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Abstract

Despite laws of universalistic treatment, bureaucrats have been shown to discriminate against 
minorities. A crucial question for public administration is how bureaucracies can be organized in 
ways that minimize illegitimate discrimination. Especially, since theories suggest that prejudices 
happen unintentionally and particularly under high workload, bureaucrats’ working conditions 
may be important. Four randomized experiments support the notion that bureaucrats discrim-
inate as a way of coping with high workload. Most notably, a field experiment randomly assigned 
teachers to reduced workloads by giving them resources to have more time with the same group 
of students. In a subsequent survey experiment—using a fictitious future scenario unrelated to the 
resources provided in the field experiment—discrimination was minimized in the field treatment 
group, but persisted in the control group. The results thereby support the notion that even though 
discrimination among bureaucrats does not (only) occur in a reflective manner it can be reduced 
by altering the way bureaucrats’ work is organized.

Introduction

The promise of modern bureaucracy is “to eradicate 
prejudicial behavior through universalistic treatment” 
(Lipsky 1980, 109; see also Weber 1922). However, a 
number of studies show that bureaucrats tend to use 
coping strategies that bend or break the rules in dif-
ferent ways and discriminate against groups of cli-
ents (e.g., Baviskar and Winter 2017; Keiser, Mueser, 

and Choi 2004; Olson 2016; see Tummers et al. 2015 
for a recent review; Tummers 2016). A large body of 
research in psychology on stereotyping demonstrates 
different general psychological mechanisms that may 
lead to discrimination (e.g., Fiske 1998; Hardin and 
Banaji 2013). However, the task for public administra-
tion as a design science (cf. Simon 1969) is to sort out 
how to organize bureaucracies in ways that minimize 
illegitimate discrimination—even if it is based on irra-
tional or unconscious psychological processes in the 
individual.

In his seminal work on street-level bureaucrats, 
Lipsky (1980) theorized that bureaucrats typically do 
not discriminate because they are biased or racist, but 
because their work—that involves heavy workloads 
due to ever-high demands for their services—creates 
conditions for de facto discrimination: “Client dif-
ferentiation may take place because, confronted with 
heavy work loads and apparently impossible tasks, 
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street-level bureaucrats seek ways to maximize per-
sonal or agency resources, or they attempt to succeed 
with some clients when they cannot succeed with all.” 
(1980, 107). As recent studies note, the workload of 
public sector employees are increasing in many coun-
tries, particularly due to cutbacks after the financial 
crisis (Vaughan-Whitehead 2013). The possible rela-
tionship between workload and discrimination there-
fore becomes all the more important. Unfortunately, 
little if any research examines how interventions in 
street-level bureaucrats’ working conditions affect dis-
crimination (Spencer, Charbonneau, and Glaser 2016). 
Indeed, field experimental evidence of prejudice reduc-
tion in general is very limited (Paluck and Green 2009).

The primary aim of the research studies presented 
here is to examine how workload relates to discrimin-
ation. We use theories from psychology and economics 
to substantiate the hypothesis that workload affects 
discrimination. Besides the possibility that discrim-
ination is a consequence of sheer taste-based prefer-
ences (Becker 1957)—a view that does not find many 
supporters in the field—discrimination is often argued 
to build on either statistical (correct or incorrect) be-
liefs about traits correlated with clients’ group mem-
bership (Phelps 1972) or on implicit biases based on 
unconscious and automatic psychological processes 
that escape people’s intentions (e.g., Devine 1989) and 
depend on contextual factors (Christensen, Szmer, and 
Stritch 2012; Wenger and Wilkins 2009). In the theory 
section, we argue that both the two latter views would 
support the notion that discrimination is related to 
bureaucrats’ workload.

However, workload—defined as the relationship 
between tasks and resources—can be operationalized 
and changed in many different ways.1 We use four 
randomized survey and field experiments on school 
teachers (one of Lipsky’s (1980) recurrent examples 
of street-level bureaucrats) to test the relationship be-
tween workload and discrimination in different ways. 
In the first experiment, we show that discrimination 
based on putatively ethnic minority name cues (which 
has often been documented in the United States) is also 
present in Denmark. Second, we compare the first ex-
periment to a situation in which the teacher’s decision 
to include a new student does not directly affect the 
teachers’ own tasks. The third experiment shows that 
when more resources follow the potentially demand-
ing students, teachers are more willing to include such 
students in their classroom. Finally, and most notably, 
in a combined field and survey experiment, we show 

that after a period of reduced workload (in the field-
treatment group) teachers do not discriminate against 
minorities in a hypothetical future scenario, whereas 
this discrimination is present in the field-control group, 
whose workload was not reduced.

This study advances existing knowledge in several 
important ways. First and foremost, we show how the 
organization of street-level bureaucrats’ work affects 
their discrimination against minorities. Second, even if 
it is not the main purpose of this study, we also be-
lieve the field experiments give new evidence to the 
research on the psychological mechanisms underlying 
discrimination. In the discussion section following the 
presentation of the empirical studies, we argue that the 
results support both the statistical and implicit bias 
theories (but not the racism theory).

Any instances of unintentional discrimination only 
emphasize the need for studying effective interven-
tions to reduce such biases. To quote Lipsky again: “If 
public officials were simply biased or racist, and if their 
prejudices were regularly manifested in behavior, the 
problem of bias in bureaucracy would be more per-
nicious but easier to root out” (Lipsky 1980, 109). In 
the concluding section, we discuss the viability of the 
workload-reducing intervention studied here, but first, 
we present the theoretical and empirical background 
of the study. Then, we present the general design of 
the four experiments, which is followed by a sequential 
presentation of each of them.

Theory and Existing Evidence

Prior Studies of Bureaucrats’ Discrimination
The principle of modern constitutional states should 
guard against differential treatment, but a recent review 
shows that a substantial literature predominantly 
based on qualitative studies supports that bureaucrats 
use coping strategies that bend or break the rules on 
how to treat clients (Tummers et al. 2015). Strategies 
for coping range from bending rules to meeting the 
needs of the clients, to rationing services to limit clients 
access, or to referring some clients to other organiza-
tions as a way of reducing the street-level bureaucrats’ 
own workload (Lipsky 1980; Tummers et al. 2015). By 
way of example, it has been shown that nonwhites are 
sanctioned more than white welfare recipients within 
the same district (Keiser, Mueser, and Choi 2004). 
Similarly, prison staff disproportionately punish black 
males more than white males (Olson 2016). Besides its 
immediate consequences, such behavior is problematic, 
as studies of political learning have shown that negative 
and stigmatizing experiences in direct encounters with 
government institutions can have severe consequences 
for political efficacy and participation (Schneider and 
Ingram 1993; Soss 1999). Further studies have shown 

1	 Workload defined as the relationship between tasks and resources are 
sometimes referred to as “caseload.” In order not to refer to students 
as “cases,” we use the general term “workload” similarly to, for 
example, Tummers et al. (2015). We note that we do not measure the 
perceived or cognitive workload of the teachers.
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that recent trends of New Public Management reforms 
have increased discriminative behavior (Soss, Fording, 
and Schram 2011). Likewise, the administrative pro-
cess has been found to affect the level of gender and 
racial bias (Christensen, Szmer, and Stritch 2012; 
Wenger and Wilkins 2009). This indicates that bureau-
cratic discrimination of minority citizens is contingent 
on organizational factors.

