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Abstract
Correspondence testing to research discrimination in the marketplace has become common 
and the use of internet applications has allowed researchers to send greater numbers of 
applications. While questions of research ethics always arise when planning a correspondence 
test, the issue receives relatively little attention in published correspondence tests. This 
paper addresses the question of ethics in correspondence testing in the age of ready internet 
access. It focusses on the ethical issues that arise in correspondence testing, looking at 
potential problems (regarding voluntary participation, informed consent, deception, 
entrapment of employers, employers’ rights) and possible solutions, and technical challenges. 
European country examples show that the ethical questions raised in correspondence 
testing have to be renegotiated depending on the national context. The paper argues that 
correspondence testing, if planned carefully and executed responsibly, can meet most of the 
ethical requirements of Social Science ethics guidelines.
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Open discrimination has decreased with the adoption of anti-discrimination legis-
lation. Yet, discrimination continues to occur in more subtle and hidden ways. 
Field experiments in the marketplace, such as audit and correspondence studies, 
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provide important information on the extent of systematic differential treatment in 
the labour market and are currently seen as the best way to measure discrimina-
tion. The methodology of correspondence testing has existed since the late 1960s 
(Jowell and Prescott-Clarke, 1970) and correspondence tests relying on fictitious 
candidates have been carried out most prominently in the labour and housing mar-
ket on various grounds of discrimination, such as that of ethnicity/race, gender, 
disability, or sexual orientation.1 Questions of research ethics arise in the planning 
stages of such experiments, because correspondence testing relies on covert 
research where participants are not aware that they are part of an experiment. 
While this violates core research principles such as informed consent and volun-
tary participation that have been enshrined in ethical guidelines across disciplines, 
sociological research ethics guides argue that covert research can be justified 
under certain strict provisions.

Despite the growing number of correspondence tests on various grounds of dis-
crimination, ethical questions are rarely thoroughly addressed in published corre-
spondence tests on ethnic discrimination in hiring decisions. Most authors only 
refer to Riach and Rich (2004a), who discuss the deceptive nature of field experi-
ments in detail, and there are rarely any references to Banton (1997), who focusses 
on the rejection of Swedish research proposals for a correspondence test on ethical 
grounds. Similarly, contributions on research ethics in the US context by Edley Jr. 
(1993), Fix et al. (1993), or Pager (2007) are also hardly mentioned. The teaching 
case presented by Connor (2000) that describes ethical challenges and arguments 
against a proposed testing that were voiced by an Internal Review Board (IRB) is 
also largely ignored. Even in more recent publications on the methodology, such 
as the book edited by Gaddis (2018a), questions of research ethics are not dis-
cussed: Lahey and Beasley (2018) only very briefly mention ethical issues related 
to the amount of correspondence that researchers send to employers, while Crabtree 
(2018) explicitly states that getting IRB approval is not discussed in his chapter on 
the steps included in conducting audit studies.

Does this mean that a consensus over the legitimacy of using correspondence 
testing has emerged or, is it rather the case that most researchers focus more thor-
oughly on the questions of ethics in the preparation of their experiments, but do 
not include further information in the publication of their results? Almost 15 years 
have passed since the publication of Riach and Rich’s article and since then cor-
respondence testing has become more widespread and diverse.2 Furthermore, 
researchers increasingly use the internet to find vacancies and send applications. 
This greater number of CVs being sent out at relatively low costs is a great oppor-
tunity for researchers, because it allows them to test numerous new variables or 
combinations of variables that require larger samples and to obtain more nuanced 
results. However, it also means that more employers are affected by a correspond-
ence test. It is therefore worthwhile to revisit the question of ethics, to account for 
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recent technological developments, and to address challenges that the computeri-
sation of field experiments has created.

This paper investigates ethical concerns involved in correspondence testing 
and argues that the thorough preparatory work required in the planning stages of 
a correspondence test can mitigate most ethical concerns frequently voiced by 
opponents of the technique. Looking at (mostly) sociological research ethics 
guidelines, experiments on discrimination have been acknowledged as instances 
where conducting covert research can be justified under strict circumstances. The 
fact that correspondence tests have been approved by ethical commissions3 in 
numerous countries shows that this methodology has been recognised as, so far, 
the best way to measure discrimination in hiring decisions and that ethical con-
cerns can be minimised.

Correspondence testing: An introduction to the 
technique
Field experiments, of which correspondence tests are only one method, allow 
researchers to observe behaviour in real-life situations. One of the earliest field 
experiments was conducted by LaPiere (1934), who travelled with two Chinese 
friends through the USA and documented if they were accepted as guests in hotels 
or restaurants. After half a year had passed, he contacted these establishments 
again and asked if they would accept Chinese customers. Although most establish-
ments had previously welcomed them, almost all expressed their refusal to do so 
in a written questionnaire. This shows that certain behaviour cannot be detected by 
simply asking people ‘How would you react?’, but that it can be observed in real-
life situations and that considerable differences between the outcomes can occur.

