33 2.9 (.037)
No (n p 786) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.3 5.3 2.13 6.0 (.000)

Job postings that require stereotypically
male heterosexual traits:*

Yes (n p 475) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13.5 4.8 2.81 8.7 (.000)
No (n p 1,294) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10.7 8.1 1.32 2.5 (.0226)

* Assertiveness/aggressiveness, decisiveness, or ambition.

job seeker had to apply to fewer than nine different jobs to receive a
positive response, while a gay applicant needed to reply to almost 14 ads
to achieve the same result. The magnitude of this difference is comparable
to the gap in callback rates between black and white job seekers in Boston
and Chicago (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004).

The size of the callback gap, however, varied substantially across states.
On the one hand, in the southern and midwestern states in the sample
(Texas, Florida, and Ohio), there was a substantial difference in the call-
back rates of gay and heterosexual applicants. In Texas and Ohio, for
example, the size of the callback gap (8.3 and 8.6 percentage points,
respectively) was substantially larger than in the overall sample (4.1 per-
centage points). By contrast, there was no statistically significant callback
gap in any of the western and northeastern states (California, Nevada,
Pennsylvania, and New York). The size of the gap, however, showed some
intraregional variation as well. In California, for example, the difference
in callback rates was less than 2 percentage points and was clearly in-
significant statistically. In neighboring Nevada, by contrast, the gap was
nearly significant at the standard level (P p .087).

Similarly, there was variation in the callback gap across legal environ-
ments. In the case of employers subject to a relevant antidiscrimination
law, either at the city-, county-, or state-level, the callback gap was less
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than 3 percentage points; in the case of employers not subject to such
regulation, the gap was as large as 6 percentage points. In both cases,
however, the callback gap was statistically significant. In addition, as
expected, the callback gap was particularly large in the case of employers
who emphasized the importance of stereotypically male heterosexual
traits. Notably, however, there was a statistically significant callback gap
even within the sample of employers who did not specifically require such
traits.

The Net Effect of Discrimination

To examine whether the above findings are robust to the inclusion of
control variables, I now turn to regression analysis. Table 6 presents the
results of a logistic regression predicting a positive employer response.
Coefficients are expressed as odds ratios. Thus, a coefficient greater than
one indicates that the variable in question was positively associated with
receiving a callback, while a coefficient less than one indicates a negative
association. This model shows that listing involvement in a gay campus
organization had a significant negative effect on the success of applicants
even when controlling for numerous job-related and area characteristics.14

The odds ratio of gay (0.6) can be interpreted as the net multiplicative
impact of the gay signal on the odds of receiving a callback. What does
this mean in terms of probabilities? Consider, for example, a situation
where a heterosexual applicant had a 10% chance of receiving a positive
response for a given job (i.e., the odds of getting a callback is 0.1/0.9 p
0.111). Then, the predicted odds of a callback for an equally qualified
gay applicant for a comparable job would have been 0.067 (i.e., 0.6 #
0.111)—a probability of only 6.3%. This result confirms that, on average,
an openly gay applicant would have to search substantially longer than
an equally qualified heterosexual applicant before receiving a callback
from an employer.

Regional Variation

To explore the conditions that influence the level of discrimination, the
models in table 7 include interaction terms between sexual orientation
and several other factors. In these models, the main variables of interest

14 The R2 is low in this model, as well as in the other models, because the purpose of this
experiment was not the identification of all the variables that predict a positive employer
response (in which case, I would have experimentally manipulated a different set of factors,
particularly the applicants’ qualifications and skills). Rather, the goal here was to examine
whether one randomly assigned variable (gay) had an effect on callbacks.
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TABLE 6
Odds Ratios for the Logistic Regression

Predicting Employer Callback

Model 1 Odds Ratio SE

Gay . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .60*** .07
New York . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80 .21
Pennsylvania . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.20 .29
Nevada . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80 .24
California . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.16 .24
Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .71 .18
Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.35 .32
Assertive or aggressive . . . . .85 .21
Decisive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .87 .15
Ambitious . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.37 .28
Communication skills . . . . . . 1.06 .13
Administrative assistant . . . .95 .16
Sales representative . . . . . . . . 1.11 .20
Analyst . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .60* .14
Manager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .61* .13
Employer size . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.00 .004
Industry wage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .99 .006
Teamwork . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.42 .27
Unemployment . . . . . . . . . . . . . .85 .07
Urbanness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.00 .004
Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.00 .003
Conservative voters . . . . . . . . .99** .004
City law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.12 .17
County law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .871 .871
McFadden’s pseudo R2 . . . . .029
Baseline oddsa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .130