A literature more specifically concerned with teach-
ers’ beliefs about and treatment of black students sug-
gests the existence of a white teacher bias against black 
students (Downey and Pribish 2004; Ferguson 2003; 
Yarnell and Bohrnstedt 2017). In support of this view, 
a study concerning teachers’ assignment of students to 
gifted service shows that black students are more likely 
to be assigned to gifted service if they have a black 
teacher compared with a white (Nicholson-Crotty 
et  al. 2016). As an exception to this general finding, 
a recent conjoint experiment shows that teachers are 
more willing to help an African American or Latino 
student compared with a Caucasian student. This is 
true for both white and African American teachers 
(Jilke and Tummers 2018). One explanation for the 
opposite result of the latter study may be that teachers 
were asked explicitly to compare students of different 
ethnic backgrounds. While this method (conjoint ex-
periment) is suitable to test effects of socially undesir-
able attitudes, it may be less suited to test for implicit, 
unintentional biases.

Recently, a number of experimental studies in the 
United States have shown that street-level bureaucrats 
discriminate against minorities simply based on name 
cues (Einstein and Glick 2017; Schram et  al. 2009; 
White, Nathan, and Faller 2015).2 Studies of discrim-
ination by street-level bureaucrats based on name cues 
outside the United States show more mixed results. For 
instance, Jilke, Van Dooren, and Rys (2018) find no 
discrimination by public officials in elder care centers 
in Flanders. Similarly, Grohe, Adam, and Knill (2016) 
find no systematic discrimination based on ethnicity in 
German local government. Contrary to this, Hemker 
and Rink (2017) find differences in the quality of an-
swers that German majority and minority citizens 
receive from German welfare offices (but no discrim-
ination in response rates), and in a survey vignette ex-
periment, Pedersen, Stritch, and Thuesen (2018) find 
that employment agency caseworkers in Denmark are 

more likely to recommend sanctions for clients with 
putatively ethnic minority names than Danish names.

In sum, the vast majority of more general studies 
on the use of coping strategies are conducted in the 
United States (43 %) or in the United Kingdom (24 %) 
(Tummers et  al. 2015), the literature on teacher be-
liefs also primarily rely on US studies, and the name 
cue studies conducted outside the United States find 
mixed results. It is therefore an open question whether 
same kind of discrimination based on name cues will 
be found outside the United States.

More importantly to public administration as a 
design science, however, is how to organize bureaucra-
cies in ways that reduce such tendencies toward dis-
crimination. In the words of Simon (1947, 240–1):

The need for an administrative theory resides in 
the fact that there are practical limits to human 
rationality, and that these limits are not static, but 
depend upon the organizational environment in 
which the individuals’ decisions take place. The 
task of administration is so to design this envir-
onment that the individual will approach as close 
as practicable to rationality (judged in terms of 
the organization’s goals) in his decisions.

Building on this perspective, we will employ existing 
research on human psychology to substantiate our hy-
pothesis about one way that organizations may reduce 
discrimination. We do not aim to test the underlying 
theories but argue that what we see as the two domi-
nating theories of discrimination both support the 
same organizational solution: reducing workloads.

Theoretical Relationship between Workload and 
Discrimination
At least three explanations for discriminating behavior 
can be distinguished. First, some older studies suggested 
that discrimination against ethnic minorities is caused 
by sheer racism (Becker 1957). While this is a possi-
bility, we do not find much empirical evidence for this 
explanation. In what has been called “modern racism,” 
whites’ political opinions about racial issues has been 
explained by racial animus (Butler and Broockman 
2011; DeSante 2013). However, this is not necessarily 
caused by conscious, intentional racism. For instance, 
DeSante (2013) uses a survey experiment to manipu-
late the names of applicants for state assistance. He 
finds that a representative sample of US adults per-
ceive black applicants of state assistance as less deserv-
ing than otherwise similar white applicants. When the 
survey participants are informed that the applicants 
are either hard working or lazy, white applicants gain 
more from being hard working and are punished less 
for being lazy. Furthermore, this differential treatment 
of blacks and whites is more pronounced for citizens 

2	 In a recent meta-analysis of primarily elected, but also nonelected 
public officials, Costa (2017) confirms that citizens with racial/ethnic 
minority names are significantly less likely to receive a response 
from the public officials. The same approach has been used to show 
that minorities are discriminated by employers responding to job 
applications (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004), politicians responding 
to potential voters (Butler and Broockman 2011), and citizens evaluating 
the deservingness of welfare applicants (DeSante 2013).
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with higher levels of racial resentment. Yet, this could 
be the result of implicit biases rather than sheer ra-
cism, and DeSante (2013) himself labels this as implicit 
racism.

Two alternative explanations seem to have more 
empirical support, and both, we will argue, support 
the notion that individual bureaucrats’ workload is re-
lated to discrimination. One explanation suggests that 
bureaucrats react based on conscious beliefs about 
the relative workload implied by different groups of 
clients. These beliefs may be more or less statistic-
ally correct. This explanation sees discrimination as 
a conscious and rational cost-benefit analysis based 
on relatively accurate beliefs and on the fact that the 
cost of obtaining more information does not outweigh 
the benefit of a more precise evaluation of a client or 
a customer (Phelps 1972). A German study of ethnic 
callback discrimination finds a substantial difference 
in callback rates, but importantly, this difference disap-
pears when they consider a subsample of applications 
including a letter of recommendation. They interpret 
this as evidence of statistical discrimination since the 
difference disappears when more specific information 
(other than the applicant’s ethnicity) is available (Kaas 
and Manger 2011). As noted by Jilke, Van Dooren, 
and Rys (2018), statistical discrimination in public ser-
vice is a form of cream skimming or cropping—that 
is, prioritizing the citizens who are easy to serve and 
avoiding the citizens least likely to succeed. From this 
perspective, we deduce that bureaucrats will evaluate 
new clients in terms of how it affects their own work-
load. Bureaucrats would be less willing to serve cli-
ents who, statistically, can be expected to require more 
work. However, in situations where serving the clients 
does not affect the individual bureaucrat but other 
bureaucrats or other organizations, they should be in-
different to different groups of clients.

