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ABSTRACT
Illegitimate biases of non-independent judges represent a threat
to the legitimacy of international sport competitions. Judges’
nationalities represent one source of bias, as they consciously or
subconsciously may prefer athletes from their own nation. Such
biases may affect the outcomes of competitions. The literature
offers no complete consensus on the magnitude, origin and sta-
bility of such biases. In this paper, we shed light on these prob-
lems, using international ski jumping as an example. We draw on
data from the FIS World Cup competitions in the 2006–2008 and
2015–2016 seasons and estimate a series of fixed-effects models
to test hypotheses on nationalistic biases. Our results reaffirm sus-
picions of nationalistic bias in major ski jumping competitions,
but also show their magnitude is too little to be of major rele-
vance to competition outcomes. The biases vary between nations,
but do not change markedly over the study period.

Abbreviation: FIS: Federation International de Ski.
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Introduction

Many sports use qualified experts to rank and evaluate performances. For example, ski
jumping competitions have a panel of five judges who independently evaluate each
performance. Similar systems are used in diving, figure skating, and numerous other
sports. The experts may completely or partially decide the outcome of competitions.

A prerogative of the system is that experts judge performances in an unbiased and
neutral manner. However, there is a large potential for biases in such judgements
(Meyer & Booker, 1991). Experts may, for example, overestimate performances by com-
petitors from their own country, overvalue certain stylistic elements, or unconsciously
adjust evaluations in response to spectator expectations. Such biases may then be
consequential in determining the outcome of competitions. Expert judgements are
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used well beyond the sports domain, and the relevance of studying expert judge-
ments may inform several important societal domains. Expert judgements are widely
used, for example, when evaluating applicants to universities, evaluating research
grant proposals, and in assessing job applicants (cf. Bursell 2012; Fasang 2006).
Understanding the extent of and processes underlying such biases is important for
any attempts to remove their effects.

In the present paper, we set out to study two possible types of bias in evaluations
of ski jumping performances: nationalistic bias and home-field advantage bias.
Nationalistic bias refers to biases in which the judges (positively) evaluate contenders
from their own country, whereas home-field advantage bias arises if judges favour
contenders from the country in which the contest is held. To answer our questions,
we use data from two periods, the 2006–2008 seasons and the 2015–2016 season, of
the Federation International de Ski (FIS) World Cup series of ski jumping contests.

We contribute to the literature on nationalistic biases in several ways. First, we
assess to what extent nationalistic bias can be explained by unobserved characteristics
of the performance. Second, we consider national variations in such bias, and discuss
this variation in light of sociological theory of evaluation and valuation. Third, by using
our data from two time periods and comparing our results to those obtained with
similar data but from the markedly different context of the Olympic games, a highest-
stakes-contest (Zitzewitz, 2006), we can shed light on the role of different institutional
and incentive contexts and changes over time in the magnitude of bias.

Theory and relevant literature

There is an extant scholarly literature that explores the existence and magnitude of
subjective biases in sports evaluations. These biases may affect results or other out-
comes in favour of what is in principle irrelevant aspects of competitors or other
actors in the sport. Research have documented biases that promotes profits for the
league owner or organisation, racial and ethnic biases, nationalistic biases, as well as
home advantage biases.

Research on biases in basketball illustrates the breadth of the field. In their study of
American professional basketball, Price et al. (2012) found that the referees were
biased towards calls that would increase profits for the league. More specifically, in
turnovers, the referees tend to favour the home team, the losing team in a particular
game, and the losing teams of the play-off series. In turn these biases can lead to
increased ticket sales and ad-revenue due to more exciting, closer games; and ultim-
ately even extend the playoff series itself, garnering more revenue. Even though these
biases may operate towards profit-maximising goals, the authors note that they need
not result from any conscious behaviour on behalf of the referees.

