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Abstract
While there is ample evidence of discrimination against ethnic minority candidates
in hiring, most existing studies have focused on stigmatised immigrant groups.
Using a correspondence test to ethnic discrimination in the Swiss labour market is
enumerated, varying the a priori stigma of the immigrant groups. The field
experiment compares candidates with Swiss names against candidates with Ger-
man, Kosovar and Turkish names in a paired correspondence test spanning four
occupations. Results from attitude research in Switzerland lead to the expectation
that these groups will face different rates of discrimination, with candidates with
Kosovar names being the most stigmatised and candidates with German names
facing the least discrimination. Between October 2017 and April 2018, applica-
tions were sent in response to 560 real vacancies in the German-speaking area of
Switzerland. Across the minority groups, the relative call back rate was 1.13,
meaning that minority candidates have to write 1.13 times as many applications as
majority candidates to be invited for a job interview. The relative call back rates
differ by the ethnic origin: Germans experience almost no discrimination across all
occupations, Turks face a relative call back rate of 1.14, and Kosovars encounter
the highest relative call back rate across occupations (1.26). We conclude that
existing studies may give the false impression that all immigrants suffer from
substantive discrimination in the labour market because they focus on stigmatised
groups.
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Introduction

Switzerland has one of the biggest shares of foreign citizens in Europe, with about
a quarter of the population not holding a Swiss passport (Bundesamt für Statistik
2017). In Europe, similarly high numbers of foreigners are only recorded in
Luxembourg (OECD 2012). Although the labour market is one of the essential
places for the integration of these foreigners into Swiss society, relatively little is
known about discrimination that foreigners or citizens with immigrant origins
experience in the Swiss labour market. While ethnic discrimination in hiring
decisions has been well documented in most OECD countries, with minority
candidates usually having to write 50% more applications to be called back for
a job interview (Zschirnt and Ruedin 2016), this information is largely missing for
the case of Switzerland. So far, only one correspondence test on ethnic discrim-
ination in hiring decisions in the Swiss labour market has been conducted by Fibbi
et al. (2003), yet this field experiment only looked at the transition from an
apprenticeship to the first job. They found significant levels of discrimination
which varied between the ethnic minority groups and suggested that ethnic
hierarchies exist in the Swiss labour market.

Switzerland makes for an interesting case study of ethnic discrimination in the
hiring process. On the one hand, the federal country is characterised by
decentralised policy making and a strong tradition of linguistic heterogeneity. Its
labour market is very flexible and internationally oriented and unemployment rates
are low (OECD 2012; Bundesamt für Statistik 2018). Furthermore, the Swiss
immigrant population is somewhat unusual in Western Europe, since the majority
of immigrants comes from EU countries and in particular the neighbouring
countries. These features would support the expectation that ethnic discrimination
should be rather low in the Swiss labour market. On the other hand, however,
Switzerland is the only country in Europe that does not have a comprehensive
anti-discrimination law. Since it is not part of the EU, it is not bound by EU anti-
discrimination law. Moreover, the public debate on immigration issues has become
increasingly hostile (e.g. looking at recent referenda or initiatives on migration
topics, see e.g. Arrighi (2018) or Boulila (2018)). These two characteristics would
lead to the expectation of high rates of labour market discrimination against
foreign-named candidates. Conducting a new correspondence test will therefore
give us a better understanding which features of the labour market are more
important here.

In contrast to the majority of previous studies, this paper does not only focus on
stigmatised groups of people with a migration background that come from low-income
countries,1 but also includes more recent and higher qualified immigrants from
neighbouring EU countries, i.e. naturalised Germans. Between October 2017 and April
2018, a correspondence test was conducted in which pairs of fictitious applications
were sent in response to 560 real vacancies across four occupations in the German-
speaking area of Switzerland.

1 Notable exceptions are for example McGinnity and Lunn (2011), who included German-named candidates
in their Irish study, Booth et al. (2012) who included Italian-named candidates in their Australian study, or
Busetta et al. (2018) who included also German-named candidates in their correspondence test in Italy.
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Social Framework: Switzerland, a Country with a Sizeable Foreign
Population

Switzerland has a high share of immigrants in its resident population. Of the approx-
imately 8.33 million residents, 2.05 million hold foreign nationalities. The biggest share
of immigrants is made up by people from European countries (84.6%). Immigrants
from EU-28 countries account for 66.3% of the immigrant population. Among these
Italians are the biggest group (15.2%), quickly followed by German immigrants
(14.7%). Following EU immigrants, Kosovars are the next large group which accounts
for 5.2% of the Swiss immigrant population, and Turkish immigrants contribute 3.4%
of the Swiss residents (Bundesamt für Statistik 2017). Most of the foreigners in
Switzerland are first-generation immigrants, and due to the restrictive Swiss
naturalisation policy, almost 40% of the second generation are still legally foreigners.