Another type of explanation suggests that discrim-
ination works on a subtler level where people unwit-
tingly and unintentionally exert discrimination against 
minority groups (Hardin and Banaji 2013). Such un-
conscious discrimination can be a result of either heur-
istics or aversive racism. This may happen because of 
a basic human need to make categorizations to per-
ceive and act promptly to phenomena in the world 
(Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011). These categoriza-
tions build on prevailing cultural stereotypes in society 
that may be more or less statistically correct (depending 
on the environment) and the stereotypes are internal-
ized by bureaucrats and thereby in a nonconscious way 
influence the decisions they make when they imple-
ment policies (Schram et al. 2009; Soss, Fording, and 
Schram 2008). Studies of labeling suggest that when 
citizens are categorized in accordance with such ste-
reotypes, little further discretion is exercised (Gilboy 

1991). Several studies in the United States have indeed 
shown the existence of such attitudes. For instance, 
Dovidio, Evans, and Tyler (1986) show in a psycho-
logical experiment that students connect stereotypic-
ally black adjectives (such as musical, sensitive, lazy, 
and imitative) with black people faster (about 0.1  s) 
than with white people and vice versa, which indicates 
a subconscious web of cognitive associations. In an-
other psychological experiment, Devine (1989) shows 
that after priming students with words stereotypically 
associated with black people (such as nigger, poor, afro, 
jazz, slavery, blues, rhythm, Africa), students presented 
with a vignette evaluated a race-unspecified person as 
more hostile than students primed with words stereo-
typically associated with white people. Though the 
heuristic explanation and aversive racism explanation 
differ in their argumentation, they both speak of sub-
tler implicit biases.

We argue that also theories of implicit bias would 
suggest that a higher workload is related to more dis-
crimination—but for other reasons than the statistical 
discrimination perspective. The implicit use of cues 
and stereotypes seems to depend on the psychological 
state of the individual (e.g., Bodenhausen 1990; Fazio 
1990). The individual’s motivation and ability to pro-
cess information in a specific situation, for instance, 
affects how much a person rely on stereotypical judg-
ment (Bodenhausen 1990). A main finding is that when 
appropriately motivated and with sufficient cognitive 
resources, people can avoid the influence of stereotypes 
in their conscious evaluations of others (Fiske 1998). 
For instance, experimental work has shown that sub-
jects under cognitive business are less likely to activate 
stereotypes but more likely to apply such stereotypes if 
they indeed are activated (Gilbert and Gregory 1991). 
Studies of ego-depletion (Muraven and Baumeister 
2000) have found related effects. Subjects engaged in 
a cognitive depleting task were just as likely to acti-
vate stereotypes as subjects in the control group but 
were more likely to apply these stereotypes afterwards 
(see also Richeson and Shelton 2003; Govorun and 
Payne 2006). Despite recent failure to replicate the 
ego-depletion effect on a computer task (Hagger et al. 
2016), these findings suggest that people apply stereo-
types to a larger extent when they have to make deci-
sions under cognitive load but also in situations with 
low cognitive load if they have previously conducted a 
depleting task.

Some correlational evidence supports the notion 
that public employees apply stereotypes when under 
higher workload or more stressed. For instance, an 
observational study shows that police recruits apply 
stereotypes more when they had slept less the night be-
fore (Ma et al. 2013). Similarly, a study in emergency 
departments measured the level of implicit racial biases 
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among the physicians before and after ending their 
shift. The physicians who reported that they had experi-
enced an extremely busy or dangerously overcrowded 
shift reported higher levels of implicit racial biases 
after the shift than before. Similarly, even stronger dif-
ferences were found for physicians who reported that 
they had cared for particularly many patients (>10) 
(Johnson et  al. 2016). Relating these findings to the 
issue of street-level bureaucrats’ discrimination would 
suggest that unintentional prejudices or heuristics have 
greater influence on bureaucrats’ attitudes and deci-
sions when they feel pressured or stressed by high lev-
els of workload.

Lipsky (1980) argues that in the absence of price 
mechanisms, bureaucracies typically face a demand 
that exceeds available resources. Bureaucrats will 
therefore sometimes need to limit access to their ser-
vices, and they often have to do this based on a limited 
set of information. Ethnic minorities that may be sub-
ject to racial animus may also statistically represent 
a larger workload for the bureaucrats. However, the 
same discriminating behavior may have several causes. 
As mentioned, the present studies are not designed to 
test these underlying mechanisms, but after presenting 
the results, we discuss how the experiments may 
nevertheless provide some insights on the underlying 
mechanisms.

In sum, evidence suggests that minorities are being 
discriminated in many different settings in the United 
States and in some settings outside the United States as 
well. There are reasons to believe that workload will 
affect discrimination—either because of explicit cost-
benefit analyses based on statistical discrimination or 
because a higher “objective” workload will affect the 
cognitive load of bureaucrats, which again will make 
unintentional, implicit use of stereotypes more likely. 
Yet, while most research has focused on the psycho-
logical mechanisms, reviews of this literature show 
that there is very little rigorous interventional research 
on how to reduce discrimination outside of the labora-
tory (Spencer, Charbonneau, and Glaser 2016) and ap-
parently no research on how organizing bureaucrats’ 
workloads affect their levels of discrimination (for re-
views, see Hardin and Banaji 2013; Paluck and Green 
2009).

Design

To elicit bureaucrats’ attitudes and decisions we use 
survey experiments that are less biased by social desir-
ability than standard survey formats. We build on pre-
vious studies randomly presenting cases to respondents 
with minority- and majority-sounding names (Bertrand 
and Mullainathan 2004; Butler and Broockman 2011; 
DeSante 2013; Einstein and Glick 2017; Schram et al. 

2009; White, Nathan, and Faller 2015). We present 
four studies all using school teachers in Denmark. 
Teachers are one of Lipsky’s (1980, 3)  recurrent ex-
amples of street-level bureaucrats defined as public 
service workers that interact directly with citizens and 
have substantial discretion in the execution of their 
work. In addition, teachers’ possible discriminating be-
havior is important to study for several reasons. First, 
public schooling is one of the most prevalent types of 
public service delivery. This is true across different wel-
fare regimes. Focusing on schools thus increases the 
generalizability. Second, schools employ one of the lar-
gest groups of public employees and consume a huge 
part of public spending (Meier, Wrinkle, and Polinard 
1999). Finally, following the findings from political 
learning (Schneider and Ingram 1993; Soss 1999), dif-
ferential treatment of minorities at this stage can have 
important negative consequences in the long run.