Two related papers explore a potential racial bias among NBA referees, and its con-
sequences for betting markets (Larsen et al., 2008; Price & Wolfers, 2010). The authors
note that there is a significant difference between fouls called when the athlete and
referees are of the same race versus when they are not. The difference is large enough
to be an important factor in determining game outcomes, making it a viable tactic to
pursue in betting markets. Analysing data from two seasons, they find that when the
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majority of judges are white, betting on the team that has more minutes (expected)
played by white players will beat the point spread over 50% of the time.

Nationalistic bias, where judges favour athletes from their home country (or other-
wise similar ones in terms of national culture) in a systematic way would be most evi-
dent in certain nationalistic competitions such as world cups or Olympics. Evidence of
these kinds of biases have been found in many different sports, including rugby (Page
& Page, 2010), muay thai (Myers et al., 2006), figure skating (Yang, 2006), gymnastics
(Callahan et al., 2016), and surfing (Sampaio, 2012).

In their study of the 2000 Olympic diving competition, Emerson, Seltzer and Lin
(Emerson et al., 2009) found evidence of strong biases in some of the judges; both
nationalistic ones, and against competitors from certain other nations. Based on their
model, they re-estimated the results, removing the biases to obtain the objective qual-
ity of the dive, and isolated a case where the medals might have changed hands –

had the judges been completely unbiased. Zitzewitz (2006) made a similar analysis of
datasets from the 2002 Salt Lake City Winter Olympics and found evidence of national-
istic biases in both ski jumping and figure skating. Evidence of bloc voting and vote
trading was also found in figure skating where Germany, USA, Canada and Italy are
more likely to be negatively biased towards Russia, Ukraine, France and Poland, and
vice versa (Zitzewitz, 2006). Bloc voting in figure skating is nothing new, however.
Seltzer and Glass (1991), for example, documented consistent bloc voting along cold-
war lines in addition to nationalistic biases in the Winter Olympic games held from
1968 till 1988.

Vote trading in the 2002 Olympics led to a revamp of the scoring system for figure
skating after a French judge admitted to being pressured to vote in favour of the
Russian pair over the Canadian pair in the pairs’ competition final. This effectively
handed the Russian pair the gold medal. Allegedly this was part of a deal with the
Russian team, where they would reciprocate in a later competition in favour of the
French. This scandal was examined quantitatively by Lock and Lock (2003) using a
bootstrap technique to look for inconsistencies in the scoring. Looking at the correl-
ation between judges’ rank (of the athlete) and the final actual rank (a high correlation
indicating an accurate judge), they isolated one inconsistent judge, but it was not the
French one. The French judge had the best correlation of all the judges in that event;
in other words, she was the most spot-on in her scoring, and no evidence of wrong-
doing was found.

Theorising nationalistic biases in ski jumping

Our reading of the empirical literature on nationalistic and other evaluative biases con-
cludes that there is evidence for such biases in a variety of sports. Given its existence,
what are the root causes of such bias and how do they emerge? Theoretically, we can
concieve of bias resulting from at least three different mechanisms. We denote these
three mechanisms the social psychological mechanism, the cultural legitimacy mech-
anism and the differential professionalisation mechanism, and discuss each of them in
turn below.
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The social psychological mechanism: Implicit or explicit nationalistic bias

The first social psychological mechanism is the simple folk psychology theory of
judges’ nationalistic impulses at the subconscious or even conscious level. They prefer
contestants from their own country to win, and give higher scores to those athletes.
This crude form of nationalistic bias is similar to what has been denoted taste-based
discrimination, which refers to individuals’ preferences for certain categories of people
and is often used to explain discrimination against women or ethnic minorities in the
labour market (Becker, 1957).

Applied to ski jumping, the mechanism refers to judges’ conscious nationalistic
impulses that bias their evaluations in favour of contestants from their own country,
and against competitors from other countries. A subtler form of this mechanism leads
to subconscious bias for jumpers from one’s own country, where own preferences or
social expectations lead judges to biased evaluations (Bassett & Persky 2005, Campbell
and Galbraith 1996). Importantly, this theoretical mechanism does not by itself predict
variation in the magnitude of biases across countries. It can be combined with other
theoretical ideas to arrive at predictions about any such variation.