The three immigrant groups (Turks, Kosovars, Germans) chosen for this correspon-
dence test not only constitute some of the biggest immigrant groups but also correspond
to different waves in Swiss immigration history. While Turkish immigrants often came
to the country as guest workers, immigrants from the Former Yugoslavia, such as
Kosovars, often arrived as refugees in the 1990s, and the group of highly skilled
immigrants from Germany represents the latest phase in Swiss immigration policy,
with the free movement of people from the EU enabling their mobility. Furthermore, as
will be discussed below, these immigrant groups encounter different stereotypes in
attitude research conducted in Switzerland, ranging from mostly welcoming (Germans)
to very negative (Kosovars).

In contrast to its neighbouring countries, Switzerland does not have a comprehensive
anti-discrimination law. Since it is not a member of the European Union, it did not have
to implement the two EU anti-discrimination directives adopted in 2000. In 2014,
Switzerland was ranked 35th of 38 countries analysed for the Migration Policy Index
(MIPEX)2 in the field of anti-discrimination policy (Huddleston et al. 2015). It reported
that since Switzerland was BOne of the very few countries without a comprehensive
anti-discrimination law and equality body with legal standing; a sizeable number of
potential victims are poorly protected against racial, ethnic, religious and nationality
discrimination^ (p.40). It is therefore not surprising that numerous international orga-
nisations have urged Switzerland to adopt a comprehensive anti-discrimination law.3

Despite the lack of legal protection and the strong presence of immigrants in
Switzerland, the topic of ethnic discrimination of immigrants and their children has
not received a lot of attention in the media, in politics or in research. There is relatively
little research on labour market discrimination and most of it appeared in the last years.

Recent research on the labour market position of ethnic minorities in Switzerland
has focused on the statistical analysis of observational data looking for example at the
unemployment rates of foreigners or their salary levels. While the situation of immi-
grants is still quite favourable compared to other OECD countries, they do experience
higher unemployment rates and lower salaries than natives (Lalive and Lehmann 2017;

2 The Migration Policy Index (MIPEX) measures integration policies in 38 countries in eight policy areas, one
of them being anti-discrimination policy.
3 An overview of the international feedback can be found on https://www.humanrights.
ch/en/switzerland/recommendations/discrimination/legislation-discrimination/ (last accessed 16.03.2018)
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Liebig et al. 2012; OECD 2018a, b, c; Bundesamt für Statistik 2015). Other studies
look for example at unemployment duration (Auer et al. 2017), the occupational
incorporation of immigrants (Vidal-Coso and Ortega-Rivera 2017) or career trajectories
of children of immigrants (Laganà et al. 2014; Seibert et al. 2009).

Next to statistical analysis of labour market outcomes, researchers have also focused
on attitudes towards foreigners, both in general and more specifically on the labour
market, which are shown in surveys (Helbling 2011; Longchamp et al. 2014; Raymann
2003; Rapp 2015; Ruedin et al. 2013). These studies on attitudes towards foreigners in
Switzerland show that attitudes vary for each immigrant group, with migrants from the
Balkans or with a Muslim background being least accepted (Longchamp et al. 2014;
Raymann 2003; Rapp 2015), that also German immigrants encounter negative attitudes
(Helbling 2011), that it is not only lower educated people who hold negative attitudes
towards foreigners (Pecoraro and Ruedin 2016, 2017; Helbling 2011), and that indi-
viduals who feel culturally or economically threatened are more likely to express such
negative attitudes (Rapp 2015; Helbling 2011; Pecoraro and Ruedin 2016, 2017).
Matser et al. (2010) furthermore show how attitudes are negatively affected by
perceiving large neighbouring nations that speak the same language as a threat. All
of these studies find that immigrants face a disadvantage in the Swiss labour market and
that this disadvantage differs by the ethnic group an immigrant belongs to. Negative
attitudes are strongest against immigrants from the Balkans and those with a Muslim
background, but also highly skilled German immigrants in the city of Zurich are
considered as problematic, especially by well-educated Swiss people (Helbling
2011). These negative attitudes towards immigration also become apparent looking at
the results of referenda and popular initiatives on the federal level in Switzerland, where
votes against immigration and on restricting immigrants’ rights have become more
frequent and show strong anti-immigrant sentiments (Arrighi 2018).

In addition to this research on attitudes towards foreigners, social psychologists have
studied prejudice and stereotypes ascribed to different immigrant groups in Switzerland
(Krings and Olivares 2007; Binggeli et al. 2014a, b; Krings et al. 2014). Using in
particular the stereotype content model, they group immigrants according to their
perception of warmth and competence and show how this affects discrimination
experiences in the workplace.

Combining elements of survey and experimental research, vignette studies on labour
market discrimination of immigrants in Switzerland have also become more popular in
recent years. These studies focus for example on which immigrants should be given
work permits, how ethnic and occupational rankings work together or how cultural
distance can impact immigrants’ labour market chances (Helbling and Kriesi 2014;
Fossati et al. 2017; Auer et al. 2018).

In 2017, also studies with victims of (perceived) discrimination have appeared,
focusing specifically on the experiences of black people (Efionayi-Mäder et al.
2017), Muslims (Golder et al. 2017) or case reports from human rights outreach centres
that document discrimination cases that were brought to their attention (Mühlemann
2017).

