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migrant origin. The study results find neither any sta-
tistically significant relationship between the two, nor
do they lend support to the group threat and group
contact conceptual frameworks. Rather, they appear to
corroborate the pure discrimination model, as discrimi-
nation seems to be uniformly spread over all cities and
all types of jobs with different characteristics. However,
the findings of this study do not exclude the possibil-
ity that there could be a threshold value in the share of
foreign population after which the picture of discrimi-
nation would become richer in nuances and some of the

theories would gain more explanatory power.

Résumé
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dans une ville exerce un effet significatif sur 'ampleur
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de la discrimination sur le marché du travail a laque-
lle sont confrontés les candidats a I'emploi d’origine
immigrée. Les résultats de I’étude ne révélent aucune
relation statistiquement significative entre les deux, et
ne soutiennent pas non plus les cadres conceptuels de la
menace de groupe et du contact de groupe. Ils semblent
plut6t corroborer le modéle de discrimination pure, car
la discrimination semble étre uniformément répandue
dans toutes les villes et dans tous les types d’emplois
présentant des caractéristiques différentes. Toutefois,
les résultats de cette étude n’excluent pas la possibil-
ité qu’il puisse y avoir une valeur seuil dans la part
de la population étrangere apres laquelle le tableau de
la discrimination deviendrait plus riche en nuances et
certaines des théories gagneraient en pouvoir explicatif.

INTRODUCTION

Scholarship has consistently highlighted immigrants’ labour-market incorporation as one of the
most significant indicators of their successful integration into the host society. It is crucial, as a fail-
ure to integrate in this domain can significantly obstruct integration in the society as a whole (e.g.,
Portes and Rumbaut 2001). However, despite the presence and introduction of a wide range of
laws prohibiting differential treatment on various grounds, many field experiments have reported
that discrimination continues to dampen immigrants’ labour-market integration in many Western
societies (e.g., Ahmad, 2020a; Andriessen et al., 2012; Baert et al., 2017; Midtbeen, 2015; Thijssen
et al., 2021; Weichselbaumer, 2017; Zschirnt, 2019; see also Mullen et al., 2021). Immigrants appear
to suffer ethnic penalty across several important dimensions, including occupational mobility,
remuneration, permanent or temporary employment contracts, in addition to having low job-
satisfaction levels and job commitment (e.g., Triana et al., 2010), and more mental and physical
health problems (Paradies et al., 2015). Apart from its ethical and moral dimensions, combating
discrimination is especially important for two reasons. First, not only does it discourage immi-
grants from investing in their human capital and job search, but it may also create conditions for
withdrawal from the labour market and, ultimately, from social life itself (Ahmad, 2005; Blank
2005). Secondly, waste of immigrants’ skills and resources—especially since they often belong
to younger cohorts of the population—lacks foresight in view of the now well-established fact
that we are facing severe ageing of the population. The changing age distribution is predicted to
create strong labour shortages in the near future in many Western societies where studies have
repeatedly revealed the prevalence of ample discrimination.

Although they are not always mutually exclusive and in fact there may exist an overlap among
them, different conceptual frameworks attempt to offer different explanations as to why discrim-
ination exists and why it still remains a formidable challenge to deal with despite various legal
and legislative interventions. As the aim in this article is to especially explore the association
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between the size of foreign-background population in a city and the extent of discrimination faced
by applicants of migrant origin in recruitment, it would be germane to concentrate on theoretical
approaches that are more relevant to the present discussion.

The group threat theory postulates that the dominant group’s hostility and negative sentiment
towards an out-group may increase with an increase in its relative size (e.g., Allport, 1958; Blalock,
1967). It is claimed that the in-group wants to protect its privileged access to scarce resources such
as jobs, and fears that an increase in the size of the out-group would create greater competition
for such resources it has exclusively enjoyed thus far. In other words, from this frame of reference,
hostility towards an out-group population can be understood as a defensive mechanism towards
perceived emerging threats and challenges presented by members of an out-group to the dom-
inant status of the majority in-group population (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2020). Therefore,
according to this conceptual framework, higher volumes of an out-group are likely to increase
more prejudices, antagonism and discrimination in society and, by extension, in the labour mar-
ket. A number of studies have shown a positive relationship between the size of the immigrant
population and the prevalence of anti-immigrant attitudes (e.g., Gorodzeisky & Semyonov, 2016;
Schlueter & Scheepers, 2010). However, some scholarship has also highlighted that rather than
the actual size, the perceived size of the out-group in fact may also play a greater role in shaping
hostile attitudes towards non-natives (Pottie-Sherman & Wilkes, 2017).