Theory of evaluation work, as applied to nationalistic biases in ski jumping

The second way of theorising bias is to consider the role of judges and their efforts as
evaluation work. Evaluative work and the justification for evaluations as a sociological
study have been profoundly influences by the works of Boltanski and Th�evenot (1991).
A central tenet in their sociology of evaluations is the room for evaluation.

The room for evaluation decides what is relevant and good in a field. The evalu-
ative room may be wide, and allow for many different evaluative statements, or nar-
row, and restrict evaluative statements. The main point is that the evaluative room
allows for criticisms by field actors that in turn may affect the structure of the room
for evaluation. Criticisms within the room for evaluation are recognised as forces of
change in organisations and society at large. Actors cannot expect to have any criti-
cism heard, and it must be recognised by multiple actors before it is heard. If enough
actors repeat and (re)formulate a criticism, it will potentially lead to change and a new
room for evaluation.

Applied to ski jumping as a field, judges’ practices for scoring represents the room
for evaluation. Within this room, there are likely coexisting practices that may be cor-
related with judges’ nationalities, giving rise to national variations in judge scores.
Some countries, for example, Norway and Finland, enjoy long ski jumping traditions,
whereas neighbouring Sweden, an otherwise similar country, does not. Most likely,
their long tradition for ski jumping implies that judges from Norway and Finland to a
larger degree than Swedish judges will define the room for evalution. This became
salient when Jan Bokl€ov, a Swede, pioneered the V-style in ski jumping. His style was
not comme-il-faut among judges and competitors in ski jumping at the time, and thus
heavily penalised by judges. Eventually he won competitions, due to the technical
advantages of the V-style, and other actors started to mimic the style (M€uller, 2008).
These changes then led to a change in the room for evaluations, where V-style was
accepted and it is currently completely dominant in the field (Pfister, 2007).
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Mere national variation in judge scoring practices does not yield nationalistic biases
in individual scores. However, when we also consider the fact that competitors are
trained and socialised in their respective national ski jumping associations and com-
petitions, this implies that young competitors share the more experienced judges’
evaluative standards, which in turn leads to nationalistic biases in judge scoring.

Professionalisation of sports and the evolution of evaluation

The third source of national variation in ski jumping evaluations is related to the pro-
cess of professionalisation in sports. An essential ingredient in evaluation is standards.
In sports, standards are continuously evolving. The continued professionalisation of
sports would suggest a higher degree of standardisation and a narrowing of the room
for evaluations. Several aspects of contemporary ski jumping suggest that professional-
isation will limit the magnitude of nationalistic biases.

First, FIS licences judges to qualify for taking on international, high-level judging
assignments. Professionalisation of ski jumping entails stricter quality control of judge
performances and training. Currently FIS requires national skiing associations to hold
at least one national-level judge seminar every year to contribute to educating new
judges, and all judges are required to participate in such seminars at least once every
two years (cf. International Ski Federation, 2019).

Second, there is also a system in place for auditing judges. Chapter 10 of the FIS
Rules documents explains that judges are subject to an evaluation by a FIS Sub-com-
mittee working together with a data team, and that their work may result in allotting
individual judges with ‘points’ that indicate non-fair scoring practices. If judges accu-
mulate many points, they may not be nominated to higher-level competitions or
wholly excluded from judging. Such sanctioned judges may re-qualify for judging
assignments after scoring performances from television broadcasts.

Third, the competition rules also limit the influence of such biases by removing the
best and worst of the five scores from the total score. This certainly limits the magni-
tude of any bias, but as previous research have found significant biases (Zitzewitz,
2006), it does not seem to root it completely out.