So far, however, only one correspondence test has been conducted on the Swiss
labour market. Fibbi et al. (2003) studied ethnic discrimination against youths with a
Turkish, former Yugoslavian or Portuguese background in both the German and the
French-speaking parts of the labour market. Their fictitious candidates indicated a
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birthplace in their country of origin, but school and apprenticeship qualifications were
from Switzerland and were looking for the first position following their apprentice-
ship.4 It is therefore slightly different from most published correspondence tests
regarding the moment that the fictitious applicants are looking for a new position.
One limitation of this study is the amount of application material that is usually
provided in Swiss applications packages. A complete application usually includes not
only a cover letter and a CV, but also additional information, such as work and school
certificates or a photograph. These elements were not included in the application
materials used in this experiment. Nevertheless, Fibbi et al. (2003) found strong
evidence of discrimination against youths from non-EU countries, with Albanian
speaking youths from former Yugoslavia faring the worst in the German-speaking part
of Switzerland (discrimination rate 59%), followed by Turks in the German-speaking
parts (30%) and former Yugoslavs in the French-speaking regions (24%). Compared to
previous ILO studies (de Prada et al. 1995; Bovenkerk et al. 1995; Goldberg et al.
1995; Arrijn et al. 1998), net discrimination rates documented in Switzerland for
second-generation youths of Turkish or former Yugoslavian origin were higher than
those found for Moroccan, Surinamese or Turkish candidates in other countries, while
those with a Portuguese background did not encounter statistically significant discrim-
ination in the Swiss labour market.

Theory

Discrimination against ethnic or racial minority candidates in the labour market is a
well-documented phenomenon. Since the late 1960s, researchers have documented and
tried to measure its occurrence (Zschirnt 2016; Gaddis 2018). Hiring discrimination has
been studied in many countries, with ethnic or racial minority candidates having to
write about 1.6 times as many applications to be invited for a job interview (Zschirnt
and Ruedin 2016). While the occurrence and extent of ethnic and racial discrimination
in the labour market has been well documented, the reasons for it are harder to
establish.

Economic theories mostly focus on whether discrimination is taste-based (Becker
1957) or statistical (Phelps 1972; Arrow 1973). The theory of taste-based discrimina-
tion (Becker 1957) is based on the notion that employers prefer working with members
of the majority group and are willing to face financial disadvantages in order to hire
candidates that correspond to their taste. They sometimes justify discriminatory hiring
decisions by pointing out that their employees or customers would not accept minority
candidates. In contrast, statistical discrimination theory (Arrow 1973; Phelps 1972)
argues that discrimination can also be due to rational decision-making. To compensate
for a lack of knowledge, employers resort to signals such as race and ethnicity and
make assumptions about the productivity and skills based on the group membership of
a candidate. The Bemployer who seeks to maximize expected profit will discriminate
against blacks or women if he believes them to be less qualified, reliable, long-term,
etc. […] and if the cost of gaining information about the individual applicant is

4 The occupations included amongst others receptionists, bakers, sales assistants, hotel personnel or construc-
tion workers.
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excessive. Skin color or sex is taken as a proxy for relevant data not sampled.^ (Phelps
1972). Thus, according to statistical discrimination theory, discrimination should de-
cline if employers have more information about candidates and do not have to make
inferences based on a candidate’s group membership. The debate if discrimination is
due to taste or statistics is ongoing (e.g. Flinn 2015; Thijssen 2016; Keuschnigg and
Wolbring 2016; Guryan and Charles 2013) and researchers have tried to incorporate it
in their research designs on ethnic discrimination (for an example using a vignette study
see Baert and De Pauw (2014) on ethnicity).

Given the large amount of information included in an application in Switzerland, it
can be argued that employers are less inclined to resort to statistical discrimination
based on group signals in their decision-making (e.g. Weichselbaumer 2016b; Zschirnt
and Ruedin 2016). The Swiss results are discussed in relation to other German-
speaking countries where applications are also very detailed and put into an interna-
tional perspective.

Methodology of Correspondence Testing

Field experiments, such as correspondence tests, have become a popular way to study
discrimination in hiring decision (Jackson and Cox 2013; Gaddis 2018). As List (2009)
pointed out, they Bare a useful marriage between laboratory and naturally occurring
data in that they represent a mixture of control and realism not usually achieved in the
lab or with naturally occurring data^ (p. 439). Field experiments on discrimination are
conducted in the research subjects’ natural environment and observe natural behaviour,
without informing the research subjects that they are part of an experiment and that
their actions are being recorded and analysed. They give researchers the possibility to
study discrimination, which is usually illegal and hidden, and to attempt to measure its
extent towards specific disadvantaged groups.

To date, field experiments have been carried out to study hiring discrimination on
grounds such as race or ethnicity, gender, age, disability, sexual orientation, caste,
religion or obesity (for detailed overviews, see Riach and Rich 2002; Rich 2014;
Bertrand and Duflo 2016; Baert 2018). Only looking at correspondence tests on
ethnic and racial discrimination in hiring decisions, Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016) have
identified 43 studies that were conducted in OECD countries between 1990 and 2015.
In all of these studies, fictitious written applications were sent in response to real
vacancies posted by employers. In the simplest design, each employer receives two
fictitious applications, one from a majority candidate and one from a minority candi-
date, in our case a candidate belonging to a racial or ethnic minority. The candidates are
equally qualified, matched as closely as possible and only differ in the characteristic to
be tested—their ethnicity or race. By carefully recording replies (invitation or rejec-
tion), researchers are able to analyse racial or ethnic differences in invitation rates
which can then be attributed to discrimination.