By comparison, the inter-group contact theory alternatively predicts that inter-group contact
between the in-group and out-group members under certain conditions, such as equal status
among groups, inter-group cooperation, shared goals and institutional support, may mitigate
negative sentiment in society (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). This framework implies that merely
knowledge is not sufficient to cause people to reduce their biases and stereotypes about out-groups
members, but, rather, acquaintance with them is expected to bring about a positive change in
their preconceived schema of the world (Amichai-Hamburger & McKenna, 2006). It is therefore
assumed that the regions that host ethnically diverse populations are likely to induce better inter-
ethnic relations encouraging greater mutual understanding. This, in turn, would also lead to more
openness towards immigrants in the labour-market domain. According to this model, discrimi-
nation can be expected to be higher in regions with fewer immigrant populations. For example, a
study by Carlsson and Eriksson (2014) in Sweden showed the presence of more housing discrim-
ination against ethnic minority members outside the metropolitan area where ethnic minorities
constituted a smaller proportion of the population. However, although several studies have shown
support for the inter-group contact thesis in terms of inter-group contact’s potential to mitigate
hostility (e.g., Harrington & Miller, 1992; Jackson, 1993), some scholarship has been critical of the
assumed likely effects of inter-group contact, suggesting that not all inter-group contact leads to
reduced prejudice (Ford, 1986). Rather, the groups under consideration, the nature of the contact
setting and the individuals involved can both reduce or promote prejudice and discrimination
(e.g., Stephan, 1987). For example, in situations where the participants did not voluntarily choose
to have a contact and feel threatened, the inter-group contact can be expected to lead to negative
outcomes instead of mutual cooperation (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011).

Although they do not consider the ideas discussed by the above two paradigms, pure discrimi-
nation and statistical discrimination conceptual frameworks in economics, and ethnic hierarchies
and social distance perspective also have relevance for the present discussion. Formulated by
Becker (1957), the pure discrimination model suggests that employers, co-workers or consumers
belonging to the in-group have biased attitudes towards the recruitment of ethnic minority
workers, and they will still discriminate such workers even if they possess all the credentials
required for the successful performance of job tasks. By implication, in the context of the present
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discussion, it means that if relevant human-capital attributes of jobseekers belonging to an out-
group are not appreciated in the labour market, the share of foreign population in a given city is
unlikely to lessen the extent of discrimination faced by these workers either. In contrast, the sta-
tistical discrimination model developed by Phelps (1972) and Arrow (1973) postulates that it is not
the subjective bigotry, but primarily recruiters’ imperfect information about job applicants’ true
productivity that makes them unwilling to hire immigrant or minority jobseekers. It is claimed
that employers do not consider applicants’ human capital and job history alone, but may also use
skin colour, race or socio-demographic membership in deciding who is a suitable candidate.