Note.—N p 3,538. Since coefficients are expressed as odds
ratios, coefficients indicate a negative relationship. SEs are! 1
robust and corrected for clustering on job ad because the data
contain two records per ad. Dummies for Texas and customer
service representative are omitted.

a Predicted odds of callback for nongay applicant in case of a
hypothetical job that is in each of the reference categories for
dummy variables and is at the average of each continuous var-
iable. Thus, in this case, the baseline odds represent the predicted
odds of a nongay candidate applying for a Texas customer service
job (located in a city and county without relevant antidiscrimi-
nation laws) that does not explicitly require any of the skills and
traits included in this model and is average in all the continuous
control variables (e.g., industry wage and employer size).

* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.
*** P ! .001
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TABLE 7
Odds Ratios for the Logistic Regression Predicting Employer Callback

Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE

Interaction terms:
States:

Gay # New York . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4.03** 1.84
Gay # Pennsylvania . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.50* 1.15
Gay # California . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.99** 1.29
Gay # Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.48 .72
Gay # Nevada . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.67 .95
Gay # Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.01 .91

Laws and attitudes:
Gay # city law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.02 .28 .85 .24
Gay # county law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.45* 1.00 2.14 .89
Gay # state law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.82* .45 .87 .36
Gay # state-level attitude . . . . . . . 1.17* .09

Required traits and skills:
Gay # assertive or aggressive .28* .18 .28* .18 .28* .18

Gay # decisive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47* .17 .45* .16 .46*(.17) .17
Gay # ambitious . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68 .26 .69 .27 .67 .26
Gay # communication skills . . . . .87 .20 .89 .22 .88 .20

Main effects:
Gay . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33** .12 .52** .10 .00002** .00007
New York . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47* .15
Pennsylvania . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .89 .25
California . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83 .21
Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.15 .32
Nevada . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .71 .25
Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57* .16
City law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.11 .22 1.18 .24
County law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48* .15 .50* .16
State law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .81 .14 .98 .26
State-level attitude . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .96 .04
Assertive or aggressive . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.20 .34 1.20 .34 1.20 .34
Decisive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.14 .23 1.20 .24 1.19 .24
Ambitious . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.57 .38 1.53 .37 1.55 .37
Communication skills . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.10 .17 1.09 .17 1.10 .18

McFadden’s pseudo R2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .033 .029 .031
Baseline oddsa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .154 .129 .119

Note.—N p 3,538. All models included controls for employer size, percentage of males
in occupation, industry wage, teamwork, urbanness, education, unemployment, and con-
servative voters; the coefficients for these variables are omitted to conserve space. Robust
SEs (in parentheses) are corrected for clustering on job ad because the data contain two
records per ad. The Texas dummy is omitted.

a Predicted odds of callback for nongay applicant in case of a hypothetical job that is in
each of the reference categories for dummy variables and is at the average of each continuous
variable. For example, in model 2, the baseline odds represent the predicted odds of a
nongay candidate applying for a Texas job that does not explicitly require any of the skills
and traits included in this model and is at average in all the continuous control variables
(e.g., industry wage and employer size).

* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.
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are the interaction terms.15 Model 2 indicates significant variation in the
level of discrimination across regions even after controlling for other fac-
tors. Compared to employers in Texas, firms in New York, Pennsylvania,
and California were significantly less likely to treat gay job applicants
unfavorably. In the other three states (Florida, Ohio, and Nevada), the
level of discrimination was not significantly different from that in Texas.
To understand the magnitude of these regional differences, consider the
example of a gay applicant who has a 3.7% probability (or odds of 0.038)
of receiving a callback for a given job in Texas—the average probability
of success for gay applicants in that state. If this job seeker applied for
a similar job in California, he would be predicted to have a 10.2% chance
(or odds of 0.114) for a callback.

In models not reported here, I used industry and occupation dummies
to control for industry- and occupation-specific factors while examining
regional variation. The observed regional variation remained significant.
Indeed, an analysis of interaction terms between gay and occupational
categories, and between gay and industry categories, revealed that the
likelihood of discrimination did not vary significantly across occupations
and industries. Thus, the possible over- or underrepresentation of certain
occupations or industries in a region could not account for the geographic
variation documented in this study.

