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ABSTRACT 
 

Evidence of Unequal Treatment in Hiring against 
Obese Applicants: A Field Experiment*

 
This study presents evidence of recruitment discrimination against obese individuals in 
Sweden by sending fictitious applications to real job openings. Otherwise identical 
applications were randomly assigned a portrait photograph of an obese or a normalweight job 
applicant. Applications with an obese applicant receive twenty percent fewer callbacks for an 
interview. It is also found that discrimination is the same against men and women and that it 
varies across occupations in a systematic way in that firms hiring employees in occupations 
with more customer contact discriminate more. The tentative conclusion is that customer 
discrimination and/or statistical discrimination based on the correlation between job 
performance and being obese is the explanation. Also, opposite to what is expected, register 
data show that the share of obese employees is higher in occupations were discrimination is 
found to be higher. 
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In the computer IAT the two keyboard keys, “d” and “k”, are mapped to categories 

appearing on the left and right side of the screen, respectively. Using these keys the 

participants classify the stimuli (images of obese and non-obese individuals, the target 

stimuli) appearing in the middle of the screen according to the category which they 

belong to. Category labels on top of the screen help the subject to remember which key is 

mapped to which category. In the next part of the IAT the participant now instead 

classifies the attribute stimuli which in this case are words that are found being 

associated with (signalling) high and low work productivity. These include words such as 

“lazy”, “slow”, “effective” and “hard-working”. 

Then follows the critical part of the IAT, where there are now four categories but still 

only two keys for the user to respond with. Consequently, two categories will now share a 

response key. For each and every response made by the subject to a presented stimulus 

the computer will measure the latency in milliseconds. When two categories that are 

“easily” associated in terms of their nominal features (obese + low work productivity and 

non-obese + high work productivity) share the same response key, the subject classifies 

the stimuli much faster and with fewer errors than when they are not associated, as is the 

case when obese + high work productivity share a response key and non-obese + low 

work productivity share the other.  The key mapping that is thought to be easier is called 

the compatible part and the other the incompatible part. 

Later in the test the participant performs this critical part with the key mapping of the 

target category but now in a reversed order. Since the critical parts are done with both 

normal and reversed key mapping, it is possible to calculate difference in response times 

between these two critical parts of the test. This difference represents the relative 

association of the target and attribute concepts. In this case, if the part of the test with 

non-obese + high work productivity/obese + low work productivity generally has lower 

response times than obese + high work productivity/ non-obese + low work productivity, 

it suggests that there is an automatic preferences of non-obese over obese individuals. 

This difference in response latencies, or rather a recalculation of this difference, between 

the two critical parts is known as the IAT-effect or the IAT-score. 