Our general approach is to present teachers with 
hypothetical cases of students with special needs 
or discrediting information and ask the teachers to 
evaluate these cases. The studies are conducted in 
a Scandinavian context where the racial categories 
black, white, and Latino do not apply adequately to 
societal stereotypes and the actual population at large. 
Instead, immigrants or descendants of immigrants 
are the minority group of interest. We have used the 
names “Ahmed” and “Yousef” that are widespread 
among immigrants from the Middle East to indicate 
immigrant students, and “Anders” and “Mathias” that 
are two of the most common Danish names to indi-
cate ethnic, Danish students. Certain names relate very 
clearly to immigrants from specific regions. We expect 
this association to affect the street-level bureaucrats’ 
judgments of students. We do not claim that differen-
tial treatment of “Ahmed” and “Anders” necessarily 
reflects racism. However, we do claim that Ahmed is 
being discriminated if he is treated worse than Anders 
only because of his name. Some names might also be 
associated with high or low socioeconomic status, so 
we cannot conclude that discrimination against ethnic 
minority names only implies discrimination based on 
ethnicity. However, to reduce the influence of socioeco-
nomic profiles associated with the names we use, we 
explicitly describe the socioeconomic status of the stu-
dent in all hypothetical cases. In study 1, we also carry 
out a separate test of whether socioeconomic status it-
self affects discrimination.

We present four studies using three different study 
samples. Table 1 gives an overview of the four stud-
ies and three samples. Studies 1, 2, and 3 use survey 
experiments and study 4 combines survey and field 
experimental evidence. We recruited teachers from 
Danish public schools across the country, and, in gen-
eral, the teachers had primarily an ethnic, Danish, or 
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a western background. Across all four studies, only 
15 teachers with an immigrant background partici-
pated and no more than eight people within a single 
study. In all four studies, the school principals or the 
administrative head of school service signed up the 
teachers. In studies 1, 2, and 3, they did that to par-
ticipate in other nonrelated field experiments related 
to improving learning outcomes for the students. The 
survey experiments were embedded in the presurveys 
for these other studies and are therefore expected to be 
unaffected by the unrelated field experiments. Study 4 
was a field experiment providing teachers with more 
resources to teach the students. As part of the experi-
ment, we collected survey data among the teachers 
after the field intervention period. A survey experiment 
was embedded in this survey.3

Table 1 shows that teachers from a wide range of 
schools (102–230) and municipalities (18–41 out of 
98) were recruited. The sample schools were situated 
in cities as well as areas that are more rural. About 
24%–37% of the schools were situated in the four lar-
gest city municipalities (>120,000 inhabitants). The 
teachers all taught classes from the fourth to the sixth 
grade level. The average share of students with an im-
migrant (or immigrant descendant) background at the 
school level was between 11% and 23% across the 
three samples, but with roughly the same amount of 
variation with a standard deviation close to 0.2. In all 
three samples, the response rates were high (teachers 
were asked by their principals to participate because 
the surveys were used for larger studies). Attrition 
will be described in more detail in the presentation 
of each study below. Finally, it should be mentioned 
that some teachers were sampled several times. The 
share of teachers from sample 1 that are also included 
in sample 2 or 3 is very low (<3%). Excluding these 
teachers from the analysis does not change the results. 
Studies 2 and 3 have more overlap. However, includ-
ing the treatment indicators from study 3 in study 4 
does not change the results (supplementary appendix 
table A9). Each of the four studies is presented below.

Studies 1 and 2—Replication of Minority Bias 
and the Relevance of Workload

The first study tests whether discrimination similar to 
that identified in previous US studies (e.g., Einstein and 
Glick 2017; Schram et al. 2009; White, Nathan, and 
Faller 2015) replicates in the Danish context. This test 
presents the teachers with the case of a problematic 
student and randomly assign immigrant- and nonim-
migrant-sounding names to the student. In this experi-
ment, we ask the teacher to what extent she believes it 
is wise to include the student in her own class—which 
would affect her workload. Even if teachers do not for-
mally have the authority to allocate students between 
classrooms, their opinion is likely to affect the school 
principal’s decision. A  comparative study of school 
principals in Texas and Denmark show that teachers 
have more influence in Denmark (Meier et al. 2015).

We attached a discrediting marker to the student in 
the vignette (that the student had socio-emotional dif-
ficulties) to create a realistic scenario where teachers 
would be asked about their willingness to include the 
student in the classroom and to reduce the association 
between the name and any socioeconomic characteris-
tics. The teachers were asked to evaluate the statement 
on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 (mean = 3.23: SD = 1.07). 
Table 2 presents the exact wording of the case.

Table 3 shows that the experimental groups are bal-
anced in the outset, which indicates that the random-
ization was successful. The response rate on the survey 
item used in study 1 was 94.9% (teachers were asked 
by their principals to participate because the survey 
was used as premeasure for a larger study). Attrition 
was not significantly different between treatment and 
control condition.

Study 2 tests whether teachers also discriminate 
against students with minority names if they are asked 
about their more general attitude toward moving stu-
dents with special needs into ordinary education—a 
situation that would not affect their own workload dir-
ectly. The second study is embedded in the same survey 
as study 1, so that we are able to directly compare 
teachers’ responses in the two situations (with work-
load implications in study 1 and without workload im-
plications in study 2). Just as in study 1, the teachers 
are presented with the case of a problematic student 
and discrediting markers are attached. To separate this 
from study 1, we created two different, but still similar 
cases. The student in study 2 has the diagnosis ADHD 
instead of socioemotional difficulties. ADHD students 
may imply higher workload than students with soci-
oemotional difficulties as the ADHD diagnosis is usu-
ally associated with externalizing behavior. However, 
this should only make the test more conservative as the 
least demanding marker is attached to the student that 
affects the teacher’s workload directly.

3	 We carefully considered the ethics in this procedure. School principals 
have the authority to decide that teachers should take part in projects 
that attempt to improve school performance. Teachers were informed 
that the surveys were part of the research that should assess the 
effect of these projects. School principals therefore asked their 
teachers to respond to the surveys, which probably contributed to the 
high response rates. However, if teachers did not want to respond to 
specific questions, neither school principals nor anyone else outside 
the research team were informed about which teachers that did not 
respond. In order not to bias the results, teachers were not informed 
about the specific purpose of each question in the survey. Their 
responses were held confidential so no principal or anyone else 
outside the research team would be informed about the response of 
the individual teachers. Furthermore, by design the survey experiment 
cannot tell the researchers anything about the individual teacher’s 
discriminatory attitudes.
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Study 2 was placed before study 1 in the survey so 
that any consistency bias (that responses reflect at-
tempts to respond consistently rather than honestly 
to any specific question) would work against finding 
a difference between willingness to include students in 
the school and in the classroom. The exact wording 
of the case is presented in table 4.4 The teachers were 
asked to evaluate the statement on a five-point Likert 
scale (mean = 2.30; SD = 1.11).

Table 5 shows that the experimental groups are 
well-balanced in the outset, which indicates that the 
randomization was successful. The response rate on 
the survey item was 96.9%, and attrition was not 
significantly different between treatment and control 
condition.