What explains, then, the observed regional variation? One hypothesis
might be that regional differences reflect variation in the adoption of laws
protecting gay men from discrimination. Model 3 lends some credit to
this hypothesis. The coefficients of the interaction terms gay # county
law and gay # state law are significant and greater than one, suggesting
that employers located in states and counties with a relevant antidiscrim-
ination law were less likely to discriminate against gay applicants. This
result, however, does not necessarily imply that lower levels of discrim-
ination were due entirely to antidiscrimination laws. Since public opinion
toward gay people might affect both the level of discrimination and the
probability that an antidiscrimination policy is adopted, the effect of laws
on discrimination may be confounded with the effect of attitudes (Kla-
witter and Flatt 1998).

To fully untangle the effects of laws and attitudes, we would need
reliable data about within-state variation in attitudes toward gay men.
Such data, however, are currently not available. Thus, model 4 represents
just a first and very preliminary step in exploring the relationship between
laws, attitudes, and discrimination. This model differs from model 3 in

15 Since these models include interaction terms, the low-order coefficients of variables in-
cluded in interaction terms (such as the variable gay) cannot be interpreted as if they were
ordinary coefficients in a model with no interactions.
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that it includes a measure of state-level public support for gay employment
rights. This variable seems to have a significant negative association with
discrimination, and once it is included in the model, the independent
effects of antidiscrimination laws disappear. This finding, however, should
be interpreted with great caution. Most important, given the small number
of states in the sample, it is difficult to distinguish the impact of state-
level variables from the effects of the specific states themselves. Moreover,
the relationship between antidiscrimination laws, attitudes, and discrim-
ination is likely too complex to be captured in a cross-sectional analysis
with a small number of states. As noted above, social acceptance of gay
people might make the adoption of antidiscrimination laws more likely,
but antidiscrimination laws might also have an effect on social attitudes
(Klawitter and Flatt 1998), and both laws and attitudes may affect the
likelihood of discrimination. Thus, precisely untangling the effects of laws
and attitudes remains a task for future research.

In addition, model 3 raises another question about the mechanisms at
work. By what mechanism might local (in this case, county-level) anti-
discrimination laws affect employer behavior in states that prohibit dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation? In other words, what ex-
plains the negative association between the extent of discrimination and
the presence of county-level laws once the relevant state-level laws are
held constant? Two mechanisms may help explain this finding. First,
county laws might reflect more tolerant local attitudes, which—as noted
above—we cannot directly measure at this time. Second, although local
ordinances tend to be less powerful than state laws, they may provide
some additional protection and oversight, often by mandating a local
commission to investigate complaints of discrimination (e.g., Cook County
Commission on Human Rights 2003). Future research might explore these
mechanisms in more depth.

Required Personality Traits

In all three models in table 7, the interaction terms gay # aggressive or
assertive and gay # decisive have significant coefficients and imply that
employers who emphasized the importance of aggressiveness, assertive-
ness, or decisiveness were particularly likely to discriminate against gay
applicants. For example, consider a situation where a gay applicant has
a 10% probability (or odds of 0.111) of receiving a callback from an
employer that does not explicitly seek aggressive or assertive employees.
If this applicant applied for an otherwise comparable job with an explicit
requirement of aggressiveness or assertiveness, his predicted chance of
success would only be 3% (or odds of 0.031). This finding is consistent



American Journal of Sociology

612

with the hypothesis that stereotypes play an important role in discrimi-
nation against gay men.16

Not all discrimination, however, was attributable to the potential effect
of stereotyping. Clearly, as table 5 indicates above, there was a significant
callback gap even in the case of job postings that did not emphasize
stereotypically male heterosexual traits. Indeed, when I estimated the
logistic regression in table 6 on the subsample of jobs that did not require
assertiveness, aggressiveness, or decisiveness, the odds-ratio coefficient of
the variable gay remained significant (P ! .01) and less than one (0.70).
Thus, even when these traits were not emphasized, gay applicants suffered
significant callback discrimination.