Since the 1960s, field experiments have been used to study the phenomenon of 
discrimination in the labour market, making use of in-person audits and written 
correspondence testing (Cherry and Bendick, 2018; Gaddis, 2018b; Zschirnt, 
2016). In recent years, and in European countries in particular, correspondence 
testing has been deemed to be one of the most suitable methods to identify and 
measure discrimination in the labour market and in hiring decisions in particular 
(Schneider et al., 2014: 14). In a correspondence test, researchers apply in writing 
to real-life vacancies and present potential employers with (at least) two substan-
tially equal and thus interchangeable candidates, who differ only in the character-
istic to be studied, such as ethnicity. The companies included in the experiment are 
not named and the exclusive focus on anonymised aggregated data guarantees the 
protection of participants’ privacy.

Correspondence tests are carefully planned experiments and most published 
experiments contain a detailed research design section. These careful considera-
tions before the actual testing takes place show that correspondence tests require a 
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lot of time and detailed preparation before they can be conducted (for a detailed 
discussion of the methodology, see Gaddis, 2018a). Once this labour-intensive 
preparatory work has been done, Bendick and Nunes point out that correspond-
ence testing is an ‘innovative research technique […] that offers laboratory-like 
controlled conditions in quasi-experiments in real-world hiring situations’ (2012: 
238). The preparatory work should, however, not be limited to the research design, 
but also include the inevitably arising discussion of ethical issues. Correspondence 
tests constitute an ethical challenge, especially concerning the responsibilities of 
the researcher towards the research participants. It is therefore not surprising that 
correspondence tests are often met with scepticism regarding their compliance 
with research ethics standards, and in particular the criteria of informed and vol-
untary consent and the use of deception.

Ethical issues in correspondence testing
Researching hiring discrimination using correspondence tests lies at the intersec-
tion of sociology and economic research, and developments in the fields of research 
ethics in the Social Sciences also influence researchers planning correspondence 
tests. The most frequently voiced ethical objections are now addressed in detail.

Objection: Correspondence testing infringes the principles of 
voluntary participation and informed consent
Two of the fundamental ethical principles underlying research across disciplines 
are that ‘potential research subjects should be given the opportunity to refuse par-
ticipating in research’ (Dench et al., 2004: 56) and that they make this decision 
based on comprehensive and accurate information (63). The insistence on volun-
tary participation and informed consent can be traced back to medical experiments 
conducted by the Nazi regime and the subsequent development of the Nuremberg 
Code of 1947, which above all emphasises the importance of voluntary and 
informed consent of research participants (Israel, 2015: 27).4 This emphasis on 
voluntary and informed consent has been extended far beyond medical experi-
ments and is also applied in Social Science research.

Research ethics guidelines both on the supranational level, such as the non-
binding EU Code of Ethics (Dench et al., 2004), and on the national level, empha-
sise the importance of ensuring voluntary participation and informed consent of 
research subjects since ‘the consent requirement is intended to prevent invasions 
of personal integrity’ (National Committees for Research Ethics in Norway 
(NESH), 2006: 13). However, sociological research ethics guidelines recognise 
that there are exceptions, where research would not be possible if voluntary and 
informed consent had to be obtained first.
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In certain cases, participant’s freedom and self-determination can be respected even though 
consent has not been obtained beforehand. […], exceptions […] can be made in certain cases in 
situations in which the research does not imply physical contact with the research subjects, 
where the data being processed is not particular sensitive, and where the utility value of the 
research clearly exceeds any disadvantages that might be inflicted on the subjects. (NESH, 
2006: 14, emphasis added)5

It lies in the nature of correspondence testing that employers cannot make a 
voluntary choice to participate in a scientific experiment and it is not possible to 
inform them of their participation and the goal of the study. Starting with Bovenkerk 
in the 1990s, researchers have recognised that not informing the research subjects 
conflicted with their right to provide or refuse their consent (1992: 33). Yet, accord-
ing to Bovenkerk, three reasons justify breaking the principle of informed consent: 
first, hiring decisions are not a private matter, and hiring discrimination is unlaw-
ful; second, if field experiments are carefully prepared and carried out, there is 
almost no detrimental effect on the employers tested; and third, it is normal hiring 
decisions that are observed, and researchers ‘do not lure employers into a situation 
in which they are enticed to deviate from their normal course of action’ (Bovenkerk, 
1992: 33–34).