The results from studies 1 and 2 are presented in 
table 6. Model 1 in the table shows that the minority 
name cue affects teachers’ willingness to include the 
student in their own classroom negatively and sig-
nificantly (p < .002). Including covariates does not 
change the results, and using ordered logistic regres-
sion produces the same results (supplementary ap-
pendix table A1). This result confirms previous studies 
from the United States showing that minorities tend 
to be treated worse. Therefore, students with immi-
grant names are discriminated against in similar ways 
as blacks or Latinos. The effect size is roughly equal to 
a quarter of a scale point on the Likert scale and also 
equal to a 0.22 standard deviation increase.

Table 1.  Overview of Sampled Teachers

Study characteristics
Sample 1

(Study 1/Study 2)
Sample 2
(Study 3)

Sample 3
(Study 4)

Number of teachers 890 258 196
Number of schools 230 123 102
Number of municipalities 18 41 37
Share of schools in four largest city municipalities 0.37 0.24 0.25
Teaching grade 6th grade 4th grade 4th/5th grade
Conducted Autumn 2012 Autumn 2013 Spring 2014
Share of immigrant students Mean = 0.11

Std. = 0.15
Mean = 0.23
Std. = 0.18

Mean = 0.22
Std. = 0.17

Response rate 94.9 % (study 1)
96.9 % (study 2)

76.0 % 82.1 %

Share from sample 1  0.02 0.03
Share from sample 2   0.36

4	 In a 2  × 2 design, half of the teachers were assigned to another 
unrelated cue. Since it is not relevant and does not interact with the 
minority cue, it is not presented here.

Table 2.  Study 1—Experimental Treatments

Imagine a different situation. Your principal tells 
you that a new student, [Mathias/Yousef], is going 
to start in one of the 6th grade classes at the school. 
[Mathias’s/Yousef’s] dad is an engineer and his mum 
is a nurse. [Mathias/Yousef] has socioemotional 
difficulties, and hence learning disabilities.
Your principal asks if [Mathias/Yousef] could be 
accommodated in your class. To what extent do you 
agree or disagree that this is wise?

Note: Bold in square brackets: Randomized cue.

Table 3.  Study 1—Balance across Experimental 
Conditions

Variables Control Treatment

Female 0.65 0.65
Age 47.04 47.78
College degree 0.90 0.88
Log earningsa 12.30 12.27
No valid information 0.04 0.05

Note: No statistical significant differences at 5% level. N = 890.
aWe decided to use log earning throughout the article to reduce 

potential problems with extreme observations. However, using the 
raw earnings do not change the results.

Table 4.  Study 2—Experimental Treatments

[Anders/Ahmed] is in 6th grade. He lives with his dad 
and mom and elder sister. Both parents are working, 
the family is well-functioning, and the parents are 
extending their support to [Anders/Ahmed] in his 
school work. [Anders/Ahmed] is assigned to special 
needs support besides the ordinary education. [Anders/
Ahmed] is diagnosed with ADHD, and his behavior is 
dominated by attention problems and hyperactivity. 
His diagnosis reflects that he easily loses concentration 
and often interrupts the teaching. Apart from that, he 
is a boy with a normal intelligence who does well in 
the social relationships with his schoolmates.
Imagine that your principal in general wants to move 
more students such as [Anders/Ahmed] from special 
needs education into ordinary education. To what 
extent do you agree or disagree that this is wise?

Note: Bold in square brackets: Randomized cue.
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To examine whether discrimination relates specific-
ally to immigrant names, study 1 was conducted as a 
2 × 2 design. Half of the teachers were randomly as-
signed to a case where the parents were described as 
having low socioeconomic status. The socioeconomic 
status marker itself had no significant effect, and we 
found no interaction effect between immigrant name 
and socioeconomic status marker (supplementary 
appendix table A10). This supports the notion that 
teachers react to the ethnicity implied by the names 
rather than any socioeconomic status associated with 
the names.

Model 3 in the table shows that the effect of the 
minority cue in study 2 concerning including the stu-
dent in the school rather than the classroom is positive, 
very close to zero, about one-tenth of the effect size 
in study 1, and insignificant. Including covariates does 
not change the coefficients substantially. Using ordered 
logistic regression produces the same result (supple-
mentary appendix table A2).5 This suggests that when 
including students does not have direct implications 
for teachers’ own workload, they do not react to the 
name cues.

To estimate whether the effects in study 1 (include 
student in own classroom) and study 2 (include in 
school) are significantly different, we combined the 
two survey experiments in one model. This implies that 
each respondent appears twice in the dataset. We there-
fore cluster the standard errors at the teacher level. 
Table 7 below presents the results from this regression.

The interaction term in model 1 (table  7) con-
firms that the teachers responded significantly more 
negatively to the minority cue when they were asked 
to include the student in their own classroom (p < 
.014). Including covariates does not change the results 
(model 2). Neither does restricting the sample to 
teachers included in both studies (models 3 and 4). 
The interaction effect is also significant using ordered 
logistic regression (supplementary appendix table A4). 
Figure 1 graphically presents the results from studies 
1 and 2.

Study 3—Organizational Response to 
Additional Workload

Study 3 investigates whether the decision to include 
a boy with a minority name is contingent on the re-
sources provided to the bureaucrats and thereby the 
workload implications. Since the sample in study 3 is 
relatively small and the power only sufficient to test 
a few conditions, the study does not test whether the 
effect of resources is different for minority and ma-
jority students. The study tests the effect of two or-
ganizational initiatives compared to a control group. 
The control group is presented with a problematic 
immigrant student situation similar to the situation 
from study 1. The first treatment informs the teacher 
that the principal will monitor the teacher’s test results 
closely and provide feedback on changes in perform-
ance. The second treatment informs the teacher that 
additional resources consisting of a co-teacher will ac-
company the inclusion of the student in her class. If the 
resources are important, we would expect the willing-
ness to include the student to be higher in the resource 
treatment group.

The exact wording is presented in table  8. 
Respondents were asked to evaluate the statement on 
a Likert scale from 1 to 5 (mean = 3.44: SD = 1.11). 
Table 9 confirms that the randomization created three 
fairly balanced experimental groups. The response rate 
among the teachers assigned to treatment was 76.0%. 
Therefore, the balance in the sample of analysis differs, 
but the experimental groups do not differ significantly 
at the 5% level.

Figure 2 shows the results of study 3 regarding the 
role of organizational initiatives (based on supplemen-
tary appendix table A5). The monitor cue has a nega-
tive but insignificant effect on the willingness to include 
the student with a minority name in the classroom. 
The resource cue has a positive effect as expected (p 
< .051). When covariates are included in the model it 
is significant (p < .043). Using ordered logistic regres-
sion produces the same result (supplementary appendix 
table A5, models 3–4). Consequently, the willingness to 
include a student with an immigrant name appears to 

5	 We also examined whether any treatment effect depends on the share 
of minority students at the school. If teachers were characterized by 
racism but did not react to it in study 2 simply because the probability 
of having an immigrant student in their own classroom (or even at their 
school) was much lower in the general policy scenario in study 2, we 
might expect that teachers at schools with high shares of immigrants 
reacted more negatively to the immigrant name cue. However, as shown 
in supplementary appendix table A3, the interaction term between 
share of immigrants at the school and the name cue is positive and 
insignificant suggesting that teachers at schools with many immigrants 
are more positive. Due to the selection of teachers into schools with 
different shares of immigrants, we do not give any causal interpretation 
of the interaction term. We just note that it does not support the notion 
that teachers react to this reflective form of racism.