At the same time, the coefficient of the interaction term gay # ambitious
is insignificant in all models. Thus, the level of discrimination did not
differ between employers who emphasized the importance of ambition
and those who did not. One interpretation of this finding might be that,
although ambition is a stereotypically masculine trait (Bem 1974), gay
men are more strongly stereotyped as lacking traits like assertiveness and
aggressiveness than as lacking ambition (Madon 1997). In addition, the
coefficient of the gay # communication skills interaction was also insig-
nificant in all models, suggesting that gay applicants enjoyed no advantage
when responding to ads that emphasized communication skills. Thus, it
seems that stereotypes mainly hurt, rather than helped, gay job seekers.
Finally, in unreported models, I used three-way interactions (gay # state
# required trait) to examine whether the effects of required personality
traits varied across states; however, I found no significant evidence for
such variation.

Robustness Checks

I performed several analyses to examine the robustness of the above find-
ings to alternative model specifications. First, in alternative versions of
all the above models, I used cluster-adjusted standard errors to take into
account the potential correlation of residuals within a state. Second, I
replaced percentage of males and industry wage with occupation and
industry dummies (in both the main and the interaction terms) to check
for the effect of occupation- and industry-specific factors that might not
be captured in the main models. Third, I used dummy variables and
corresponding interaction terms to control for any potential effect of the

16 This result was consistent across regions; in models not reported here, I used interaction
terms (e.g., gay # decisive # Texas) to examine whether the extent to which the required
personality traits made discrimination more likely varied across states, but I found no
variation.
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three recruitment websites on which the job postings appeared. Fourth,
I included controls for clustering by employers who posted multiple jobs.
The coefficient estimates of interest remained stable under all these spec-
ifications, indicating discrimination overall, as well as variation in the
level of discrimination by region and by the traits required in the job
postings.

DISCUSSION

During the past decade, the labor market disadvantages of LGBT em-
ployees in the United States have been subject to intense political debates
and have received increasing attention from social scientists (Badgett et
al. 2007). To date, however, researchers have provided little direct evi-
dence about the inequalities that LGBT Americans might face in ob-
taining a job. This is a significant lacuna because discrimination in hiring
is a crucial inequality-generating mechanism that regulates job seekers’
access to the broader array of labor market opportunities (Pager 2007).
Indeed, hiring discrimination is a relatively understudied area in the wider
labor market literature (Petersen and Saporta 2004). To help address this
lacuna, this article has described the first large-scale audit study of dis-
crimination against gay men in the United States. This study contributes
to the literature on employment discrimination in three ways: by providing
direct evidence about discrimination against gay men, by examining how
discrimination varies across regions, and by exploring the role of stereo-
types in discrimination. I elaborate on each these contributions below.

Direct Evidence for Discrimination

The first contribution of this study is that it provides more direct evidence
for sexual orientation discrimination than do self-reports, small-scale ex-
periments, and wage regressions. Employees’ self-reports indicate sub-
jective perceptions, which may not reflect the actual incidence of dis-
crimination. Small-scale experiments test discrimination more directly but
are limited in their generalizability and the extent to which they mimic
real employment contexts. Wage regressions, in turn, examine data on a
larger scale and show a pay gap between heterosexual and gay men, but
skeptics might argue that this gap is due to unmeasured productivity
differences rather than discrimination. To overcome these limitations, I
have conducted an audit experiment. As Pager (2007, p. 120) noted, “Al-
though the audit design cannot address all relevant aspects of labor market
disadvantage, it can provide strong and direct measures of discrimination
at the point of hire” (see also Correll et al. 2007). Indeed, by collecting
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data in several states, coding the characteristics of job postings, and
matching the experimental results with employer data, this study pro-
duced more fine-grained evidence than many previous audit studies.

The results indicate that gay men encounter significant barriers in the
hiring process because, at the initial point of contact, employers more
readily disqualify openly gay applicants than equally qualified heterosex-
ual applicants. Even after controlling for job, employer, and area char-
acteristics, I found that gay job applicants were approximately 40% less
likely to be offered a job interview than their heterosexual counterparts.
This difference is similar in magnitude to the callback gap between black
and white job seekers in a recent correspondence audit of Boston and
Chicago employers (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004). Overall, my find-
ings are consistent with less direct indicators of discrimination against
LGBT people (Badgett et al. 2007), and—taken together—these lines of
evidence suggest that sexual orientation discrimination is a prominent
feature of many American labor markets.