The literature on ethnic hierarchies and social distance, on the other hand, posits that although
all immigrant groups may face discrimination in general, some of them may encounter less or
greater social acceptance or rejection from the mainstream society than others. An immigrant’s
social status in the host society may not only be affected by his/her educational credentials and
profession but also by hierarchies based on ethnicity, race and national origin (Leinonen, 2012). As
a result of prevailing ethnic hierarchies in society, even skilled and highly educated immigrants
may find it difficult to obtain jobs commensurate with their qualifications (Heikkild, 2005). A
number of studies have revealed the presence of ethnic hierarchies in society (see, e.g., Bobo and
Zubrinsky 1996; Hagendoorn 1995; Hagendoorn and Hraba 1987; Verkuyten and Kinket 2000).
However, there is comparatively less scholarship examining the existence of ethnic hierarchies in
the domain of labour markets (Andriessen et al., 2012; Baert et al., 2017; Weichselbaumer, 2017). A
recent study by Vernby and Dancygier (2019) provides explicit evidence for such hierarchies in the
context of Sweden, clearly demonstrating that although all immigrant groups face discriminatory
practices, the chances of getting invited to a job interview significantly decrease as socio-cultural
and ethnic distance with the mainstream group increases. In Finland, Koskela (2014) has also
discussed the presence of migrant hierarchies through the accounts of highly skilled immigrants
and shows that such immigrants also confront barriers to integration similar to low-skilled immi-
grants. Visible minority immigrants especially feel that such hierarchies affect them negatively
and place them at the lower end of the ladder.

The correspondence experiment reported in this article was carried out in Finland, where only
a few field experiments investigating labour-market discrimination presently exist (Ahmad, 2002;
Larja et al., 2012). This study thus contributes to filling a gap in this area. Finland which had pre-
viously largely experienced emigration to various economically advanced countries in search of
work in the 1960s and 1970s, has seen a rapid increase in immigration flows since the 1990s. In
2019, the proportion of people with a foreign background in the country constituted approximately
8 percent of the population. In 2015, 10 percent of those immigrated were refugees, asylum seekers
or other individuals based on humanitarian grounds (Sutela & Larja, 2015). Significant differences
can be observed in the gender structure by country of birth, with immigrants from Great Britain
(72 percent) and Turkey (70 percent) showing the highest share of men, whereas those born in
Thailand (79 percent) and Russia and the former Soviet Union (61 percent) constituting the high-
est number of women (Heikkild, 2017). The largest groups with foreign background originate from
the former Soviet Union, Estonia, Iraq, Somalia, the former Yugoslavia, China and Vietnam. Most
of the immigrant population is concentrated in the Helsinki Region area and other urban centres,
which also offer greater employment opportunities.

Despite the introduction of several labour-market initiatives by the concerned departments,
disparities in various important indicators still exist. In 2017, in Helsinki the unemployment rate
of persons with a foreign background was 21.6 percent. By comparison, this figure stood at 8.6 per-
cent for native Finns. Although a host of factors have been identified including a lack of locally
gained education and work experience, lack of recognition of non-Finnish qualifications, lack of
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familiarity with the socio-cultural realms of the host society and lack of ethnically diverse social
networks, lower competence in the Finnish language has frequently been referred to as consti-
tuting the major cause of their disadvantaged status in the labour market. However, some studies
have suggested that better Finnish-language proficiency does not guarantee access to the world
of work as such (see, e.g.,, Ahmad, 2002; Chang & Holm, 2017; Joronen 2005). Immigrants also
show a greater job-mismatch compared with the mainstream population and are more frequently
employed in short-term and part-time jobs with less favourable conditions (Myrskyld & Pyykko-
nen, 2014; Saukkonen, 2017). Within the immigrant population, people with African and Middle
Eastern backgrounds have been reported to suffer the most discrimination in recruitment. The
present study presents a fruitful opportunity to empirically investigate the role of employer prej-
udice in immigrant recruitment, which has been relatively less explored in previous research in
Finland.

Study objectives and hypotheses

The aim in this article is to investigate if there is any significant relationship between the extent
of discrimination facing job seekers of migrant background and the size of foreign-origin popula-
tion in a given city in Finland, by testing some of the assumptions of the conceptual frameworks
discussed above by formulating a number of hypotheses.

Hia: In line with the expectations of inter-group contact theory, as the mainstream population
has more chances to interact with immigrants in cities with a higher concentration of people
of foreign background, we can expect labour-market discrimination to be less pronounced in
such cities.

Hib: If discrimination appears to be systematically greater in cities with a higher concentration
of people of foreign background, it may provide support to the group threat model.

In addition to investigating the possible impact of foreign-background population on receiving
a callback, the article also tests a number of other hypotheses.