Breaking the principle of informed consent has also been addressed by other 
researchers who argued that breaking it ‘is a crucial feature of this type of research, 
as informing participants would invalidate the experiment’ (Blommaert et al., 
2014: 964). This has also been recognised in national laws. In the case of Sweden, 
Bursell (2007) refers to Swedish law, which states that ‘research without the par-
ticipant’s informed consent can still be carried out’ if the research meets certain 
conditions, such as being ‘of high societal importance’ (Bursell, 2007: 9). Looking 
at the USA, Pager (2007) also refers to legal provisions on conducting research 
without obtaining informed consent:

…a human subjects institutional review board…‘may … waive … informed consent provided 
(1) the research involves no more than minimal risk to human subjects; (2) the waiver or alteration 
will not adversely affect the rights and welfare of the subjects; (3) the research could not 
practicably be carried out without the waiver or alteration; and (4) whenever appropriate, the 
subjects will be provided with additional information after participation’. Each of these conditions 
can arguably be satisfied in the context of audit studies of discrimination. (Pager, 2007: 126)

While Pager explicitly refers to audit studies, these conditions are also met in 
correspondence tests of discrimination. The methodology of correspondence test-
ing is usually judged admissible under certain (strict) provisions due to the higher 
societal interest to measure discrimination, even if it breaks the principles of vol-
untary participation and informed consent.

In order to mitigate the potential negative effects of breaking the principle of 
informed consent, the British Sociological Association proposes that this consent 
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could be obtained post-hoc (2002: 4). While Midtbøen (2014) decided to contact 
only some of his unknowing research participants to recruit participants for fol-
low-up interviews, I am only aware of one study in which all participants were 
systematically informed post-hoc (Liebkind et al., 2016). However, Pager (2007) 
argued that ‘for human resource personnel or managers who are thought to be dis-
criminating, the consequences may be more serious than if no attention were 
brought to the audit whatsoever’ (Pager, 2007: 127). The research team of the 
Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and Migration decided 
against informing their participants. They reasoned that informing employers 
post-hoc would not improve the chances of minority applicants in the future and 
that it might pose a problem for further research by making the technique too well-
known. It should still be possible for other researchers to conduct correspondence 
tests without too large an awareness of the methodology among employers. 
Following Pager’s argument, the Expert Council of German Foundations on 
Integration and Migration’s research team claimed that obtaining post-hoc consent 
could potentially prove problematic for the employees responsible for the hiring 
decisions. Thus, in order to limit these potential damages incurred by individuals, 
it can be argued against seeking post-hoc consent. Furthermore, informing 
unknowing participants post-hoc will also take more time away from the human 
resources personnel. Finally, informing participants post-hoc could give them the 
possibility to try to sue researchers or the ethical approval bodies and researchers 
should also avoid causing harm to themselves or their colleagues.

Another option would be informing employers via the media that correspond-
ence testing will take or has taken place. Yet, Swedish research showed that 
employers did not change their hiring behaviour after extensive media coverage of 
a correspondence testing had occurred (Carlsson and Rooth, 2012).

Objection: Researchers are deceiving their research participants
The above-mentioned principle of informed consent includes that participants 
make their choice based on accurate information. But are there situations in which 
it is acceptable to deceive participants? Dench et al. argue in the EU Code of 
Ethics that ‘there are varying debates about whether deception is ever acceptable’ 
and that ‘the conclusions vary depending on the methodological, philosophical 
and moral stance’ (2004: 68) of the researchers.

Correspondence testing relies on the deception of research subjects, because 
employers are presented with fictitious applicants who pretend to be real candi-
dates. This deceptive nature of field experiments has been the focus of Riach and 
Rich’s (2004a) seminal article, where it featured prominently in the title ‘Deceptive 
field experiment – Are they ethical?’. They start their argument saying that field 
experiments ‘constitute an unequivocal procedure for charting, over the time, the 
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effectiveness, or otherwise, of equal opportunity legislation’ (2004a: 458). They 
then turn towards the context in which the deception of employers occurs. Using 
Bovenkerk’s argument that the action performed by the researcher is ‘a non-genu-
ine transaction performed in a manner which is not infrequent in the labour mar-
ket’ (Bovenkerk, 1992: 34), Riach and Rich elaborate on the notion that testing 
‘takes place in an arena where deception is a regular and acknowledged activity’ 
(2004a: 461). They justify the deception of employers because

…a lack of veracity is endemic in these markets; […] great harm is done to the social fabric by 
discriminatory practices in such markets; […] minimal inconvenience is imposed on the 
entrepreneurs in the experiment, and […] the technique provides evidence with a degree of 
accuracy and transparency which is not available from any other procedure (Riach and Rich, 
2004a: 463).

Similarly, Edley argued that the use of testing was justified, because ‘the moral 
costs of deception are outweighed by the great benefit of developing a clearer 
understanding of the social disease’ (Edley, 1993: 378). The deceptive nature of 
field experiments is thus seen as necessary to obtain information about the socially 
harmful practice of discrimination.