The relevance of professionalism for the national variation in biases emerges when
we combine the idea of evaluative work with the likely different levels of professional-
ism among the national associations that are responsible for judge training. In coun-
tries where ski jumping is a relatively important sport, such as Finland and Norway,
the bias should be less due to an assumed stronger professionalisation.

Summing up, it seems meaningful to re-examine the existence of nationalistic
biases, study how these biases vary across the countries from which evaluators are
drawn, and study whether nationalistic biased have decreased in magnitude over
time, due to, for example, the general tendency towards increased professionalisation
in sports.

In addition to the social psychological, cultural legitimacy, and differential profes-
sionalisation mechanisms discussed above, there may well be yet other mechanisms
that also contribute to nationalistic biases of this kind, for example desires on part of
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individual judges to grow the sport’s influence in their countries and that try to boost
their own competitors placements.

Hypotheses

We propose several hypotheses on biases in international ski jumping competitions,
based on the literature and theory reviewed above. On the basis of earlier findings,
we propose a first hypothesis that there are nationalistic biases in ski jumping.
Specifically, we expect there to be a positive bias in scores when judges score per-
formances by athletes who are from the same nation as themselves.

Our second hypothesis states that the gross bias is partly explained by controlling
for characteristics of the jump and athlete. The empirical implication of is that the
magnitude of the bias will attenuate once all unobserved factors related to the jump
are controlled.

A third hypothesis concerns variation in bias across countries. Nationalistic biases
may vary across countries due to cultural, historical and professional ideosyncracies at
the national level. The strength of the bias is assumed to be lower in countries with-
out strong ski jumping cultures and higher in countries where the sport is more per-
ipheral in the larger sports field.

Our fourth hypothesis states that nationalistic bias in ski jumping evaluations
decrease over time, possibly as a result of the continued professionalisation of
the sport.

Data and methods

To test the hypotheses proposed above, we use data from the FIS World Cup competi-
tions in ski jumping from the 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 seasons as well as from the
2015–2016 seasons. The original data for 2006–2007 and 2007–2008 seasons were
downloaded from the FIS web site, coded, edited for errors, and collated into com-
plete data set for analysis. For the season 2015–2016, we wrote automated web scrap-
ing software that identified relevant PDF files on the FIS servers, downloaded these
files, and scraped them for results according to our pre-specified instructions. In
accordance with norms of open social science, the software used to download and
scrape the PDF files are documented in the GitHub repository associated with
this article.

Both data sets include detailed information on each jump in each competition,
including the five individual judge scores from the jump along with the identity and
nationality of each judge in each competition. Characteristics of the jump such as
speed and length are included, as well as the points allotted. The total points for the
jump are the sum of the length score and the stylistic score. We also know where and
when the competition was held. For the later period, additional details on wind, start-
ing gate and point adjustments for such conditions are also available.

We exclude team events from both seasons, as team events follow a different struc-
ture than individual competitions and also because extracting data from team events
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are markedly more difficult than it is for individual events. Table 1 outlines the dimen-
sionality of the two data sets.

Our analysis proceeds in several steps. First, we estimate nationalistic biases using a
sequence of regression models where more complexity is incorporated for each
model, each model speaking to one of the first three hypoteses. We estimate the
models separately for the two periods we have data for, as there may be have been
change over time in the nature of nationalistic biases, the subject of our
fourth hypothesis.

Estimation of nationalistic bias using fixed effects models

Following the general approach used in most studies of nationalistic biases (in particu-
lar, Emerson et al. 2009; Zitzewitz 2006), we analyse systematic tendencies in scores
by individual judges and by the judges’ nationality. We begin with a simple model
and add complexity in subsequent steps to test our different hypotheses.

In the first, simple, model, a dummy variable / I ¼ Jð Þ indicates whether the judge
comes from the same country j as the athlete i or not. The model can be written as

sijp ¼ B � / I ¼ Jð Þ þ �ijp (1)

where sijp is the score given by judge j, on performance p, by a certain athlete i, and
�ijp is the error term. The B coefficient in this model estimates the difference in
expected score if the athlete and the judge come from the same country. Hypothesis
#1 is tested by assessing the direction and magnitude of B:

Such a model does not take into account other relevant differences between
nations. A Norwegian judge may give higher scores to a fellow countryman’s perform-
ance due to a correspondence of their definitions of valuable stylistic elements, in
accordance with national variations in evaluation practices.