Comparing Discrimination across Regions

Audit studies of employment discrimination—whether they focus on race,
gender, age, motherhood, or other characteristics—do not typically ex-
amine how the extent of discrimination varies geographically. For ex-
ample, in the audit literature on racial discrimination in hiring, “no re-
searcher has attempted to include more than two sites, thus limiting our
comparative perspective on discrimination across labor markets” (Pager
2007, p. 120). Thus, we know little about how hiring discrimination
against a given minority group might vary across regions, and it remains
unclear whether cross-study differences in the observed level of discrim-
ination reflect variation in experimental designs or regional variation in
the incidence of discrimination.

To address these limitations, I have collected evidence from seven geo-
graphically dispersed states that vary in both the local attitudes toward
gay men and the presence of laws that prohibit sexual orientation dis-
crimination. The results indicate dramatic geographic variation in the
level of discrimination, even after controlling for employer, industry, and
occupational factors. While employers in the southern and midwestern
states in the sample (Texas, Florida, and Ohio) showed strong discrimi-
natory tendencies, there was little or no discrimination in the western and
northeastern states, such as California, New York, and Pennsylvania.

This variation provides an interesting contrast to the cross-city vari-
ation observed in the audit literature on racial discrimination. Recent
audit studies of discrimination against black job applicants (typically con-
ducted in a midwestern or northeastern city) all documented some level
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of systematic discrimination (Pager 2007). In the case of gay job seekers,
by contrast, while there was severe discrimination in some states, there
was no discrimination at all in others. Of course, in the absence of a
multistate audit study of racial discrimination, it is difficult to tell whether
this difference is due to underlying differences in the geography of racial
discrimination and sexual orientation discrimination or to the fact that
recent audits of racial discrimination were typically limited to the North-
east and the Midwest. Indeed, more generally, my results suggest that
focusing on a single geographic area may prevent audit studies from
revealing the larger patterns of discrimination. Thus, a promising avenue
for future research might be to study discrimination (on the basis of race,
gender, age, motherhood, or other traits) with a multistate design similar
to the one used in this study.

In addition to establishing the existence of regional variation in the
level of sexual orientation discrimination, this study has begun to explore
the sources of that variation. A key finding is that employers in states
and counties with a relevant antidiscrimination law were significantly less
likely to engage in discrimination, although this difference was no longer
significant once I controlled for state-level attitudes. As noted earlier,
however, we should interpret this result carefully. Clearly, this study relied
on a small sample of states and—in the absence of reliable county- and
city-level attitude data—it could not examine the relative impact of laws
and attitudes within states. But, indeed, even if such data were available,
it may not reveal the relationship between laws, attitudes, and discrim-
ination in its entire complexity. For example, even if antidiscrimination
laws had no direct effect, they may help reduce discrimination indirectly,
by improving public opinion about gay people (Klawitter and Flatt 1998;
Haeberle 2002). Of course, there is likely to be a causal effect in the
opposite direction as well, as more tolerant local attitudes lead to more
inclusive antidiscrimination laws. Given this potential joint causality be-
tween laws and attitudes, isolating their effects on discrimination is dif-
ficult (e.g., Burstein 1985). Future research might address this issue by
exploring the relationship between attitudinal changes and the passage
of antidiscrimination laws longitudinally, and perhaps by conducting re-
peated audits in a given set of states and cities over time.

Finally, it is important to bear in mind that this study has only examined
the relationship between antidiscrimination laws and callback discrimi-
nation, rather than other forms of employment discrimination. Antidis-
crimination laws, however, are often harder to enforce in the hiring process
than in promotions, firings, or wage setting. As Petersen and Saporta
(2004, p. 860) noted, those “not hired and possibly discriminated against
will rarely know what occurred, and even when they do, it may be im-
possible to gather the relevant evidence.” Thus, laws may be less effective
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in reducing discrimination against job seekers than against employees
who are already on the firm’s payroll (Jencks 1992).

Stereotyping as a Mechanism

The third main contribution of this study is that it identifies stereotyping
as a potentially important mechanism underlying hiring discrimination
against gay men. Employers who sought applicants with stereotypically
male heterosexual traits were much more likely to discriminate against
gay applicants than employers who did not emphasize the importance
of such traits. This finding suggests that employers’ implicit or explicit
stereotypes of gay men are inconsistent with the image of an assertive,
aggressive, and decisive employee. It seems, therefore, that the discrim-
ination documented in this study is partly rooted in specific stereotypes
and cannot be completely reduced to a general antipathy against gay
employees.