While field experiments are often considered one of the best ways to measure
discrimination, the methodology also faces limitations and criticism (Heckman and
Siegelman 1993; Heckman 1998; Neumark 2012). However, most of this critique has
been targeting in-person audit studies and has been mitigated in written correspondence
test (e.g. regarding the matching of testers). Limitations that persist in correspondence
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tests mostly concern the representativeness of results, as they usually focus on certain
regions, immigrant groups, occupations and only the first stage of the hiring process
(Lahey and Beasley 2018). Researchers usually focus on stigmatised groups where they
expect to find labour market discrimination, but these groups are clearly not represen-
tative for the whole immigrant population, as ethnic hierarchies found in studies testing
several groups have shown (e.g. Booth et al. 2012; for an overview see Zschirnt and
Ruedin 2016). Correspondence tests also allow researchers to apply for more positions,
not only entry level or low skilled positions, as long as it is possible to create plausible
fictitious that can be submitted in writing. Compared to in-person audit studies, the
issue of unobserved variables due to the matching of testers has been reduced, since
researchers in correspondence tests have complete control over the application material
and can more easily randomise the profiles and control for possible unobserved
variables. One limitation that persists is that correspondence tests only focus on the
binary question whether a job applicant is invited for a job interview, not if he or she is
actually offered the job (Midtbøen and Rogstad 2012). Findings from previous re-
search, however, show that about 90% of discrimination happens at this initial stage of
the hiring process (Rich 2014; Riach and Rich 2002).

Furthermore, correspondence tests are often criticised on research ethics concerns.
By receiving applications from fictitious candidates, employers are deceived and
unable to give their informed and voluntary consent to their participation in the
research and could potentially suffer negative consequences. These ethical concerns
are rarely addressed in published correspondence tests. Readers are usually referred to
an article by Riach and Rich (2004) that discusses whether field experiments are
ethical. Recently Zschirnt (2019a) reconsidered the ethical questions, in particular,
regarding the technological changes that being able to send great numbers of applica-
tion per email has brought. The value of the methodology has been acknowledged in
several international research ethics guidelines, where it is listed as an example where
covered research is justified.

For this correspondence test on the Swiss labour market, the ethical approval was
obtained from the Ethics Commission at the University of Neuchâtel. It was judged that
the ethical problems of breaking the principles of informed consent and voluntary
participation and possible losses for employers were addressed in detail, and concrete
steps on addressing these issues in the research project were proposed.5

Research Design

Planning a correspondence test on the Swiss labour market is challenging. Similar to
other German-speaking countries, a complete application consists not only of a cover
letter and CV, but of copies of high school or university diplomas, references from

5 Nevertheless, some employers discovered that the nursing diplomas were forged and complaint to the police.
Judicial proceedings were initiated based on the forgery of documents and the misuse of the logo of the Red
Cross which is visible in the diploma. The Public Prosecutor’s office in the Canton of Neuchâtel decided not to
pursue the case further, since the researchers did not seek to enrich themselves and were unaware of the special
protection of the Red Cross logo. A working paper discussing this experience will be published in the near
future.
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previous employers and a photograph. This means that researchers have to prepare a
great number of accompanying documents to create a credible application package.

Correspondence tests usually rely on conveying the ethnic or racial identity via the
name of the applicant. This raises the problem that names can not only signal ethnicity,
but can have unintended and unobserved socio-economic connotations (Crabtree and
Chykina 2018; Gaddis 2017a, b; Fryer and Levitt 2004). For this study, names were
constructed using government statistics, quasi-official statistics, miscellaneous websites
on common names and Wikipedia. Furthermore, it was checked that name combina-
tions had not been used in previous correspondence tests and, using Facebook, it was
ensured that several persons were registered with this name, thus making it impossible
for a potential employer to try to identify a fictitious applicant using social media.
While the deliberate choice of names is important to convey ethnicity, applicants also
list being native speakers of German (and if applicable Turkish or Albanian), and being
dual nationals as citizenship is normally mentioned in a Swiss CV. This way residence
or work permits cannot be used as an excuse for rejection. They do not provide
information on their place of birth, but list only education and work experience in
Switzerland. The restrictive Swiss naturalisation laws provide assurance that candidates
are well integrated, while leaving no doubts about their ethnic background.