H2: If discrimination is equally distributed irrespective of the size of foreign population in a given
city, hypothesis 2 states that it may lend more support to the pure discrimination model.

H3a: If hypothesis 2 holds true, in line with the literature on ethnic hierarchies and social dis-
tance, immigrants less proximate to the mainstream population in terms of colour, culture
and religion will face greater employment discrimination than the more proximate out-group.

According to the statistical discrimination model, employers discriminate against immigrant
workers as they do not have sufficient information about their true productivity and credentials.
Because of this imperfect information, they may also resort to jobseekers’ skin colour or group
membership, which they can use as a proxy for their productive potential.

H3b: Ifemployers are reluctant to hire applicants of foreign origin because of statistical discrimi-
nation, we should expect discrimination to be more prevalent in jobs requiring high-skill level
and vocational diploma as well as face-to-face contact with customers, because employers
may not consider immigrant applicants equally competent for these jobs. However, if there is
pure discrimination prevailing in the labour market, hypothesis 3b predicts that the effect of
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immigrant background will remain significant even after controlling for these independent
variables.

Experimental design and research procedure

The data used in this article form part of a larger study carried out between June 2016 and March
2017. In this study, five applicants of Finnish, English, Iraqi, Russian, and Somali origin answered
1000 vacancies in the Finnish labour market by employing the correspondence method. This
means a total of 5000 job applications were sent to 1000 enterprises. Correspondence method is an
experimental technique where pairs of fictitious job applicants submit equivalent CVs and job let-
ters to the publicly advertised positions. The pairs of candidates are identical across all attributes
except for the basis of discrimination, that is, ethnicity. The ethnic origin of the candidates in
CVs is indicated through carefully chosen names that effectively signal to the recruiters about an
applicant’s ethnic background. In the present experiment, the applicants’ ethnic identity was also
revealed through clearly stating their mother tongue. The correspondence method is considered
as one of the best methodological tools by which discrimination can be measured objectively, as
it allows the researcher to control all the important variables in CVs (see, e.g., Rich, 2014 for a
detailed discussion).

In this experiment, jobs tested were geographically spread all over the major cities in Finland,
where the proportion of population of foreign background varied from < 5 percent to 20 percent
of the population. For each position, five job applications that were identical in terms of educa-
tion, work experience and other personal attributes were submitted. Half of the vacancies were
applied for with male and half with female names, but the men and women did not submit an
application for the same job. Vacancies tested varied from unskilled to medium-skilled and skilled
jobs, and included, among others, positions of cook, waiter, head waiter, café worker, shop assis-
tant, shop cashier, office assistant, office secretary, receptionist, accountant and cleaner. The age
of the applicants varied between 24 and 28 years, who could be considered to be at the start of
their employment career. Table 1 provides a description of characteristics of different firms and
jobs tested in this experiment.

The job application consisted of a letter of application and a CV. Five letters that were equivalent
in terms of content were constructed for each of the jobs tested. The CVs were randomly created
by using a CV generator software, which is quite close in functionality to the one as described by
Lahey and Beasley (2009). Each time the CV generator created five stylistically different but equiv-
alent CVs for the five applicants responding to the same vacancy. Thus, the only respect in which
the five candidates differed was in their name. The CVs included, among others, such details as
age, education, prior work experience, Finnish and English-language proficiency, mother tongue,
computer and software skills, hobbies, and names of educational and vocational institutions at
which they had obtained their education and diplomas. It was ensured that all the fictitious can-
didates had suitable and adequate experience relevant to the job opening and their CVs stood out.
All the applicants of migrant background were mentioned to have received all their education,
vocational diplomas and work experience in Finland. All of them also possessed excellent skills
in the Finnish language. Jobs were applied for on the same day on which they were advertised on
the website of the Finnish national employment service. The aim behind this was to show a strong
interest in the vacancy on the part of the candidate. All the five job applications were submitted
within a period of 4 h.
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Table 1 Firm-related and job-related descriptive statistics