One of the strongest arguments of why the use of deception in research may be 
justified is its ‘resemblance to an accepted method for gathering evidence for the 
enforcement of anti-discrimination law’ (Banton, 1997: 416), which many courts, 
including the US Supreme Court, have endorsed (Banton, 1997; Pager, 2007). While 
some methodological differences exist between testing for research where employers 
are only sampled once and testing for law enforcement purposes, where one employer 
is tested multiple times (Pager, 2007), the methodology was initially developed in the 
1960s/1970s in response to the adoption of anti-discrimination laws, to monitor their 
effectiveness (Pager and Western, 2012). Cherry and Bendick (2018) as well as Boggs 
(1998) provide great overviews of the development of scholarship and activism in the 
fight against (mostly) housing discrimination in the USA. In 1982, the US Supreme 
Court strengthened the position of these scholars and activists in Havens Realty Corp 
vs. Coleman,6 when it gave its approval for this methodology. Over the years, US 
courts have confirmed the legal standing of testers, and ‘broaden[ed] their endorse-
ment of this methodology’ (Pager, 2007: 127). Even though these cases concerned 
testing for legal reasons and not research, Pager argued that ‘implicit in these hold-
ings […] is the belief that the misrepresentation involved in testing is worth the unique 
benefit this practice can provide in uncovering discrimination and enforcing civil 
rights laws’ (Pager, 2007: 127). Similarly, the endorsement of the methodology shows 
that deception is seen as regrettable but unavoidable:

[…] we have long recognised that this requirement of deception was a relatively small price to 
pay to defeat racial discrimination. The evidence provided by testers […] is a major resource in 
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society’s continuing struggle to eliminate the subtle but deadly poison of racial discrimination. 
(Boggs et al., 1993: 367)

The legal situations, for example if results obtained by testing are accepted in 
courts, vary depending on the national context. The case of the USA is the best 
known, yet evidence obtained through testing is also recognised in discrimination 
cases in several European countries. While Rorive (2009) provides a good over-
view of testing in 11 European countries (Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Hungary, Latvia, The Netherlands, Slovakia, the United Kingdom, 
and Sweden), van der Plancke (2007) and Calvès (2007) focus on the situation in 
Belgian and French courts, respectively. Researchers often provide the reasoning 
of the courts next to guidelines by professional scientific organisations to justify 
the use of audit or correspondence tests and the element of deception included in 
this methodology when applying for IRB approval.

Objection: Correspondence testing can have negative consequences 
for employers who unwillingly participated in the experiment
Another principle that researchers should adhere to is the ‘principle of no harm’. 
Research should not harm research participants, researchers themselves, or future 
researchers. Opponents of correspondence tests have objected that researchers try 
to trap employers and catch them in unlawful behaviour, that employers suffer a 
loss of time by being included in an experiment, that employers’ privacy is being 
breached and that an employer’s reputation might suffer from the unwilling par-
ticipation in a correspondence test.

The first argument brought forward is that researchers try to trap employers if the 
experiment encourages research subjects to behave illegally. This argument and the 
fear that researchers might be held liable for such an entrapment has already been 
addressed in the 1990s by Bovenkerk (1992) and Edley Jr. (1993). According to 
Bovenkerk, this ‘concern is ill-conceived as discriminating employers break the 
legal rules probably more than the researcher does’ (1992: 34). Most importantly, 
researchers only observe normal hiring practices; they do not lure employers into a 
trap of acting in a way that they would not have under different circumstances.

Second, opponents of correspondence testing argue that employers suffer from 
a loss of time by assessing fictitious applicants. This argument has, for example, 
been brought forward by the former US house-speaker Newt Gingrich, who argued 
against funding for the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, because ‘the 
use of testers […] causes innocent businesses to waste resources’ (Gingrich, 1998). 
Researchers acknowledge that assessing additional fictitious applications may 
pose a burden on the employers’ time (e.g. Pager, 2007; Pager and Western, 2012) 
and most correspondence tests limit this burden by considering an employer only 
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once, even if more matching vacancies are published. Finally, invitations to inter-
views are quickly and politely declined in order to keep the application process as 
normal as possible for genuine applicants. The loss of time should thus be consid-
ered minimal (e.g. Wood et al., 2009). Furthermore, it is assumed that employers 
do not spent much time on the initial screening of applications.

A third argument used against correspondence testing is the breach of employers’ 
privacy. However, Bovenkerk claims that ‘there is no question of breaking legiti-
mate expectations of privacy. Hiring is not an entirely private matter’ (1992: 33). He 
further argues that providing equal opportunities in the hiring process is in the public 
interest and that discrimination in these public fields has been declared unlawful. 
This argument is supported by Fix, Galster and Struyk, who point out that the ‘behav-
iours that have been monitored […] involve public, commercial, or professional 
acts. In most instances there has been a special invitation issued to the public – via a 
published ad for a job, apartment, or loan’ (Fix et al., 1993: 16). Furthermore, 
researchers only gather data on employers that are publicly available.

Finally, concerns are voiced regarding the reputation of enterprises and possible 
negative effects of being part of a correspondence test. Pager emphasises that 
‘efforts must be taken to protect employer identities so that even associations with 
a study on discrimination cannot be made’ (2007: 127). Most studies point out that 
data is anonymised and only accessible to the core research team. Furthermore, the 
fact that data is only analysed aggregately also helps to avoid inference about indi-
vidual employers. Finally, correspondence testing for research is not interested in 
accusing individual employers of discriminatory behaviour, but in reporting trends 
in discrimination patterns in a society.