The fictitious applications are the core element of the correspondence test. Profiles
have to be plausible and provide the qualifications necessary for the position, while
keeping comparability in mind. To be able to send out the large numbers of paired
fictitious applications, applications are standardised as much as possible. In this
correspondence test, relatively young male and female fictitious applicants were used.
All of them have started to work in their first position after their apprenticeship and
have gained 3 to 4 years of work experience in the same firm, with the exception of the
HR specialist, where the career path involves a few more steps. Based on publicly
available LinkedIn profiles, resumes of job seekers and career advice websites, pairs of
CVs and cover letters were prepared for each occupation, which were fine-tuned with
HR specialists. Finally, the cover letter and CV in each pair use a different layout to
avoid detection. In order to allow for the Neumark test to be conducted at a later stage,
the CVs included slight variations between the two CVs for one occupation such as an
additional year of work experience, having completed the Federal Vocational Degree,
extra skills listed in the CV (e.g. a computer course) or planned additional qualifica-
tions, depending on the occupation tested (Neumark 2012). Discussions with HR
specialist ensured that the difference introduced were minimal.6

The cover letter and CV were only the first step in preparing a convincing applica-
tion package. In Switzerland, it is customary to also include copies of the degrees
obtained as well as work certificates from previous employers. While some examples
of degrees and diplomas could be downloaded from the internet using thorough google
images searches, the lacking diplomas were collected with the help from personal
networks. These were then professionally digitally edited to match the trajectories of
the fictitious applicants. In a next step, reference letters for previous positions were
created. Again, examples downloaded from the internet, real reference letters obtained
via own networks and detailed instructions on phrases often used in such letters served

6 The profiles were assigned randomly and analysis controlling for the impact of these modifications did not
yield significant results.
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as a basis. As with the CVs and cover letters, these references were discussed and
adapted with HR specialists to ensure their plausibility and to ascertain that the images
of companies were very similar. A further element included in the applications was a
photograph, which is required in standard job applications in the German-speaking part
of Switzerland. We thank Doris Weichselbaumer for letting us use the pictures that she
had carefully prepared, pretested and used in a correspondence test conducted in
Austria. The use of photographs is not straightforward as it might introduce unobserved
differences, e.g. due to the attractiveness of the candidates. However, the creation of the
photographs and the pretesting to minimise these unobservable differences is described
in detail in her section on the experimental design (Weichselbaumer 2016b).7 Even
though the photos were pretested in the Austrian context, we are confident that the
similarities between the two neighbouring countries will not impact the results.8

Finally, all candidates include contact details in their application consisting of an
individual email address (Gmail), a mobile phone number leading to a mailbox and an
existing address in Switzerland. Using Google street view addresses in several Swiss
cities were chosen which show apartment houses with multiple resident parties. Our
HR contacts have assured us that the likelihood of receiving answers to online
applications by regular mail is extremely low.9

In contrast to the first Swiss correspondence test on ethnic discrimination in hiring
by Fibbi et al. (2003), this correspondence test not only focuses on the transition into
the labour market after completing an apprenticeship, but on candidates with some
work experience who are looking to change jobs. It examines hiring discrimination in
four occupations, two of which require a completed apprenticeship, while the other two
require intermediate qualifications. Due to the small size of the Swiss labour market,
occupations were primarily chosen based on the number of vacancies published
(comparing information from the Stellenmarktmonitor Schweiz10 and several large
national job-searching websites), and whether it was possible to construct convincing
application packages (excluding for example positions asking for additional docu-
ments, such as exposes from previous work). The list was finally narrowed down to
sales assistants and electricians for the two positions that required a completed appren-
ticeship, and nurses and HR clerks for the two positions requiring intermediate
qualifications. All occupations selected are in the private sector, include customer
contact, have a share of approximately 15–20% of foreigners working in these occu-
pations, and have an occupational unemployment rate under 5%, with the unemploy-
ment rate for nurses being the lowest (Table 1). For the male-dominated position of
electrician, only male-paired applications were submitted, while for the position of

7 Weichselbaumer (2016b) provides detailed information on the construction of the photographs using student
models, that were pre-tested, digitally altered and rated on several dimensions such as Blooks, likability,
intelligence, reliability as well as their overall score^ (p. 10).
8 The photos were randomly attached to the applications. A control in the analysis showed no effect of the
photo.
9 In only three (out of 560) cases, employers tried to send rejection letters by post, which were returned to
sender and emailed to the applicants as scans.
10 The BStellenmarkt Monitor Schweiz (SMM)^ is a project by Buchmann et al. at the University of Zürich
which has been documenting the development of the publication of vacancies in Switzerland going back to
1950. The SMM draws a representative sample of vacancies from a number of publication channels during
1 week each year, since 2001, it is available for all of Switzerland and since 2006, the database also includes
vacancies published in online job portals (Buchmann et al. 2015)
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nurse, only female-paired applications were used. Since part-time work is quite com-
mon in Switzerland (35.6% hold part-time contracts) and frequent among women, of
which only 42.8% work fulltime (Bundesamt für Statistik 2016), all job offers matching
the selected occupations were included and the percentage of the job offered was
carefully recorded.

Vacancies were collected in the German-speaking part of the Swiss labour market
without further geographical limitations. Data of the Stellenmarktmonitor Schweiz
show that between 2006 and 2014, 78.8% of the vacancies posted in Switzerland were
located in the German language area (Buchmann et al. 2015). Since most vacancies are
offered in the German-speaking labour market, this correspondence test focuses on that
area. However, these results will be complemented with information on the French-
speaking area, as was done in Fibbi et al. (2003), to analyse whether discrimination
varies between the two linguistic regions.