Our next step is an attempt to remove such factors, by exploiting the other judges’
evaluations of the same jump in estimation of nationalistic bias. Assuming that the
other four judges give an unbiased score, a more precise way to estimate the bias is
to add a fixed effects-term for each jump to the model (in effect including a dummy
variable for each jump). In such a model, our estimator is based on individual judges’
score deviances from the average score for each jump. If the average score represents
a more objective assessment of the performance, deviations from it can be interpreted

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Statistic 2005–2007 2015–2016

Mean/count Mean/count
No. of competitor nations 26 15
No. of unique skijumping hills 22 18
No. of unique competitors 154 123
No. of unique judges 95 104
No. of jumps 3772 1017
No. of competitions 51 43
Avg. judge score 17.39 17.63
Avg. jump length 125.48 125.71
Avg. points 115.51 126.07
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as signs of bias. Our second model is therefore

sijp ¼ B � / I ¼ Jð Þ þ qp þ �ijp (2)

where qp is the jump fixed effect. This model will not confuse differences in stylistic
culture with nationalistic biases, comparing the potentially biased judge against the
four other judges for each jump. The B estimate recovered from this model will be
compared with the corresponding parameter from model 1, and the result of this
comparison can be applied to test hypothesis #2.

A limitation of the second model is that it does not capture any inherent leniency
the judges may display. If a judge consistently scores performances higher or lower
than other judges, then we cannot be sure that the observed bias is not just a particu-
lar judge always scoring lower or higher than the average judge. To control for this,
we add a judge fixed effect, lj , which leads to an adjusted model #2 b:

sijp ¼ B � / I ¼ Jð Þ þ qp þ lj þ �ijp (3)

This model is an improvement over the previous ones, but limitations still remain.
For example, there could be so-called compensating biases, where other judges on
the same panel as a suspected biased judge compensate by lowering their scores
when they know that one of the others will up his score. Finally, the model also
assumes that bias is constant across all judges from all nations, a crucial assumption
that we subsequently question in hypothesis #3.

Variations across nations and time periods

In order to test our third hypothesis, we want to allow for variations in bias between
groups of judges from the same nation by interacting the judge fixed-effect in model
#2 with the indicator function for judge and competitor nation correspondence. This
implies the following model:

sijp ¼ Bj � ðLj � / I ¼ Jð ÞÞ þ qp þ �ijp (4)

where Lj is an added judge country fixed-effect. The nation-specific estimates for B
provide an assessment of the average bias in scores by judges from different coun-
tries. We also rank countries by our selected instrument of ski jumping history, namely
the historical record of Olympic ski jumping gold medals in the decades up to and
including 2002 (before the seasons we study). This medal variable was constructed by
scraping existing public statistics on Olympic medals in ski jumping competitions
(men’s Large Hill and Normal Hill only), and calculating how many medals each coun-
try has collected. The hypothesis is tested by estimating the Spearman rank correlation
q across the countries. A negative correlation indicates support for the hypothesis.

Our fourth hypothesis regards potential changes in the variation of nationalistic
bias over time. In order to assess changes in the variation in nationalistic bias, we esti-
mate a model akin to model #2, but with an added interaction with a dummy repre-
senting the second season (with the first season as a reference group). The parameter
estimate for this interaction effect, c provides a direct test of hypothesis with regard
to changes in nationalistic bias. The model is written as
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sijp ¼ B � /ðI ¼ JÞ þ c � Iðt ¼ 2Þ � /ðI ¼ JÞ þ qp þ �ijp (5)

In principle, this model could include also a general tendency in judge leniency
over time, but this term will be subsumed due to perfect linearity with sets of jump
fixed effects (as specific jumps only take place in one season).