N %

Firm-related characteristics
Firm location

Helsinki region 575 57.5

Outside Helsinki Region 425 42.5
Firm size

Micro 582 58.2

Small 278 27.8

Medium 115 11.5

Large 25 2.5
Employer gender

Male 463 46.3

Female 537 53.7
Job-related characteristics
Job sector

Restaurant & catering 591 59.1

Retail trade 215 21.5

Cleaning 127 12.7

Clerical 55 5.5

Customer service 12 1.2
Job duration

1-3 months 144 14.4

3-6 months 148 14.8

6-12 months 65 6.5
Job type

Part-time 368 36.8

Full-time 632 63.2
Number of positions advertised 368

1-5 980 98.0

6-10 13 1.3

Over 10 7 0.7
Required advertised experience

<lyear 171 17.1

1-5 years 446 44.6

Not mentioned 179 17.9

Not mentioned but required 100 10.0

Not required but plus 104 10.4
Job skill level

Low 271 271

Medium 431 43.1

High 298 29.8

(Continues)
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Table 1 (Continued)

N %

Job requires

Vocational diploma 366 36.4

No vocational diploma 634 63.4
Job involves

Visual contact with customers 436 43.6

No visual contact with customers 564 56.4
Job requires

Fluent Finnish 639 63.9

No fluent Finnish 361 36.1

Although all the five job letters and the accompanied CVs submitted for any vacancy were sim-
ilar in terms of content, small stylistic differences were kept in font type, font size, layout and
the order in which the various sections followed. It was done so to minimise the risk of detection.
Similarly, applicants also had small differences in age varying between 5 months to one-and-a-half
years when they answered the same vacancy to avoid any chance of suspicion. The order of send-
ing application to an advertised position was changed each time the applicants applied for a post.
The objective behind this strategy was to prevent any possibility where some candidate received
preferential treatment in the screening process because of the firm having received his/her appli-
cation earlier than the others. To avoid risk of disclosure, only one job per firm was applied for, in
case several positions were advertised by the same enterprise during the period of data collection.
In order to examine if slight variations in age, the style of the job application letter, the style of CV
and the job application sending order had any effect on receiving a callback from the employer,
cross tabulations and the chi square tests of independence were conducted. As reported elsewhere
(Ahmad, 2020b), these variations did not exert any statistically significant effect on the chances
of getting invited to an interview.

All the jobs tested in this study were applied for via email, which is a common practice
in Finland. The employers could contact the applicants by email or telephone. The coding of
employer responses was done as follows: a response was considered as positive when the employer
invited the applicant for an interview. Conversely, a response was classified as negative when the
candidate was rejected or received no response from the employer at all.

Before proceeding to the study results, it is pertinent to discuss here one methodological issue.
Since the data comprise responses to the five applications sent out for each job, it can be argued
that each employer has a slightly different response pattern compared with other employers,
which could produce intra-employer correlations that would contradict the basic assumption of
regression analysis; that is, the independence of cases in the data. Also known as a clustering phe-
nomenon, this might affect the standard error estimates of the parameters, and thus the tests of
significance. In order to prevent this, a modified version of the logistic regression model fitting
was used in the SPSS software. For this purpose, a complex sample design was utilised, where a
complex analysis plan needed to be defined, in which each case was given a weight of 1, and a
clustering variable was given. In this analysis, clustering was determined by the variable identi-
fying responses by each employer as a cluster, that is, job number. After this, the software will
analyse the weighted data by taking into account any clustering effect.
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Table 2 Callback rates by ethnicity and share of foreign population in the city where a job was located