This finding may also be considered in the framework of statistical
discrimination (Arrow 1973), the practice of using “overall beliefs about
a group to make decisions about an individual from that group” (Blank,
Dabady, and Citro 2004, p. 61). For example, if employers believe that
masculinity is associated with better job performance, believe that gay
men on average are less masculine than heterosexual men, and cannot
directly assess individual applicants’ masculinity, they may judge job
seekers on the basis of group averages. It is important to emphasize,
however, that statistical discrimination “refers to situations of discrimi-
nation on the basis of beliefs that reflect the actual distributions of char-
acteristics of different groups (Blank, Dabady, and Citro 2004, p. 61;
emphasis added). If the overall beliefs about a group are simply based
on stereotypes that stem from bias, then using such beliefs to make a
decision about individuals is indistinguishable from “ordinary” nonsta-
tistical discrimination (Blank et al. 2004). Thus, the statistical discrimi-
nation argument would apply in this case if the prevailing stereotypes of
gay men as significantly more feminine or effeminate than heterosexual
men reflected reality. Research on the validity of such stereotypes, how-
ever, has not been conclusive because of mixed results (e.g., Stokes, Kil-
man, and Wanlass 1983; Udry and Chantala 2006).

More generally, this study engages with a key question in understanding
ascriptive inequality: How do members of dominant groups perceive the
characteristics of subordinate groups, especially the characteristics that
are relevant to inequality-generating decisions, such as hiring? (See Reskin
2001; Quillian 2006; Ridgeway 2009.) While this study does not provide
direct access to the content of stereotypes, it demonstrates their potentially
powerful effect on hiring decisions in real employment contexts. Thus,



Openly Gay Men and Employment Discrimination

617

this study suggests that a fruitful path for future audit studies would be
to explore the role that stereotypes play in discrimination on the basis of
other characteristics, such as race, gender, age, or motherhood. As in this
study, descriptions of desired personality traits in job ads may provide
useful data for such research. Indeed, while there is a vast literature on
stereotypes in sociology and social psychology, stereotyping has received
little empirical attention in the audit literature (see Weichselbaumer [2004]
for an exception). My findings suggest that this may be a missed oppor-
tunity. Although surveys and laboratory studies have demonstrated the
strength and abundance of stereotypical beliefs about various groups, we
know little about which of these stereotypes most potently affect decisions
in actual labor markets. Since audit studies generate direct evidence of
discrimination in real employment contexts, they seem particularly well
suited to filling this gap.

Résumé Matching and the Issue of Tactlessness

Although the audit method has important advantages, it is not perfect.
One particular challenge in correspondence audits is the need to match
résumés so that they present two equally qualified applicants who differ
only by the characteristic of interest. This may be a difficult challenge.
For example, although distinctively African-American names may signal
race reliably, they may also signal socioeconomic status, thus introducing
a potential confound into the experiment (Pager 2007). Similarly, for in-
stance, skeptics might argue that an officer position in a Parent-Teacher
Association (Correll et al. 2007) may not simply signal parental status but
also that the applicant is a particularly dedicated parent—a potentially
important distinction. Naturally, audit researchers acknowledge these con-
cerns and aim to minimize the distortions they may cause.

In audit studies that focus on sexual orientation, a particular issue is
that listing involvement in a gay and lesbian organization may be seen
as tactless (Weichselbaumer 2003). I took several steps to address this
issue. First, I used résumés of college seniors, a population in which listing
involvement in political, community, or identity-based organizations is
not, in itself, a violation of prevailing norms. Second, to signal sexual
orientation, I used a résumé item that emphasized highly relevant orga-
nizational and financial skills; indeed, omitting this item would have
meant concealing important human capital. Third, my control organi-
zation could also potentially signal “tactlessness” and ensured that I was
not detecting discrimination based on political views or activism.

Despite these precautions, the issue of tactlessness merits further dis-
cussion, especially because it is not unique to audit studies that focus on
sexual orientation. Indeed, this issue might arise whenever the observed
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discrimination is based on a characteristic that is potentially concealable
in the employee selection process—such as religion, political beliefs, or
even motherhood and age (Armour 2003). How might audit studies deal
with this issue? An empirical approach is to use a treatment organization
that signals significant human capital and a control organization that rules
out alternative explanations (such as political discrimination in this case).
Another approach is to consider the implications of the tactlessness ar-
gument more carefully.