Correspondence testing as an example of covert research
By the nature of the research design, in which employers are not aware that an 
experiment is being conducted, correspondence tests are an example of covert 
research. This becomes apparent in the definition provided by the non-binding EU 
Code of Ethics for Socio-Economic Research:

By definition, covert research means that participation is not voluntary and participants are not 
able to give informed consent. To some researcher(s,) this is unacceptable. Others argue that, in 
some circumstances, covert research is the only way in which the necessary information can be 
collected or difficult situations researched. (Dench et al., 2004: 12)

Numerous professional associations have acknowledged the need for deception 
when it is absolutely necessary. Information on the conditions under which the use 
of deception is justifiable are included in the ethical guidelines of, for example, the 
American Sociological Association (2018), the British Sociological Association 
(2002), the American Psychological Association (2017), the NESH (2006), the 
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German Sociological Association (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Soziologie, 2017), 
and the EU’s Respect Project on professional and ethical codes for socio-economic 
research in the information society (Dench et al., 2004). The British Sociological 
Association, for example, argues that while ‘there are serious ethical and legal 
issues […,] the use of covert methods may be justified in certain circumstances’ 
(2002: 4). It points out that covert research violates the principle of informed con-
sent and may violate the privacy of research subjects, making it a method that 
should only be used as a last resort if it is impossible to obtain information using 
other methods. The EU Code of Ethics for Socio-Economic Research also addresses 
the question of deception in covert research:

If it is only possible to obtain information through covert research (for example, studies of 
violent, criminal or subversive groups, or of fraudulent or discriminatory practices)[,] how can 
the researcher balance the need for deception against the value to society of conducting the 
research? (Dench et al., 2004: 64, emphasis added)

They clearly identify studies on discrimination as one area in which covert research 
is often the only way to avoid the bias of socially desirable behaviour. Dench et al. 
even refer to field experiments in the labour market explicitly saying that

…if a study exploring discrimination in the recruitment process involved researchers posing as 
applicants, informing the recruiters in advance may lead to their acting differently than normal. 
(Dench et al., 2004: 62, emphasis added)

Using covert research methods is a delicate matter, but, as seen above, it can be 
justified in situations in which information of a similar quality and richness cannot 
be obtained using other methodologies.

Matched pair testing versus non-matched pair testing
As was briefly mentioned previously, the number of applications submitted for 
one vacancy can also have ethical implications that can become important in IRB 
submissions and discussions of the ethical questions of the research, the most 
obvious being the time an employer spends on assessing applications (Gaddis, 
2018b). However, as Lahey and Beasley (2018) point out, the number of resumes 
could also affect hiring practices and recruiters’ decisions, such as if more very 
well-qualified applications are received in an on-going hiring process. They 
emphasise that ‘unmatched sets send a less focussed signal and may be less likely 
to harm a participant’s overall view of the market’ (Lahey and Beasley, 2018: 91).

While most field experiments have traditionally been designed as matched-pair 
experiments, some more-recent studies have deviated from the design of matching 
candidates and only sent out single applications (e.g. Koopmans et al., 2018; 
Weichselbaumer, 2015, 2016).7 Researchers using a single application design 
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often state that they want to minimise the risk of detection of the experiment. 
However, Riach and Rich (2004b) argue that studies using only a single applica-
tion per vacancy are tests of ‘preferential treatment’ in the broader labour market 
or of a propensity among employers to discriminate rather than actual discrimina-
tion, since ‘employment discrimination can only occur when an individual 
employer is confronted with a need to choose’ (Riach and Rich, 2005b: 471). 
Because it is not possible to attribute discriminatory treatment to specific employ-
ers, Cherry and Bendick (2018) describe the findings of unpaired audits as ‘vil-
lainy without villains’ (Cherry and Bendick, 2018: 55). So far, the most thorough 
discussion of matched versus unmatched designs has been provided by Vuolo 
et al. (2016, 2018), who mainly focus on the statistical implications of this research 
design choice. The ethical implications of the number of applications sent, is how-
ever, not discussed in the literature.

Technical and legal challenges in correspondence 
testing
Although the ethical issues discussed above are important to obtain ethical approval 
to conduct a correspondence test, there are also other stages in the planning phase 
of the experiment that can have ethical or legal implications, such as having to set 
up contact details using email addresses and phone numbers for the fictitious 
applicants. To my knowledge, these issues have so far not been addressed in arti-
cles on the methodology. Finally, correspondence testing may also require the 
preparation of photographs, diplomas or work certificates, depending on the 
national context. This is usually required in German-speaking countries, and will 
therefore be addressed in the country examples below.