Results and discussion

Our analysis of nationalistic bias proceeds in several steps. We first assess the first
two hypotheses on the mere existence of nationalistic biases, and subsequently
move on to the last two hypotheses on variation across nations and time periods.

Nationalistic biases in judge scores

Table 2 presents the results from the first three estimations. Our first model yields a
positive and statistically significant estimate: judges award an average of 0.136 extra
points to jumpers from their home country. This is nearly one-third of the minimum
increment in judge scores in ski jumping (0.5 points). Compared with within-jump vari-
ance it only amounts to a quarter of a standard deviation. This result already suggests
that the magnitude of nationalistic bias in judges’ scores is limited. The estimate may
be biased by, for example, cultural and historical differences between countries that
lead to an over- or underappreciation of certain styles.

This was the concern of the second hypothesis, were we assumed that the bias level
would decrease once we controlled for other, unobserved characteristics of the jump.
Model 2a is a response to exactly this challenge, and provides a within-jump estimate
of the nationalistic bias. In this model, the coefficient is estimated at 0.065, markedly
lower than in the first model. It is statistically significant at the 0.1% level. The magni-
tude is low, but there is clearly a tendency towards nationalistic bias. In our adjusted
second model #2 b, where we also include measures of individual judges’ leniency, we
obtain a comparable estimate of nationalistic bias (0.075, sig. at 0.1% level).

The conclusion thus far is that there are nationalistic biases in evaluations made by
judges in the FIS World Cup competitions over the last decades. These biases do not
disappear once we control rigorously for unobserved characteristics of both the jump
itself and the judges. The first two hypotheses are supported by the data analysis. We
do not know from these results, whether the remaining nationalistic bias is due to the

Table 2. Results from regression models of national bias.
Model 1: Naïve Model 2a: Within-jump Model 2b: Within-judge

National bias 0.136��� (0.088, 0.185) 0.065��� (0.049, 0.082) 0.075��� (0.059, 0.091)
Constant 17.430��� (17.416, 17.445)
Observations 23,945 23,945 23,945
R2 0.001 0.919 0.926
Adjusted R2 0.001 0.898 0.907
Residual Std. Error 1.100 (df ¼ 23,943) 0.351 (df ¼ 19,155) 0.336 (df ¼ 18,985)
F Statistic 30.710��� (df ¼ 1; 23943)

Note: �p< 0.05; ��p< 0.01; ���p< 0.001.
In models 2a and 2b, the intercept is suppressed by the fixed effects estimation procedure. Numbers in parentheses
on first two lines are 95% confidence intervals.

258 T. H. LYNGSTAD ET AL.



social psychological, cultural-historical or the differential-professionalisation mecha-
nisms. It seems fair to allow all three to play a role.

Variations in bias across nations and time periods

Our third hypothesis concerned variation in nationalistic biases for judges from different
countries, and whether such variation is correlated with an indicator of the historical
importance of ski jumping in that country.

Our third model allowed estimating such variation, and the results are shown in
Figure 1. Judges from Russia, USA and France appear most biased. Norwegian and
Slovakian judges seem to hold a negative nationalistic bias, where same-nation jump-
ers are punished more severely than others. Overall, the estimated biases seem fairly
small and in several cases not statistically significant. It is difficult to provide a sub-
stantive interpretation of this variation in national biases, but it is nevertheless clear
that the biases are relatively small in magnitude.

The case of Slovakia is curious. This country’s judges show a particularly strong
negative bias. As the estimate lie well outside of the rest of the sample, it may well
be reasonable to treat it as an outlier in the following analysis.

By itself, this piece of evidence is not enough to test hypothesis #3, as it also sug-
gests several specific mechanisms for the variation in biases, namely cultural-historical
legacies and differential professionalisation. According to these mechanisms, the bias
should be lower in countries where ski jumping has a stronger historical role in sports
and where the degree of professionalisation is the highest. We are unable to directly
adjudicate between these two mechanisms, as there is likely a strong positive correl-
ation between the place of ski jumping in the national sports field and the degree of
professionalisation.