The vacancies for the chosen occupations were obtained from one of the biggest job-
search website in Switzerland (www.jobs.ch) and the website hosted by the Swiss
Public Employment Services (www.job-room.ch). There was some overlap between
the two websites, and the source of the vacancy was noted in the database. Vacancies
for the chosen applications were included in the correspondence test, unless the
employer had already been included in the experiment, or if specific qualifications
were required that could not be met by the fictitious candidates (e.g. requiring a copy of
their driver’s licence or a police background check).

The two application letters and two CVs per occupation and gender, the two
different layouts and the photographs were randomly assigned to an application. For
each CV, an address, work certificate, and diploma were attached. Application pairs
were of the same gender, either male or female for sales assistants and HR clerks, only
male for electricians, and only female for nurses. Which candidate applied first was
rotated in each application process.

Results

Between October 2017 and April 2018, 1120 applications were sent to 560 vacancies in
the Swiss German labour market. In 86% of the cases, one or both of the fictitious
applicants received a reply by the employer either by phone or email, while in the other
14% neither applicant was contacted. The results presented in Table 2 show the final

Table 1 Characteristics of occupations chosen, based on the Swiss Structural Survey 2014 and weighted.
Economically active persons aged 15–64 (15–65 for women). Due to the low number of electricians in the
sample, the results are for all the electronic and electro technical positions (Codes between 2501 and 25108)

Sales assistants
(%)

Electricians
(%)

Nurses
(%)

HR clerks
(%)

Unemployment rate total 4.91 3.01 1.65 3.66

Unemployment rate Suisse 4.29 2.74 1.48 3.25

Unemployment rate foreigners 7.96 4.26 2.25 5.76

Share of foreigners in occupation 15.80 16.09 20.67 15.08
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outcome of the application procedures—meaning if a candidate was contacted for a job
interview or not. They do not indicate if a minority candidate was only invited after the
majority candidate had already withdrawn his or her application. They also do not
consider smaller differences in responses, e.g. in the length or tone of the email, the
times at which each candidate received a reply or the number of times employers tried
to make contact with the candidates. These rather subtle and often more qualitative
differences are discussed in Zschirnt (2019b).

Swiss candidates received a positive feedback on their application in 39.8% of the
application procedures, while overall 35.2% of the minority candidates’ applications
elicited a positive response. Column 9 of Table 2 translates these outcomes into a ratio,
the relative call back rate, which shows the factor of applications that minority
candidates have to send compared to their fictitious majority counterpart. On the study
level, a relative call back rate of 1.13 (sign. at 5% level) was measured, meaning that
minority candidates have to write 1.13 times as many applications as majority candi-
dates to be invited for a job interview.

Among the minority candidates, German-named applicants are the most successful
with the share of positive responses almost as high as those of native Swiss candidates
(38.7%), followed by Turkish-named candidates (34.4%) and, finally, those with
Kosovar names have the lowest success rate (32.5%). The relative call back rates in
the German-speaking part of Switzerland differ by the ethnic origin, with German-
named candidates experiencing almost no discrimination across all occupations (1.01,
not statistically significant), Turkish-named applicants facing a relative call back rate of
1.14 (not statistically significant) and finally Kosovar-named applicants who encounter
the highest relative call back rate across occupations (1.26, significant at 1% level).

For the two apprenticeship level positions, the relative call back rates vary between
the occupational profiles. While aggregate discrimination rates for electricians are quite
low (1.12, sign. at 5% level), those for the sales sector are the highest (1.48, sign. at 5%
level). It is in particular the high relative call back rate of 1.80 (sign. at 5% level)
against German applicants for sales positions that is striking. In the German-speaking
part of Switzerland, German-named applicants fare worse than those with a Kosovar or
a Turkish name (1.36 and 1.25, respectively, both not statistically significant) when
applying for a sales job and have to send almost twice as many applications to be
invited for a job interview as their Swiss competitors. Looking at results for electricians,
however, Swiss- and German-named candidates are treated equally when applying for
positions as electricians (1.0, not statistically significant)—at least regarding the out-
come of job invitation or rejection—while candidates with Turkish and Kosovar names
need to write more applications to get an interview invitation. Yet, the difference
between the latter is very small (1.17 vs. 1.21, sign. at 10% level).

Looking at the two intermediate skilled positions, the relative call back rates
measured at the aggregate level for each occupation are very close to 1 and are not
statistically significant. Significant results were only found in favour of German-named
candidates for the HR clerk position (0.44, sign. at 5% level) and against Kosovar-
named candidates applying for nursing jobs (1.31, sign. at 5% level).

Considering the results aggregated by qualification level for all minority candidates,
Table 3 shows that discrimination is higher in the two apprenticeship level occupations
(1.23, sign. at 1% level) than in the two medium-skilled occupations (1.04, not
statistically significant). For positions requiring an apprenticeship, the findings were
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significant at the 1% level on the aggregate level, at the 5% level for Kosovar-named
applicants, and at the 10% level for German-named applicants. For the medium-skilled
positions, significant findings at the 10% level were only found for German- and
Kosovar-named applicants, which go in different directions. While German-named
applicants are preferred over Swiss applicants (0.81, sign. at 10% level), it is exactly
the opposite for Kosovar-named applicants (1.27, sign. at 10% level), thus cancelling
each other out at the aggregate level.