Creating email addresses
Each fictitious applicant requires an email addresses to send applications and 
receive replies. The email addresses most frequently used in the correspondence 
tests included in the meta-analysis by Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016) were Gmail.
com, Hotmail.com, and Yahoo.com. These providers differ considerably in their 
terms of services. Yahoo, for example, clearly spells out in Section 3 of its Terms 
and Services:

In consideration of your use of the Yahoo Services, you represent that you are of legal age to 
form a binding contract […]. You also agree to (a) provide true, accurate, current and complete 
information about yourself […]. (Yahoo, 2012)

Similarly, Microsoft stipulates in its terms of services that ‘You agree not to use 
any false, inaccurate or misleading information’ (Microsoft, 2015: Section 4.a.i.). 
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Furthermore, in its Code of Conduct it emphasises that the account is not to be 
used for anything illegal and that the account holder is not to ‘engage in activity 
that is false or misleading (e.g., […] impersonating someone else […]’ (Section 
3.a.i.)). These terms can be potentially problematic for researchers conducting a 
correspondence test, since it is impossible to ‘provide true, accurate, current and 
complete information’ for fictitious applicants.

Google’s Terms of Service only state ‘Don’t misuse our services’ (Google, 
2014) and do not specifically define who is allowed to open a Google account and 
which conditions have to be fulfilled. Yet at the very end of the Terms and Services, 
it is stated that ‘The laws of California, U.S.A., […] will apply to any disputes 
arising out of or relating to these terms or the Services’ (Google, 2014). In 2010, 
the State of California adopted its first online impersonation law – the Senate Bill 
SB 1411 – which regulates that

(a) Notwithstanding any other provisions of law, any person who knowingly and without 
consent credibly impersonates another actual person through or on an Internet Web site or by 
other electronic means for purposes of harming, intimidating, threatening, or defrauding another 
person is guilty of a public offense punishable pursuant to subdivision (d). (Simitian, 2010: 
Section 1)

It is therefore necessary to examine in how far correspondence testing might be 
considered an impersonation of another actual person. Since the fictitious appli-
cants in correspondence tests do not exist in real life, it can be argued that this is 
not an impersonation of another actual person. Furthermore, it should be obvious 
that correspondence testing is not done for ‘the purpose of harming, intimidating, 
threating or defrauding another person’.

So far, all published correspondence tests I am aware of, with the exception of 
Neumark et al. (2017) who created their own email provider, have used free and 
frequently used email providers such as Gmail, Yahoo or Hotmail. To my knowl-
edge, there have never been legal objections to their use.

Next to these legal issues, researchers can also encounter problems with the 
security settings of free email providers that might limit the possibility to send 
high numbers of emails using programming scripts. Readers interested in the tech-
nical aspects of setting up correspondence tests via email should refer to Crabtree 
(2018), who devotes an entire book chapter to the issue.

Generating street addresses
Street addresses are another elemental part of the contact details that might become 
problematic. Eid (2012) used addresses of his research team and colleagues for his 
Canadian experiment. Wood et al. (2009) decided against such an approach in their 
UK study out of ethical considerations. They argue that UK employers sometimes 
carry out background checks, including credit checks. Thus, like most other studies, 
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they constructed credible fictitious addresses, by using real street names, but non-
existing house numbers. The residential areas chosen for the study were based on the 
ethnic diversity shown in census data (Wood et al., 2009: 23). Another approach used 
by Bursell (2007) was to use real addresses in residential blocks, but making sure that 
nobody with a similar name lived there. Similarly, researchers could use addresses of 
real apartment buildings but provide fake apartment numbers. Although posted 
responses can be lost, Eid (2012) reported that the grand majority of employers con-
tacted potential candidates by phone, and letters were hardly ever used.

Providing phone numbers
The final element of the contact details is a phone number. Here almost all researchers 
use the same approach: Phone numbers connected to a voicemail box were set up 
using mobile phones or online generated phone numbers. The number of phone num-
bers used varied, however. While Eid (2012) used only two numbers, one for the 
majority and one for the minority applicant, Wood et al. (2009) had 12 phone numbers, 
depending on the gender and ethnicity of the fictitious applicant. In all studies the 
voicemail messages were either standard voicemail messages by the phone provider or 
recorded without any discernible accent. One of the challenges of using voicemails is 
matching the response received with the vacancy it was connected to. Furthermore, 
local legal regulations need to be taken into consideration when it comes to setting up 
mobile phone accounts (e.g. if a proof of ID is required to open an account).

Managing ethical issues in correspondence testing – 
European examples
Since this paper has so far predominantly focussed on the theoretical discussion of 
research ethics in correspondence tests as well as arguments from an ethical per-
spective pro and contra correspondence testing, the last part of the paper discusses 
ways in which ethical commissions have dealt with correspondence tests. While 
most publications of correspondence tests acknowledge the question of research 
ethics without going into further details, some researchers specifically refer to the 
ethics bodies and procedures in their countries. Unfortunately, such in-depth infor-
mation on the ethical approval process is only publicly available for four countries 
– Sweden, Norway, Finland and Germany.