Table 5.  Study 2—Balance across Experimental 
Conditions

Variables Control Treatment

Female 0.65 0.66
Age 47.37 47.44
College degree 0.88 0.90
Log earnings 12.38 12.19
No valid information 0.04 0.05

Note: No statistical significant differences at 5% level. N = 890.
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Table 6.  Studies 1 and 2—Effect of Minority Cue and In-Class or In-School Cue Variant on Willingness to Include 
Student (1–5)

 In Class In School

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

Minority student −0.238* −0.233* 0.0153 0.0188
 (0.0743) (0.0742) (0.0725) (0.0729)
Female  0.0104  0.0752
  (0.0802)  (0.0763)
Age  −0.00478  −0.0119*
  (0.00377)  (0.00367)
College degree  −0.0993  −0.100
  (0.142)  (0.151)
Log earnings  −0.00259  −0.0131
  (0.0256)  (0.0328)
No valid information  −0.591  −0.994*
  (0.325)  (0.427)
Constant 3.345* 3.693* 2.292* 3.064*
 (0.0530) (0.285) (0.0536) (0.399)
Observations 845 845 862 862
Adjusted R2 0.011 0.012 −0.001 0.014
Joint F-test 10.24* 2.554* 0.0445 2.499*

Note: Standard errors clustered at the school level in parentheses. OLS = ordinary least squares regression.
*p < .05, two-sided test (coefficients).

Table 7.  Studies 1 and 2 Combined—Effect of Minority Cue and In-Class or In-School Cue on Willingness to Include 
Student in School (1–5)

 All Teachers Only Teachers in Both Studies

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)

Minority 0.0153 0.0203 0.0104 0.0158
 (0.0755) (0.0750) (0.0771) (0.0766)
In class 1.053* 1.052* 1.048* 1.047*
 (0.0671) (0.0677) (0.0681) (0.0687)
Minority × in class −0.253* −0.251* −0.241* −0.241*
 (0.102) (0.103) (0.104) (0.104)
Female  0.0437  0.0473
  (0.0644)  (0.0653)
Age  −0.00839*  −0.00844*
  (0.00291)  (0.00295)
College degree  −0.1000  −0.0934
  (0.120)  (0.124)
Log earnings  −0.00757  −0.00911
  (0.0259)  (0.0275)
No valid information  −0.792*  −0.792*
  (0.320)  (0.334)
Constant 2.292* 2.851* 2.297* 2.868*
 (0.0529) (0.301) (0.0541) (0.315)
Observations 1707 1707 1670 1670
Adjusted R2 0.157 0.165 0.156 0.164
Joint F-test 145.9* 58.04* 142.4* 56.59*

Note: Standard errors clustered at the teacher level in parentheses. OLS = ordinary least squares regression.
*p < .05, two-sided test (coefficients).
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be larger if the inclusion is accompanied with additional 
resources. The positive effect is estimated to be a 0.36 
standard deviation increase in the willingness to include 
the immigrant student. Since we did not vary the ethnic-
ity of the student in this experiment, we cannot conclude 
that more resources will reduce discriminatory behavior 
toward minority students. However, the experiment 
suggests that the evaluation is sensitive to resource con-
cerns that affect the workload. The effect of workload 
on discriminative behavior will be tested in the fourth 
and final combined field and survey experimental study.

Study 4—Reducing Workload and Bias

Finally, in study 4, we test whether actually providing 
teachers with reduced workload reduces minority bias. 
We operationalize a reduced workload for teachers by 
assigning more preparation time and more time with 
the students but with the same objectives and cur-
riculum of the class. This is similar to Tummers and 
colleagues’ description of high workload as when 
“Frontline workers try to deliver the same standard of 
services to a great amount of people in a short time-
frame” (Tummers et al. 2015, 1110). We utilize a field 
experiment that provided teachers with resources to 
organize two additional lessons in reading and writ-
ing.6 This intervention reduced workload by giving 
teachers more time to work with the same number of 
people and the same standard of services.

To measure discrimination, we combine this field 
experiment with a survey experiment similar to 
study 1. The exact wording of the survey experiment 
is presented in table  10. The teachers were asked to 
evaluate the statement on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 
(mean = 3.13: SD = 1.05).

The field experiment randomly assigned additional 
resources to classes and teachers or to a control group. 
This resource allocation came in three different ver-
sions. The three versions were randomly allocated. The 
first was implemented in the fourth grade and consisted 
only of resources needed to implement additional 
instruction time. The second resource allocation was 
also implemented in the fourth grade and consisted of 
resources to be used on additional instruction time and 
of four monthly reading tests aimed at low performing 
students. Finally, the third version of the resource treat-
ment was implemented in the fifth grade and, on top 
of the second package, it included a language compre-
hension course. Regardless of the version of resource 
allocation, all the teachers experienced a substantial 
increase in instruction time while the overall objectives 
of their work remained constant. Because the instruc-
tion time increased while the objectives remained the 
same, the workload decreased. Teachers had more time 
to cover the same curriculum. Teachers were fully com-
pensated for the additional instruction time including 
time to prepare the additional lessons. In relation to 

Figure 1.  Comparing the Effects of Including a Minority Student in Class and in School (1–5). Note: Marginal effects of minority cue from 
combined model 95% confidence intervals. The two treatment effects (include in school and include in class) are also significantly different 
from each other (see interaction term in table 7).

6	 The field trial was run as a follow-up to a trial the previous year 
including the same schools. When signing up for the trial in the 
beginning, schools were promised to have some kind of treatment 
in 1 of the 2  years. This agreement imposed some restrictions on 
the randomization in the follow-up trial the second year. The design 
is described in the supplementary appendix. Important to note is 

that there was no self-selection into any of the treatment groups. 
Supplementary appendix table A7 presents different robustness 
checks. Between studies 1 and 4 a national reform affecting all 
schools increased teachers’ workload and was followed up by a lock 
out. The level of discrimination between studies 1 and 4 may therefore 
not be directly comparable, due to changes in workload.
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our research question about the effect of workload, we 
do not expect any differences between the three ver-
sions of the treatment, so we pool them together in the 
analyses to increase the statistical power.