Applicant ethnicity

Somali

Iraqi

Russian

English

Finnish

Total

RESULTS

Size of population of foreign

background in the city
<5% 5to < 15% 15 to < 20%

Callback received 8.9 9.9 10.5
No callback 91.1 90.1 89.5
Total 100 100 100
N 225 355 420
Chi-Square (likelihood ratio) = 0.420, df = 2, p = 0.180
Callback received 11.6 13.0 14.8
No callback 88.4 87.0 85.2
Total 100 100 100
N 225 355 420
Chi-Square (likelihood ratio) = 1.401, df = 2, p = 0.496
Callback received 213 20.3 25.7
No callback 78.7 79.7 74.3
Total 100 100 100
N 225 355 420
Chi-Square (likelihood ratio) = 3.564, df = 2, p = 0.168
Callback received 26.7 25.9 27.9
No callback 73.3 74.1 72.1
Total 100 100 100
N 225 355 420
Chi-Square (likelihood ratio) = 0.377, df = 2, p = 0.282
Callback received 41.8 36.9 39.3
No callback 58.2 63.1 60.7
Total 100 100 100
N 225 355 420
Chi-Square (likelihood ratio) = 1.400, df = 2, p = 0.497
Callback received 22.0 21.2 23.6
No callback 78.0 78.8 76.4
Total 100 100 100
N 1125 1775 2100

Chi-Square (likelihood ratio) = 3.387, df = 2, p = 0.184

Total
9.9
90.1
100
1000

13.4
86.6
100
1000

22.8
77.2
100
1000

26.9
73.1
100
1000

39.0
61.0
100
1000

22.4
77.6
100
5000

Before proceeding to test the study hypotheses, Table 2 first summarises the callbacks received
by the five equally qualified candidates differentiated by size of population of foreign origin in
the city where a certain job opening was located. Applicants of migrant background were not
aggregated into a single category, as it may run the risk of masking the possible confounding effects
of different immigrant groups, Chi-square tests were conducted to determine if the differences
in the distributions of callbacks were statistically significant. The null hypothesis in each test of
independence assumed that the share of callbacks of all applicants is the same, irrespective of
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the share of population of foreign origin in the city where a job was advertised. The results of the
chi-square tests are given in the table, indicating that in none of the five applicant groups can the
null hypothesis be rejected.

We first look at the overall success rate of different groups under consideration. Discrimination
as an act of denying equal treatment to individuals on the basis of their group membership (All-
port, 1958) is readily apparent from Table 2. As we can see, while the Finnish applicants are the
most preferable choice for the employers with a callback rate of 39 percent, candidates of Somali,
Iraqi, Russian and English origin lag noticeably behind their Finnish counterparts, with figures of
9.9 percent, 13.4 percent, 22.8 percent, and 26.9 percent, respectively. The chi-square tests between
the adjacent ethnic groups are all significant (Somali vs. Iraqi, y* = 4.420, df. = 1, p = 0.04; Iraqi
vs. Russian, y*> =10.272, df. = 1, p = 0.00; Russian vs. English, y* = 4.096, df. = 1, p = 0.04; English
vs. Finnish, y* = 11.339, df. = 1, p = 0.00).

These findings thus highlight the precarious situation of immigrants, especially Somalis, in the
Finnish labour market, even if they possess the required qualifications for the job advertised. In
Finland, unemployment has been reported to be the highest among Iraqis and Somalis, most of
whom have arrived in Finland as refugees (Heikkild, 2017). Therefore, their weak labour-market
performance has often been, implicitly or explicitly, related to their refugee status. The above
observations, however, strongly point to the role employer preferences may also exercise in exclud-
ing these jobseekers from consideration for employment. Separate analyses were also conducted to
investigate the effect of gender on callback rates, which were reported elsewhere (Ahmad, 2020a).
Although the odds of receiving a callback for female applicants were found to be higher than for
male applicants across all groups, differences by gender were not found to be different by ethnicity.

As Table 2 further elucidates, while the differences between the Finnish and four immigrant
groups are quite apparent in terms of callback rates, the differences by the different levels of
the share of foreign population seem relatively small, however. For example, in cities with 15
percent to < 20 percent population of foreign origin, while the callback rate for the Finnish appli-
cants stands at 39.3 percent, it is 10.5 percent, 14.8 percent, 25.7 percent, and 27.9 percent for the
applicants of Somali, Iraqi, Russian and English background respectively. The corresponding per-
centage point differences are thus 28.8(39.3 percent-10.5 percent), 24.5,13.6, and 11.4. In cities with
a proportion of foreign population less than 5 percent, the corresponding percentage point differ-
ences are 32.9, 30.2, 20.5, and 15.1. In other words, the size of population of foreign origin in a city
as such does not appear to have much effect on the callback rates of different immigrant groups
under study. In order to further examine whether the size of foreign population has any statisti-
cally significant relationship with the discrimination revealed by the differences in callback rates
and to test the study hypotheses, a logistic regression model is fitted in Table 3.