Presumably, the tactlessness argument assumes that applicants should
know better than to list on their résumé any experience in an LGBT
organization. Why should they know better? One possibility is that they
should know that there indeed is discrimination against gay job seekers.
In that case, even if a particular employer holds no bias against gay
employees, he might discriminate against them for failing to conceal ex-
periences in an LGBT organization. This is a possible scenario but it does
not refute the existence of discrimination or imply that there is less dis-
crimination than an audit study might reveal. Indeed, this scenario would
occur precisely because there is discrimination against gay applicants (or
at least employers assume there is, which in turn causes them to discrim-
inate against gay applicants). Thus, rather than calling into question the
results of audit experiments, this argument simply identifies one reason
an individual employer might engage in discrimination. Future research
that directly focuses on how employers evaluate résumés could examine
this possibility.

Another version of the above argument might be that applicants should
know better than to list an LGBT organization on their résumé because
doing so violates a norm. But this argument, too, suggests discrimination
against gay applicants. Otherwise, why would it be more acceptable to
mention a treasurer position in a socialist group than a treasurer position
in a gay and lesbian community organization, even in politically conser-
vative areas? Indeed, college seniors’ résumés frequently list activities in
religious, political, ethnic, and other identity-based campus groups, so if
the observed callback gap is due to a norm, that norm must be clearly
directed against mentioning LGBT organizations and must be much
stronger in the South and the Midwest than in the Northeast and the
West. Thus, rather than refuting the existence of discrimination, this ar-
gument simply recasts it in terms of a norm that underlies, or stems from,
discrimination.

A related issue is the concern that, for some reason, employers may
perceive involvement in the control organization—in this case, the so-
cialist/progressive organization—as more valuable than they see partici-
pation in the gay and lesbian organization. Some might argue, for example,
that employers could perceive the socialist/progressive organization as
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more “intellectual” than the gay and lesbian organization. Or, perhaps,
employers may see the socialist/progressive organization as an activist
group that provides more opportunities to demonstrate leadership than
the gay organization, which may be seen as focusing only partly on po-
litical activism. I addressed this issue in two ways. First, the randomly
assigned résumé items specifically described the applicants’ activities and
achievements within each organization. Thus, rather than leaving it to
the employers to guess what kind of activities the applicant pursued as
part of his position, these résumé items provided specific information
about those activities.

The second way to address this concern involves considering the em-
pirical patterns that emerged from this study. If there were no discrimi-
nation against gay men but employers generally valued participation in
the progressive/socialist group more highly that they valued experience
in the gay/lesbian group (regardless of sexual orientation), we would expect
a consistent penalty for the résumé with the gay signal in all areas. Yet,
in reality, I only found such a penalty in some of the states. Thus, a
compelling argument for confounding would need to explain why, in the
absence of sexual orientation discrimination, employers in Texas and Ohio
would make fundamentally different inferences about the value of these
two résumé items than do employers in New York and California. Indeed,
a convincing answer to this question would also need to address why—
if sexual orientation itself did not matter—employers in more conservative
states would favor the socialist/progressive applicant over the gay appli-
cant.

Adapting to the Reality of Discrimination

This study documented the existence of discrimination, but it is left to
future research to explore how gay job seekers adapt to this reality. Indeed,
it is important to note that audit studies generally capture the extent of
discrimination that occurs before job seekers’ responses to discrimina-
tion—such as the avoidance of discriminatory employers—take place
(Heckman 1998; Blank et al. 2004). In the case of sexual orientation, the
issue of adaptation raises a particularly interesting dilemma. On the one
hand, some might conclude that job applicants would be best advised to
hide their sexual orientation during the hiring process and perhaps even
beyond it, especially if employer bias extends to other decisions as well
(e.g., about wages or promotions). If that is the case, disclosure may lead
to a reduction in one’s economic opportunities. On the other hand, con-
cealment may also be costly. First of all, omitting relevant skills and
experiences from one’s work and volunteer history means hiding a po-
tentially important part of one’s human capital. Friskopp and Silverstein
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(1996, p. 186) noted in a study of Harvard Business School graduates:
“Many of those we interviewed had significant leadership roles in various
gay organizations but felt they could not include this information on their
résumé without discrimination. Thus, by comparison to their heterosexual
peers’ resumes, theirs may have seemed devoid of outside activities and
achievements, community involvement, or leadership skills. As [one re-
spondent] confided, ‘It looked sparse, but I didn’t know what else to do.’”