Attrition in relation to the survey experiment is 
unevenly distributed across cues and resource alloca-
tion (table 11, fourth row). A particular concern relates 
to whether the field-experimental treatment caused 
different attrition rates. However, when we compare 
the overall attrition rate in the field-experimental 

treatment and control group, we find no significant 
difference (table  11, second row). In supplementary 
appendix table A11, we show the p values for all pair-
wise comparisons of groups which makes it clear that 
it is the response rate for the group of teachers who 
received the minority cue in the control group that 
is significantly different from the response rate in the 
other groups.

Attrition within the survey experimental groups 
could bias the results. However, looking at observed 

Table 8.  Study 3—Experimental Treatments

Imagine your principal tells you that a new student, Ahmed, is going to start in one of the 4th grade classes at the 
school. Ahmed’s mum and dad are both unemployed. In addition, Ahmed experiences socioemotional difficulties and 
hence learning disabilities.
Your principal asks you to consider making room for Ahmed in your class.

[Control group] [Monitor treatment]
To make sure this addition does not affect the rest of the 
students, your principal will monitor your test results closely 
and provide feedback on changes in your performance

[Resource treatment]
To make sure this addition 
does not affect the rest of the 
students, your principal will 
use municipality resources on a 
co-teacher 8 hours per week

To what extent do you agree or disagree that this is wise?

Table 9.  Study 3—Balance across Experimental Conditions

Variables Control Monitor Resource

Female 0.66 0.74 0.78
Age 47.77 46.78 46.17
College degree 0.92 0.93 0.93
Log earnings 12.18 12.36 12.51
No valid information n < 5 n < 5 n < 5

Note: No statistical significant differences at 5% level. N = 258.

Figure 2.  Effect of Monitor and Resource Cue on Willingness to Include in Class (1–5). Note: Marginal effects of monitor and resource cue 
with 95% confidence intervals. The two treatment effects (monitor and resources) are also significantly different from each other (test not 
shown).
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covariates, there are no significant differences between 
the groups (table 12; the p values for all pairwise com-
parisons are shown in supplementary appendix table 
A12). The groups are also well-balanced in the out-
set (supplementary appendix table A6). As a robust-
ness analysis, we also test that including controls for 
covariates does not affect the results (table 13, model 
3). Another concern is that not all teachers assigned 
to the field treatment group implemented the addi-
tional instruction time as intended. However, we 
estimate the intention to treat effect, which may be 
a conservative estimate involving fewer assumptions 
than, for instance, estimating the treatment effect on 
the treated.

Table 13 summarizes the findings from the com-
bined field and survey experiment in study 4. Model 
1 confirms the finding from study 1 (and previous 

research) that the minority cue has an overall nega-
tive effect on the willingness to include a student with 
special needs in the classroom (p < .004). The inclusion 
of the interaction term between assignment to addi-
tional resources and the minority cue shows, however, 
that the effect of the minority cue is dependent on the 
field experimental treatment. The negative effect of 
the minority cue in model 2 estimates the effect of the 
minority cue for the teachers that were not assigned 
to additional resources. It should be noted that the 
effect of the minority cue is substantially larger when 
we only consider the teachers of classes who are not 
assigned to additional resources (compared with the 
average effect for both field experimental conditions 
in model 1). The interaction term in model 2 shows 
that the effect is statistically smaller for the teachers 
assigned to additional resources (p < .020). Model 3 
confirms that including covariates does not change the 
results and using ordered logistic regression produces 
the same result (supplementary appendix table A7). As 
mentioned, some teachers from study 3 also partici-
pated in study 4, but controlling for study 3 treatment 
does not change the results (supplementary appendix 
table A9).

Figure 3 presents the marginal effects graphically. 
The figure shows that the effect of the minority cue 
is virtually eliminated when teachers have been pro-
vided with resources for more lessons before the sur-
vey experiment. The effect is maintained in the control 
group of the field experiment that continued as usual 
in terms of resources. This confirms that bureaucrats’ 
discrimination is affected by their workload.

It is important to note that the survey experiment 
was a hypothetical example relating to the future. 

Table 10.  Study 4—Experimental Treatments

Imagine that your principal tells you about a new 
student [Mathias/Yousef] who is about to start in a 4th 
grade class at your school. He lives with his parents 
and older sister. Both parents are on welfare benefits 
and have been so for the last couple of years. In 
addition, there have been incidents of alcohol-related 
violence in the family. You are told that [Mathias/
Yousef] was lagging behind the other students in his 
previous class and that he has concentration problems.
Your principal asks you whether [Mathias/Yousef] 
could be accepted in your class. To what extent do you 
agree or disagree that it would be wise to accept him in 
your class?

Note: Bold in square brackets: Randomized cue.

Table 11.  Study 4—Response Rates

Field Experiment Control Group Resource Treatment

Response rate 0.79 0.86

Survey experiment Mathias Yousef Mathias Yousef
Response rate 0.90 0.67 0.84 0.86

Note: N = 196.

Table 12.  Study 4—Balance Table

 Control Group Resource Treatment

Variables Mathias Yousef Mathias Yousef

Female 0.89 0.90 0.86 0.88
Age 45.11 45.23 45.86 43.26
College degree 0.87 0.97 0.89 0.86
Log earnings 12.09 12.51 12.35 11.76
No valid information n < 5 n < 5 n < 5 n < 5

Note: No statistical significant differences at 5% level. N = 161.
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Therefore, teachers who were provided with resources 
were not less biased toward minority names because 
they had more resources to cope with that student. In 
the next section, we discuss the interpretation of the 
results.

Discussion

All four studies presented here in different ways sup-
port the notion that the teachers’ workload affects the 
extent to which they discriminate against students with 
putatively minority names. As mentioned in the theory 
section, there are three approaches to why people dis-
criminate against minorities: explicit racism, statistical 
discrimination, and implicit bias. Even though the 
studies presented here are not designed to test these 
theories—but rather to test how the organization of 
teachers’ working conditions affect their discrimin-
ation—we believe the results shed some new light on 
each of them.

First, in study 2, where the inclusion of the students 
did not have direct implications for the individual 
teacher’s own workload, we saw no signs of discrimi-
nation. We believe that this result speaks against the 
theory of explicit racism. If teachers had racial animus, 
they should also be opposed to the inclusion of ethnic 
minorities even if it did not have implications for their 
own workload. In study 1, where the inclusion of the 
student in the classroom directly affects the teacher’s 
workload, we do see discrimination. The combined 
results of studies 1 and 2, therefore, provide more sup-
port for the two theoretical approaches predicting that 
discrimination is related to workload either because of 
statistical assessments or through the cognitive load on 
the bureaucrats.