Figure 1. Nation-specific estimates of judges’ bias Bars indicate 95% CI.
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To test the third hypothesis, we estimate the rank correlation of the nation-specific
bias coefficient and the nation’s Olympic medal harvest. The Spearman q rank correl-
ation coefficient of nationalistic bias and Olympic medals was estimated at �0.823
which thus supports the hypothesis that the magnitude of bias is negatively related to
the Olympic medal harvest for the country. If we can assume that historical medal har-
vest is postively related to the relative place of ski jumping in the national sports field
and/or the degree of professionalisation of ski jumping, our third hypothesis must be
considered supported by the data.

Figure 2 shows the scatterplot between Olympic medals and nationalistic bias esti-
mates. An identical scatterplot that also includes the outlier Slovakia, would yield a
slightly less negative relationship.

We now turn to our fourth hypothesis, which stated that nationalistic biases would
decrease over time. We test this hypothesis by estimating a fourth model that includes
an interaction coefficient with time period. We thus obtain two coefficients for
national bias: a main effect and an interaction effect. The latter quantifies the change
in bias from the 2006–2008 seasons to the 2015–2016 season.

As can be seen from Table 3, the interaction effect is not measurably different from
zero. It is estimated at �0.016 which is a miniscule magnitude relative to the main
effect of 0.068. All in all, there does not seem to be much change in nationalistic
biases over the two time periods our data set covers. The fourth hypothesis must thus
be rejected. This implies that if there is an ongoing professionalisation of the sport, it
has not resulted in lower nationalistic biases among judges.

Our results in light of the extant literature

In sum, we have learned that there are nationalistic biases in ski jumping evaluations.
These biases persist when controlling for characteristics of the performance and indi-
vidual judges. The bias is less strong among nations with a historical culture of ski

Figure 2. Strengh of bias and Olympic medals.
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jumping. The bias has not declined over a decade of potentially increasing
professionalisation.

What can we learn from these results in totality? At the very least, we can speculate
about the origin of nationalistic biases. The simplistic social pscyhological mechanism
is supported by the data, by the mere existence of biases. However, as the social
psychology should not be very different across these nations, the variation among
nations remains a puzzle. The absence of changes over time in bias strength is weak
evidence against the idea that biases are results of ‘unprofessional practices’ and will
disappear once professionalisation increases. A possibility that remains is that, as
biases are stronger among nations where ski jumping is less important in the national
sports field, judges (unconsciously) from such nations give higher scores to up the
chance of notable, positive results and support their sport on the national scene.

Our bias estimates were smaller, however, than for example those reported from
the Salt Lake City 2002 Winter Olympics (Zitzewitz, 2006). The finding of generally
smaller effects than those previously reported is intriguing and point to a potentially
important element affecting subjective evaluation of performances: when stakes are
higher, as in the prestigious Olympic games, the potential influence of biased judg-
ments is likewise increased. The reason our results show less biases than previous
research may thus be that the stakes in each of the World Cup series events are lower
than the stakes in e.g. Olympic events (cf. Zitzewitz, 2006). The mechanisms that lead
to biases are somehow more often invoked or invoked in a more influential version
when stakes are higher. Another potential explanation points to individual judges’ car-
eer considerations, as objective performance in regular contests can later be rewarded
by participation in higher prestige events, such as the Olympics. Our results thus com-
plement Zitzewitz’s (2006) findings by pointing out situations in which biases are
more (less) likely. Future research could compare competitions that differ in status and
prizes, for example competitions at the regional and the national levels, and further
test this idea of bias as emergent in high-stakes competitions.