Sweden, Norway and Finland
To my knowledge, the first country where a correspondence test was stopped by a 
research ethics commission was Sweden. Swedish researchers wanted to partici-
pate in the large International Labour Organisation Project on labour market dis-
crimination in the 1990s; they thus submitted two research proposals using the 
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correspondence test design outlined by Bovenkerk (1992), but their proposals 
were not approved by the Swedish Ethics Board. The Board claimed that ‘invit[ing] 
an innocent employer to act in a manner likely to have been made punishable by 
the time any such research started’ (Banton, 1997: 415) posed too big a risk. While 
a first assessor had not expressed any doubts, a second reviewer concluded that 
while the research might be in the public interest, the potential consequences for 
people found guilty of discriminatory behaviour were too big: ‘The employer runs 
both a risk of injury to reputation and a financial risk. It is these risks of injury 
which so clearly make the proposed experiment ethically unacceptable’ (in Banton, 
1997: 415). Furthermore, potential issues of liability for the researcher or funding 
organisations were addressed, and it was recommended that neither researcher 
should be funded.

As Carlsson and Rooth (2012) point out, the Swedish authorities subsequently 
reconsidered their position on correspondence testing: ‘An important event for 
this turnaround occurred in 2005 when law students initiated lawsuits against res-
taurants and night clubs based on situation tests of ethnic discrimination’ (Carlsson 
and Rooth, 2012, 99). Following this change of position, three Swedish corre-
spondence tests were published in 2007 (Attström, 2007; Bursell, 2007; Carlsson 
and Rooth, 2007). Except for a brief section on ethics in Bursell (2007), the issue 
of research ethics was not addressed.

The rejection of the Swedish contribution to the ILO Project also affected 
Norwegian researchers, as Midtbøen (2013) points out:

Because the method was rejected by the Swedish Council for Social Research, it was assumed 
that the Research Council of Norway would reach the same conclusion. This is a main reason 
why Norwegian researchers during the 1990s never even applied for funding of experimental 
studies of discrimination (Midtbøen, 2014: 52).

Once the Swedish research ethics boards approved the above-mentioned 
research projects using correspondence testing, researchers in Norway proposed 
to conduct a field experiment on the Norwegian labour market. Midtbøen (2013) 
reports that the NESH approved the research design under three strict conditions. 
First, testing should be conducted in the early phase of the hiring process. Second, 
the privacy of the individuals in the hiring procedure was to be protected. Third, 
regarding the recruitment of participants for follow-up interviews, it was empha-
sised that this should respect the principles of voluntary participation and informed 
consent.

In 2011, ethical approval was also given for the first Finnish correspondence 
test, where the guidelines of the Finnish National Advisory Board on Research 
Ethics also ‘lists field experiments in studies about discrimination as an example 
of a research design where deviating from the principle of informed consent and 
misleading research subjects is acceptable’ (Larja et al., 2012: 142).
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Germany
In Germany, so far four correspondence tests on ethnic discrimination in hiring deci-
sions have been conducted (Goldberg et al., 1995; Kaas and Manger, 2012; Schneider 
et al., 2014; Weichselbaumer, 2016). The Expert Council of German Foundations on 
Integration and Migration was the only one who extensively addressed the ethical 
questions. Its report includes a short section on the ethical and legal challenges in 
correspondence testing (Schneider et al., 2014: 16). It emphasises that the research 
design was approved by the Ethical Committees of the German Sociological Society 
and the German Association of Sociologists, as it was judged unproblematic both 
from a data protection and an ethical point of view. It was argued that the aggregated 
analysis of the data would not allow inferences about individual employers, and that 
the use of fictitious applications did not infringe any personal rights (Schneider et al., 
2014: 16). Yet, the research team went even further than obtaining ethical approval, 
and also addressed potential legal problems. While two legal expertise studies by 
Klose and Kühn (2009, 2010) on the use of correspondence testing had previously 
been commissioned by the Federal Anti-Discrimination Authority, the Expert 
Council of German Foundations on Integration and Migration hired these lawyers 
again to specifically analyse their proposed research design for a correspondence 
test on the German apprenticeship market (Kühn et al., 2013). Since these expert 
opinions look at numerous legal concerns raised in regard to correspondence testing, 
they warrant a more detailed look.