Second, study 3 shows that teachers do react to 
reduced workloads by having more resources in the 
classroom, but it does not show clearly whether this 
is because of statistical assessments or more implicit 
associations. However, in both studies 1 and 3, effects 
on workload are hypothetical, which might suggest 
that teachers react based on some form of statistical 

Table 13.  Effect of Minority Cue and Additional 
Resources on Willingness to Include Student in  
Class (1–5)

Variables (1) (2) (3)

Minority −0.483* −0.853* −0.819*
 (0.161) (0.215) (0.217)
Resource 0.0680 −0.268 −0.251
 (0.160) (0.215) (0.223)
Minority × resource  0.709* 0.675*
  (0.299) (0.311)
Female   0.255
   (0.237)
Age   −0.00325
   (0.00825)
College degree   −0.474
   (0.350)
Log earnings   0.0391
   (0.0374)
No valid information   −0.121
   (0.760)
Constant 3.326* 3.478* 3.336*
 (0.144) (0.158) (0.432)
Observations 161 161 161
Adjusted R2 0.040 0.063 0.061
Joint F-test 4.933* 5.775* 2.743*

Note: Standard errors clustered at the school level in parentheses. 
OLS.

*p < 0.05, two-sided test (coefficients).

Figure 3.  Effect of Minority Cue and Additional Resources on Willingness to Include Student in Class (1–5). Note: Marginal effects of 
minority cue in field experimental conditions with and wihtout extra resources 95% confidence intervals. The two treatment effects (without 
resources and with resources) are also significantly different from each other (see interaction term in table 13).
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discrimination rather than because of changes in cog-
nitive workload.

In study 4, teachers had reduced workloads during 
the period of the intervention. Their levels of discrim-
ination were measured using a fictitious, future scen-
ario unrelated to field experimental intervention that 
was about to end at the time when the teachers were 
surveyed. We do not have a measure of whether the 
objective reduction in workloads affects the subjective, 
cognitive load of the teachers, but the fact that the field 
treatment made them react differently to a future, fic-
titious scenario suggests that this discrimination was 
not based on statistical cost-benefit analyses of the im-
plications for their own workload. It was rather due 
to a situation with less work pressure, making them 
less prone to implicit biases. In sum, the results provide 
some support to both the statistical discrimination and 
the implicit bias, but not so much the explicit racism 
approach.

Another theoretical question is to what extent teach-
ers react to the ethnicity implied by the names and to 
what extent other factors such as socioeconomic status 
is affecting their reactions. In all vignettes, we also 
provided teachers with information about the social 
backgrounds of the students, which we believe should 
reduce how much teachers relate different socioeco-
nomic status to the names. Furthermore, in a separate 
test, we do not find any indications that teachers react 
to information about the socioeconomic status or that 
this interacts with the names of the students. We there-
fore believe that the results indicate that teachers react 
to the ethnic minority implied by the names “Yousef” 
and “Ahmed.”

To what extent the results would replicate and gen-
eralize to other countries and other occupations is—as 
always—difficult to know. Study 4 had uneven attri-
tion between the experimental conditions, which is 
always a concern. However, the facts that attrition did 
not seem to be caused by exposure to the field experi-
mental treatment, that the experimental groups bal-
ance on baseline characteristics, and that the results 
are robust to the inclusion of covariates make this less 
of a concern. The name-based discrimination that we 
find is an implicit replication of many studies from the 
United States, but whether the effects of workload on 
discrimination would also replicate back in the United 
States cannot be known without further empirical 
evidence.

Conclusion

The promise of modern bureaucracy is to eradicate dis-
crimination by (among other things) the strict use of 
legal principles to regulate the access to public services 
and benefits (Weber 1922). However, when clients’ 

demand for public services exceeds available resources, 
bureaucrats tend to use coping strategies to manage 
the demand, which may (re-), create the discrimination 
that bureaucracy was supposed to eradicate (Lipsky 
1980). Further, if this type of discriminative behav-
ior is susceptible to levels of workload recent trends 
of increased workload in the public sector might have 
consequences for discriminating behavior.

In the four studies reported here, we find that public 
school teachers’ discrimination of students with puta-
tively immigrant names is closely linked to the teach-
ers’ workload. They are more inclined to refer a child 
to other classrooms than their own (a typical coping 
strategy), if the child carries a putative immigrant, mi-
nority name than if the he has a typical native name. 
However, teachers do not discriminate against the chil-
dren if the question is about including them at normal 
schools more generally, which does not directly affect 
their own workload. And they are more inclined to in-
clude a student with immigrant name if resources in 
the form of a co-teacher follow the child—or if they 
have just experienced a period with more resources to 
prepare and teach more lessons each week (without 
changes in the curriculum). Even though the studies 
presented here do not provide any definitive evidence 
we conclude on this basis that teachers in our study 
de facto discriminated against students with ethnic 
minority names (even if it may be completely unin-
tended) but that this discrimination was reduced by 
the way their work was organized and, more specif-
ically, by the way the workload was distributed. Even 
though we cannot know what it was about the names 
that teachers reacted to (additional tests suggest it is 
not their socioeconomic status), treating students dif-
ferently only because of their names is a matter of 
discrimination.

Further research is needed to assess whether the 
reductions in discrimination we find here is really a 
result of reduced workload, and if so, whether that 
effect is driven by statistical discrimination or more 
implicit biases. Indeed, this research is only a first 
step in a more general research agenda asking how 
public administrations can be organized in ways that 
reduce illegitimate discrimination. One question for 
this research is the degree to which the results found 
here can be replicated in other settings. We find con-
sistent results in four related, but different studies, 
but we do not know the degree to which the results 
generalize to other types of public organizations and 
services. However, many other street-level bureaucrats, 
for instance, social workers, police officers, and health 
care professionals, have to evaluate citizens with lim-
ited information and are coping with high workloads. 
On that basis, the type of discrimination identified 
here may apply to these other types of street-level 
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bureaucrats, and reducing workload might have simi-
lar effects (at least in the short run).

Even if future research confirms that workload has 
a direct effect on discrimination, we do not contend 
that the solution to minority discrimination would be 
to increase the available resources. Whether the re-
sources needed to reduce or eliminate discrimination 
are worth their effect is ultimately a political question. 
We also note that the perceived workload (the cogni-
tive workload) of bureaucrats may be relative, so any 
permanent or universal increase of resources may make 
the immediate effect disappear when bureaucrats men-
tally adapt to a new situation. As suggested by Lipsky 
(1980), when resources increase at one place, demand 
may follow the supply (in lack of a price mechanism 
in many public organizations). Whether this prediction 
is true is of course ultimately an empirical question. 
Consequently, the more general question for future 
public administration research is to find other modes 
of organization of the bureaucracy that may eliminate 
discriminating decision making—in a sustainable way. 
The name cue discrimination we find in these studies is 
also found consistently in American studies among em-
ployers, politicians, general citizens, and bureaucrats. 
This speaks to the universality of minority discrimin-
ation. The quest is to find equally universal means to 
reduce such discrimination.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary data are available at Journal of Public 
Administration Research and Theory online.
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