In turn, once at the workplace, hiding one’s sexual orientation is often
stressful and may have a negative impact on the individual’s productivity,
self-esteem, depth of friendships, and ability to work as part of a team
(e.g., Woods 1993; Friskopp and Silverstein 1996). Indeed, for these rea-
sons, some might argue that it is in the interest of gay job seekers to signal
their sexual orientation because doing so may screen out less tolerant
employers. This strategy, of course, is only feasible if a sufficiently large
number of nondiscriminatory employers offer equally high-quality jobs
as their discriminatory counterparts (Pager 2007; Pager et al. 2009).

Beyond the Callback Stage

A related question is how employers treat openly gay applicants beyond
the initial callback stage of the hiring process. One important factor in
this regard might be whether interviewers differ from résumé screeners.
If an openly gay applicant is interviewed by the same people who, aware
of his sexual orientation, granted him a callback at the résumé stage,
discrimination at the interview stage may be less likely than in cases when
résumé screeners and interviewers are not the same people. In the latter
case, not all interviewers may be as accepting of gay people as the résumé
screener who made the initial selection. In addition, regardless of who
the interviewers are, the interview phase may involve different discrim-
ination-related processes than those present at the callback stage. On the
one hand, to the extent that some aspects of “masculine” behavior are
observable during this stage, interviewers may rely less on stereotypes
and more on observations of individual attributes. On the other hand,
research suggests that—at least in elite professional service firms—inter-
viewers often pay particularly close attention to factors other than job-
relevant skills, such as extracurricular interests and personality traits,
which they use to evaluate the “fit” of applicants to the firm and to
distinguish between otherwise very similar candidates (Rivera 2009).
Thus, because applicants who receive a callback are often similar in their
grades and job-relevant experience, factors like sexual orientation—or
involvement with an identity group based on sexual orientation—may
become more salient at the interview stage than they were at the callback
stage. In sum, the processes that foster or prevent discrimination are likely
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to vary across different stages of the hiring process; future research should
explore these processes beyond the résumé-screening stage.

Discrimination against Other Groups

The scope of this study was limited to just one LGBT group—gay men.
Thus, hiring discrimination against lesbian, bisexual, and transgender job
seekers in the United States remains to be explored through large-scale
audit studies. One path for future audit research would be to explore
discrimination against lesbians. While survey-based research consistently
documented a wage penalty for gay men, some studies found a wage
premium for lesbians (Klawitter and Flatt 1998; Black et al. 2003). An
audit study might offer insight into this intriguing result. Indeed, given
that existing stereotypes of gay men and lesbians are significantly different
(Madon 1997; Ward 2008), an audit study of stereotype-based employer
behavior toward lesbians in the United States may be a particularly prom-
ising research endeavor (cf. Weichselbaumer 2003). Another avenue would
be to explore the interaction of sexual orientation and race. For example,
do race and sexual orientation interact to produce “multiple jeopardy”
(King 1988) for LGBT members of racial minority groups? And, if there
is such an interaction, does its nature vary across minority groups? Ex-
tending the current study to answer these questions would further deepen
our understanding of labor-market inequalities.

Finally, future research might extend this study to enrich the broader
literature on gender-based inequality. A particularly interesting question
concerns the extent to which discrimination based on gender—as opposed
to sexual orientation—would lead to similar empirical patterns as those
observed in this study. For example, would heterosexual women also be
disadvantaged in cases when employers emphasize stereotypically mas-
culine traits? A promising first step toward exploring this question is an
audit study by Weichselbaumer (2004), who found discrimination against
women in traditionally male occupations in Austria and showed that this
unfavorable treatment persisted even when female applicants’ résumés
signaled masculine personality traits. More generally, future research
should benefit from simultaneously exploring the role of gender and sexual
orientation in callback discrimination. In particular, large-scale audits
covering multiple LGBT groups and both male and female applicants
could help untangle both the direct and the interactive effects of gender
and sexual orientation.
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APPENDIX

Signaling Sexual Orientation

Fig. A1.—The fictitious applicants’ colleges (Carleton on résumé A; Bowdoin on résumé
B) are both private, independent, nonsectarian, coeducational liberal arts colleges. Both
have been consistently ranked in very similar positions in popular college rankings, such
as the U.S. News and World Report rankings, and both are located in states not sampled
in this study (Maine, Minnesota). As mentioned in note 5 above, the two résumés did not
differ in the number of callbacks they generated either in the overall sample or in subsamples
by state and sexual orientation.
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