Our estimates of nationalistic biases were also small enough that they would not
alter the rankings in any of the contests. A comparison with the within-jump variance
indicates that the bias only amounts to around a quarter of a standard deviation (cf.
Model 3 in Table 2). In other words, the variation between the judges’ scores that is
not due to nationalistic bias is much larger. If this variation is considered to be ran-
dom deviations from a ‘true’ score, it is clear that competitors should worry more
about chance variations in judges’ evaluations (and possible idiosyncratic opinions)

Table 3. Results from regression models of change over time in
nationalistic bias.

Model 4: Change over time

Main bias effect 0.068��� (0.050, 0.087)
Interaction with time �0.016 (�0.056, 0.025)
Observations 23,945
R2 0.919
Adjusted R2 0.898
Residual Std. Error 0.351 (df ¼ 19,154)

Note: �p< 0.05; ��p< 0.01; ���p< 0.001.
The intercept is suppressed by the fixed effects estimation procedure.
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than about nationalistic biases affecting the outcome of the competition. The ski
jumping sport has, by implementing several safeguards, reduced the importance of
nationalistic biases to a minimum.

As has been pointed out in previous research, biases in evaluations need not result
from conscious actions by the judges. In related research on hiring practices in sym-
phony orchestras (cf. Fasang, 2006), researchers have claimed that evaluators have
non-conscious schemata based on external factors such as gender, which affect the
perception of performances and which can be removed by blinded evaluations. In a
similar manner, judge evaluations in sport contests can be affected by non-conscious
biases. A judge may over- or underrate an athlete’s performance based on her or his
nationality, or the judge may use the behaviour of the audience as information on
this performance. In such cases, ways to minimise the effects of such factors should
be promoted to reduce the effects of biases on evaluations.

Conclusion

In this paper, we report an analysis of data from the 2006-2008 and 2015/2016 sea-
sons of the FIS World Cup in Nordic ski jumping. Our overarching research question is
whether there is nationalistic biases in ski jumping. In addition, we also consider
whether there is still such bias when influences of the actual performance are ruled
out, whether there are national variations in how strong the biases are, due for
example to the different positions of ski jumping in national sports fields, and whether
they change over time, possibly due to the increased professionalisation of the sport.

From our results, we confirm a major tenet of the extant literature, and document
nationalistic biases in judges’ evaluations of ski jumping performances. The biases per-
sist even when we use sophisticated fixed effects methods to remove performance-
related confounders. There is also quite a bit of variation in how strong biases are
between nations, and this variation is seemingly related to the historical importance
of ski jumping, with nations with a stronger historical ski jumping culture displaying
somewhat lower biases. The mechanism generating this trend is less understood, but
may be related to differential professionalisation of ski jumping in the participating
nations. However, we did not find any evidence that there is a change over the period
we study in the magnitude of biases. A promising avenue for future research is to
exploit the fairly recent increase in activity among female ski jumpers, which would
present a less established and professionalised case and may be held to different
standards than men (Hornung, 2014).

The nationalistic biases are generally small, and do not seem to pose a major threat
to the validity of results from skijumping competitions. However, in league or series-
type competition tournaments, the cumulative effects of nationalistic bias may still be
consequential. An important takeaway from this study is that the system of regulations
in ski jumping that is already in place most likely provide adequate mitigation of
judges’ nationalist impulses so that the objectivity and fairness of the results are not
threatened. Biases in subjective evaluations of judges and referees may carry import-
ant implications for sports results, as exemplified by findings of potential effects on
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final rankings of athletes or on betting markets (Larsen et al., 2008; Price and
Wolfers 2010).

Knowledge of the sources of evaluative biases in competitive sports can potentially
help us better understand biases and discriminatory practices in other fields, such as
student and employee recruitment and the allocation of research grants. Our findings
of nationalistic bias are evidence that, in particular when assessed together with other
related findings, add to our understanding on bias-generating practices. This know-
ledge may aid sport organisations, as well as other types of organisations, in their con-
trol of similar biases, and produce fairer, performance evaluations in the future.
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