Considering the results by gender of the applicant, there are no differences between
male and female applicants on the aggregate level presented in Table 2. While one
occupation was male dominated (electrician) and one female dominated (nurse), to
which only fictitious candidates of the respective gender applied, the other two
positions (sales assistant, HR clerk) received male or female pairs of applications. On
the aggregate level, discrimination rates that are very similar for males and females
(1.14 and 1.13, respectively, sign. at 10% level). However, looking at the results more
closely in Table 4, the relative call back rate is highest for men with Kosovar names
(1.25, sign. at 5% level), while females with a Turkish and Kosovar migration
background also encounter discrimination (1.18 and 1.14, respectively, sign. at 10%
level).11

Finally, it was also tested whether the variations of the photographs, the layout or the
cover letter used for an applicant had an influence on the results. Yet, the results of chi-
square tests and probit regressions turned out non-significant.

Discussion

Looking at the results by ethnicity across all occupations, there are signs of ethnic
hierarchies in the Swiss labour market. Candidates with Kosovar names experi-
ence the most discrimination followed by Turkish-named candidates, while no
discrimination was found against those with German names at this level. However,
the highest relative call back rate of this correspondence test was measured for
German-named candidates applying for sales positions. In all other positions,
German-named candidates face no discrimination or are even preferred to the
Swiss candidates.

These results mirror findings of attitude research in Switzerland, which consistently
show that candidates from the Balkans or former Yugoslavia face the most negative
attitudes in Switzerland (Longchamp et al. 2014; Raymann 2003; Rapp 2015; Ruedin
et al. 2013). Turkish immigrants are usually regarded a little better, while Western
Europeans and in particular those from neighbouring countries are usually not per-
ceived as a threat. While readers who are not familiar with the Swiss context might find
the high discrimination rates against German-named candidates in the sales position
puzzling, work conducted by Helbling (2011) in the city of Zurich as well as research
by Matser et al. (2010) has shown negative attitudes towards German immigrants. Both
argue that in the face of many similarities, the minor differences between Germans and
Swiss Germans are strongly emphasised.

11 Using probit regressions, we controlled for the effect of the photo, gender, and photo interacted with gender
was controlled, but none of the results were significant.
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The fact that higher relative call back rates are found for candidates with German
names applying for sales positions could also be due to perceived language skills
(dialect) and/or expected customer discrimination. Since all sales positions involve
customer contact, employers might expect German-named candidates to only speak
high-German and not the Swiss German dialect, which could be regarded as negative
by Swiss customers. However, since all candidates had completed their education in
Switzerland, where the local dialect is also spoken in schools, they should be expected
to be proficient in the local dialect.

As the work on stereotypes by e.g. Krings et al. (2014) has shown, the Swiss
perceive Germans as highly competent, but lacking in warmth. This high perceived
competence might explain the lower discrimination rates measured for the occupations
of electrician, nurse or HR clerk. Being perceived as warm, however, might be more
important in the sales assistant positions, where customer contact is one of the most
important elements of the occupation. As Germans are perceived as rather cold, this
might be one factor explaining the lower call-back rates for German-named applicants
in this position.

Interestingly, a preference for German candidates even before national candidates
also seems to emerge from research on labour market discrimination in the Netherlands
suggesting that German applicants might benefit from positive stereotypes in the labour
market (Phlippen and van Eldert 2017).

The results show higher relative call back rates on the occupational level for the
apprentice ship level positions. For all apprenticeship level positions, the relative call
back rate is 1.23 (at 1% significance level), with discrimination being strongest for
Kosovars (1.26) and Germans (1.22). At the medium skill level, there is no significant
discrimination against all minority applicants. While medium-qualified German-named
candidates actually encounter positive discrimination (relative call back rate 0.81), this
is the opposite for Kosovar-named candidates (relative call back rate 1.27). This
confirms the assumption that discrimination decreases for higher skilled positions
(e.g. Bovenkerk 1992; Andriessen et al. 2012), but contradicts findings from Auer
et al. (2018).

Separated by gender, there are almost no differences between male and female
candidates on the aggregated level. Looking at the data more closely, it can be seen
that male applicants with Kosovar origins face the highest discrimination rate. Again,
these results are in line with Swiss attitude research where immigrants from the Balkans
are often perceived as a threat (Rapp 2015).

A relative call back rate of 1.13 in the German-speaking area of Switzerland sounds
low in international comparison, as far as it is possible to compare the results of such
field experiments. Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016) reported a mean call back rate of 1.6
across all studies included in their meta-analysis, with studies reporting relative call
back rates of up to 3.6 (Cédiey and Foroni 2007). However, as depicted in Fig. 1,
relative call back rates in German-speaking countries are often lower in international
comparison. The high relative call back rate of 4.48 for female applicants with a
Turkish background in Germany shown here can be attributed to the fact that these
candidates were wearing a headscarf in the picture attached to their CV
(Weichselbaumer 2016a). As argued by Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016) and
Weichselbaumer (2016b), the comprehensive information that potential employers
receive about a candidate (i.e. not only cover letter and CV, but also degrees, work
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certificates and photographs) make it less likely that employers have to resort to
statistical discrimination and make assumptions about an applicant based on his or
her ethnic background. The measured discrimination is therefore more likely to be
attributable to Becker’s taste-based discrimination. This argument seems to be con-
firmed by the results from the Swiss labour market.