The table shows the effects of a number of factors that could be expected to be potentially rel-
evant in recruitment outcomes on the odds of receiving a callback from the employer, including
job-skill level and whether a job requires a vocational diploma and face-to-face contact with cus-
tomers. The main effects and interactions relevant to the hypotheses are presented. In the table,
applicants of Somali and Iraqi origin have been combined into the non-European immigrant
group, and candidates of English and Russian background into the European immigrant group
respectively. Combining these groups is important because otherwise the data would have been
insufficient to get reliable results if the four immigrant groups were kept separate. Also, combining
the immigrant groups into two categories can be defended by observing that the cultural-distance
dimension remains powerful and interpretable. In addition, as we observed in Table 2, there is a
hierarchy between the groups when numbers of callbacks are considered. Measured by the num-
ber of callbacks received, within the combined groups, the difference between the Iraqi and Somali
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Table 3 Employer responses by applicant origin and other job characteristics, a logistic regression model

adjusted for clustering

Parameter
Intercept
Applicant origin

Non-European immigrant

European immigrant

Finnish (ref.)
Size of foreign population in the city

<5%

5to < 15%

15 to < 20% (ref.)
Job-skill level

Low

Medium

High (ref.)
Does job require customer contact?

No

Yes (ref.)
Does job require vocational diploma?

No

Yes (ref.)
Non-European immigrant* < 5% foreign population
Non-European immigrant*5 to < 15% foreign population
Non-European immigrant*15 to < 20% foreign population (ref.)
European immigrant* < 5% foreign population
European immigrant*5 to < 15% foreign population
European immigrant*15 to < 20% foreign population (ref.)
Finnish* < 5% foreign population (ref.)
Finnish*5 to < 15% foreign population (ref.)
Finnish*15 to < 20% foreign population (ref.)
Non-European immigrant*Low-skill level
Non-European immigrant*Medium-skill level
Non-European immigrant*High-skill level (ref.)
European immigrant*Low-skill level
European immigrant*Medium-skill level
European immigrant*High-skill level (ref.)
Finnish*Low-skill level (ref.)
Finnish*Medium-skill level (ref.)
Finnish*High-skill level (ref.)
Non-European immigrant*No customer contact
Non-European immigrant*Customer contact required (ref.)

European immigrant*No customer contact

B
-0.587

-1.396

-0.673

0.149
-0.074

0.048
0.381

0.227

-0.238

-0.321
-0.010

-0.269
-0.119

0.645
0.179

0.394
0.166

-0.135

0.097

t-value df

-3.041  4000.000
-4.773 4000.000
-2.617 4000.000
0.870 4000.000
-0.492  4000.000
0.187 4000.000
1.566 4000.000
1.306 4000.000
-1.178 4000.000
-1.261 4000.000
-0.043  4000.000
-1.157 4000.000
-0.580  4000.000
1.678 4000.000
0.500 4000.000
1.138 4000.000
0.517 4000.000
-0.530  4000.000
0.426 4000.000

Sig. Exp(B)
0.002 0.556

0.000 0.248

0.009 0.510

0.384 1.161
0.623 0.928

0.851 1.049
0.117 1.464

0.192 1.255

0.239 0.788

0.208 0.725
0.966 0.990

0.247 0.764
0.562 0.888

0.093 1.906
0.617 1.197

0.255 1.484
0.606 1.181

0.596 0.873

0.670 1.102

(Continues)
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Table 3 (Continued)
Parameter B t-value df Sig. Exp(B)