In total, there are now three legal expertise studies on testing available for 
Germany: the first two expertise studies by Klose and Kühn (2009, 2010) focus 
on very specific legal questions regarding testing and racial or ethnic discrimi-
nation in the area of ‘Gewerberecht’ (trade law) (2009), and the use of testing as 
an instrument in trials regarding the burden of proof in discrimination cases 
(2010). The third expertise study by Kühn et al. (2013) addresses the legal ques-
tions concerning testing as a Social Science research method and focussed 
explicitly on the Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and 
Migration’s research design. It is therefore the most relevant publication to be 
considered here. Regarding criminal law, they focus on the use of certificates or 
copies thereof, concluding that the testing methodology is protected under the 
scientific freedom guaranteed by the German Basic Law, and that testing does 
not fulfil the crime of forgery of documents (e.g. school or university certifi-
cates) that are required to submit a complete German application. Furthermore, 
they claim that researchers do not have to fear being punished for fraud, since 
testing studies are not intended for unlawful gains of the researchers. Looking at 
civil law, Kühn et al. argue that claims for liability of the researcher due to the 
time employers invested in examining a fraudulent application are not likely, 
since the loss of time is not considered a replaceable damage. Employers are 
also unlikely to succeed in suing for damages by arguing that the fictitious 
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applications caused a delay or necessitated a repeated application procedure. 
Furthermore, Kühn et al. closely look at the German data-protection laws in 
relation to correspondence testing. According to them, data-protection laws do 
not apply if the data was anonymised and analysed quantitatively and if no infer-
ences about individuals can be made. The use of publicly available data, such as 
addresses, is also permitted. This legal expertise thus enabled the researchers of 
the Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and Migration to con-
duct their correspondence test on labour market discrimination.

These individual country examples show that the theoretical concerns regarding 
the ethical questions in correspondence testing discussed in previous sections of 
the paper are valid, but can be addressed in well-prepared research designs. In the 
case of Germany, many of the aforementioned reservations, such as the possibility 
of committing fraud, of forging documents, of potential damages to employers, or 
the liability of researchers, have been addressed by legal experts and found not to 
be an obstacle to conducting a correspondence test. While a similar wealth of 
information on ethical and legal preparation work was not publicly available for 
other countries, the examples of Sweden, Norway and Finland show that ethical 
commissions were quite thorough in their evaluation of the research projects, and 
eventually decided that a good research design could meet their concerns and that 
the societal interest to study discrimination was held above the inconveniences 
that could potentially be caused to an individual employer.

Conclusion
As shown in this paper, breaking core research ethics principles, particularly those 
of informed consent and voluntary partition, can be justified in the case of corre-
spondence studies on discrimination in the labour market. Using examples from 
different countries and different ethical committees, it can be seen that researchers 
were able to obtain ethical approval to conduct correspondence tests if certain 
strict criteria were met, the most important being to keep the inconvenience to 
employers at a minimum, to guarantee the confidentiality and privacy of the 
research subjects, to analyse data in an aggregated form to avoid inferences being 
made about individual research subjects, and to adhere again to the principles of 
research ethics in any follow-up research.

Given the rapid growth in the numbers of correspondence tests conducted in 
recent years, it could be questioned whether more studies measuring discrimina-
tion are actually needed. A recent meta-analysis has shown that in the case of 
ethnic discrimination in hiring, minority candidates have to write on average 50% 
more applications than equally qualified majority candidates (Zschirnt and Ruedin, 
2016). It could therefore also be argued that not studying discrimination would be 
unethical, as the data provided can help in ‘society’s continuing struggle to 
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eliminate the subtle but deadly poison of racial discrimination’ (Boggs et al., 1993: 
367). There is still a need to provide data on the extent of discrimination in hiring 
decisions to make employers aware of these issues, which may also occur uninten-
tionally, and to lobby for policy changes and stronger and more effective anti-
discrimination laws. Considering the strong power imbalance in the hiring process, 
it is necessary to strengthen the position of applicants to balance the scales. 
Providing better data on the extent of discrimination of minorities is just a first 
step in this direction. Using data that was obtained through correspondence testing 
on the broader labour market to strengthen legal cases against discriminatory 
employers, as it is already possible in some countries, could be a next step.
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Notes
1. An overview of the historical development of field experiments with a focus on ethnic or 

racial discrimination in the labour market can be found in e.g. Cherry and Bendick (2018), 
Gaddis (2018b), or Zschirnt (2016).

2. For recent reviews and meta-analyses of correspondence tests, see e.g. Baert (2018), 
Bertrand and Duflo (2017), Gaddis (2018b), Neumark (2016), Quillian et al. (2017), Rich 
(2014), or Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016).

3. Unfortunately, information about the composition of ethical commissions or IRBs is often 
not provided. A rare example is Connor (2000), who gives detailed information about the 
members of the IRB that rejected the research project and points out the problems with 
having an all-white review panel deciding on research proposals that deal with racial 
discrimination.

4. For a historical discussion on the development of research ethics, see: Dingwall (2012), 
Dench et al. (2004), Hunter (2010), Israel (2015), Nakray (2016), or Wassenaar (2006).

5. The case of Norway is discussed so prominently because it is one of the rare studies where 
detailed information about the ethical approval process is available.

6. Havens Realty Corp. v. Coleman, 455 U.S. 363 (1982).
7. For an overview on matched and unmatched audit studies, see Table 6.1 in Vuolo et al. (2018).
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