Since this has been the second correspondence test conducted in the Swiss labour
market, it raises the question in how far the results are comparable over time. Figure 1
also provides the results of the previous study, which at the first glance are higher than
the results presented in this correspondence test. However, there are several methodo-
logical differences that make it difficult to compare the two studies. First, Fibbi et al.
(2003) tested discrimination against foreign-born youth, yet fully schooled in Switzer-
land, while the present study tested members of the second generation that were already
naturalised in Switzerland and thus showed that they were well integrated in the
country. Second, the applications in Fibbi et al. (2003) presented young applicants that
had just finished their vocational training and were looking for their first position.
While the applicants presented in this study were also all less than 30 years old, they
had already gained several years of work experience following their apprenticeships
and trainings. Third, the amount of application material provided differed greatly
between the two studies: in the former, only cover letters and CVs were sent to
employers, while the latter compiled complete application packages, including
photographs, diplomas and work certificates. If the argument of statistical
discrimination theory holds true, this could explain some of the difference in
discrimination measured. Fourth, the two studies did not test the same occupations,
the only overlap occurred for sales assistants. Fifth, each employer tested by Fibbi et al.
(2003) received three applications, while the current study only used pairs of
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applicants. Finally, the earlier study focused the cantons of Zurich and Aargau, while
the current testing used vacancies from all over the Swiss German labour market. The
only conclusions that can be drawn from this comparison is that both correspondence
tests show the existence of ethnic discrimination in the Swiss labour market and that in
both cases, ethnic hierarchies became apparent, with candidates with names from
today’s Kosovo facing the highest discrimination, followed by Turkish-named candi-
dates and those with Western European origins (former study Portuguese, latter study
Germans) being the least discriminated.

The study faces limitations, some of which are due to the research design of a
correspondence test. It is only possible to measure discrimination in the first phase of
the hiring process. Furthermore, the fact that discrimination was only measured in four
occupations and for three ethnic groups does not allow to make more generalised
conclusions about the Breal^ extent of discrimination in the Swiss labour market. As the
results for this study have shown, discrimination varies a lot depending on the
occupation and ethnicity tested. Thus, while the internal validity of correspondence
tests is high, the external validity and the generalisability for the whole labour market
are limited.

So far, only very few correspondence tests on ethnic discrimination in hiring
included an immigrant group that did not come from a lower income country. Partic-
ularly, in light of easy mobility of workers within the EU and the European Free Trade
Area, it would be interesting to see more studies on groups that do not face the same
stigmas as traditional immigrant groups, to establish whether discrimination is caused
by their status as a foreigner or rather due to cultural and social distance.

Conclusion

Ethnic discrimination exists in the Swiss labour market. The results of this correspon-
dence test suggest that ethnic hierarchies, which have been shown in attitude research
in Switzerland, are mirrored in hiring decisions, where the group encountering the most
negative attitudes, candidates with a Kosovar background, also faces the highest
discrimination. However, there is also a strong variation between groups and occupa-
tions, which clearly shows that it is not possible to use the results of this testing to infer
the extent of discrimination in the entire Swiss labour market. By testing for discrim-
ination against candidates from both low- as well as high-income countries, it is
possible to show a more encompassing picture of discrimination against candidates
with a migration background in Switzerland. It can be concluded that the majority of
existing studies of discrimination are prone to overestimate the degree of discrimination
encountered by immigrants, since they usually focus on stigmatised groups.

In a country in which over 35% of the population are either first- or second-
generation immigrants, such findings of ethnic discrimination are worrying. While
Western societies—including the Swiss—always reiterate that positions are awarded
based on meritocratic principles, this has been proven wrong in discrimination studies
in numerous countries and areas of life. Research that looked at the search for
apprenticeships, transitions from apprenticeships to the labour market, or at incivilities
faced by immigrants at the workplace, shows that discrimination is not only encoun-
tered once, but often frequently during the lifetime of immigrants in the same or
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different domains. These instances of cumulative discrimination (Blank et al. 2004) can
become substantial over time.

The fact that discrimination in Switzerland is rather low in international
comparison—as far as it is possible to compare results across countries and time—
points in the same direction as findings by Weichselbaumer (2016b) and Zschirnt and
Ruedin (2016). They both argued that the amount of information provided in complete
applications in German-speaking countries makes it less likely that employers have to
resort to statistical discrimination, since the amount of information reduces uncertainty
about the applicants. It could be possible, that the discrimination found in these
experiments is rather due to taste-based discrimination—a hypothesis that might be
examined looking at the responses that candidates received from employers to their
applications, to see if these responses show signs of biases.
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