European immigrant*Customer contact required (ref.)
Finnish*No customer contact (ref.)
Finnish*Customer contact required (ref.)
Non-European immigrant*No diploma required -0.523 -1.771  4000.000 0.077 0.593
Non-European immigrant*Diploma required (ref.)
European immigrant*No diploma required -0.180 -0.663  4000.000 0.507 0.835
European immigrant*Diploma required (ref.)
Finnish*No diploma required (ref.)
Finnish*Diploma required (ref.)
Note: Dependent variable: callback received = 0, no callback = 1 (ref.); The model was corrected for clustering effect that could

have been caused by the different response patterns of individual employers. The complex samples procedure of the SPSS was
used.

applicants is 3.5 percentage points, between the English and Russian applicants, the difference
stands at 4.1 points, while if we compare the European - non-European groups, the difference
between Russian and Iraqi candidates is 9.4 percentage points.

Even if there are differences between the Somali and the Iraqi applicants as well as between
the Russian and the English applicants, the distance from the Finnish group and the European -
non-European dimension remains quite evident after merging them. As we can see in the model
of Table 3, immigrant applicants of both non-European (exponential parameter 0.25) and Euro-
pean (exponential parameter 0.51) background receive less callbacks than the Finnish applicant.
The odds are higher for applicants seeking employment in low or medium-skill level jobs in com-
parison with high-skill level jobs, but there is no significant difference in the effect of job-skill
level between the different applicants. On the other hand, the odds are higher if the job does not
necessitate contact with customers or if it requires a vocational diploma, but the effect is, again,
the same across all groups.

Table 3 further tests hypotheses 1a and 1b. As is clearly evident, the size of foreign population
in the city where a vacancy is advertised does not have any substantial effect on the odds of get-
ting invited to a job interview. The exponential coefficients are 1.16 and 0.93 for cities with < 5
percent and 5 to < 15 percent of foreign population respectively. The interaction between eth-
nicity and the share of foreign population is not significant. Accordingly, neither hypothesis 1a
nor 1b is supported by the data. Rather, the results lend more support to hypothesis 2 namely
to the assumptions of the pure discrimination model, according to which certain employers, co-
workers, or consumers belonging to the majority group have a ‘taste’ for discrimination and they
will pay a premium to avoid members of some out-group in order to cater to their prejudices, even
if out-group workers possess comparable qualifications and skills as the in-group workers.

Hypothesis 3a stated that in the event of pure discrimination, we will find greater discrimi-
nation against Iraqi and Somali applicants, who are less proximate to the majority population
in terms of colour, culture and religion than English and Russian candidates. The data support
this assumption: as indicated by the test from Table 2, the callback rates are significantly lower
for non-European than European immigrants. In this regard, the findings are consistent with
the literature on ethnic hierarchies and social distance, which suggests that some immigrant and
minority groups may encounter greater rejection from the in-group than others because of pre-
vailing ethnic hierarchies in society. In Finland, surveys conducted by Jaakkola (2005, 2009) have
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reported that the more different some immigrant group is perceived culturally and the lesser the
economic level of the country of its origin, the more prejudiced Finns are towards this group. In
these surveys, immigrants from Western countries were located at the top and those from Somalia
and Iraq and other developing countries at the bottom of the ethnic hierarchy. The findings of the
present study offer empirical evidence of that ethnic hierarchies existing in society can also be
translated into the domain of labour markets, dampening job opportunities for immigrant groups
perceived as less desirable by the mainstream population. They also give support to Heikkild’s ear-
lier observations (2005) that there appears to be a hierarchisation in occupational integration on
the basis of immigrants’ national origin in Finland and that perceived cultural proximity exerts a
considerable impact on immigrants’ chances of finding employment in the Finnish labour market.

The study results also substantiate hypothesis 3b. As Table 3 reveals, none of the interactions
between the share of foreign population and job skill level, required customer contact and required
vocational diploma are significant. It was expected that any significant variation in these inde-
pendent variables would have helped us understand some of the employers’ considerations in
recruiting immigrants and may have shown the existence of statistical discrimination. However,
the relative uniformity in patterns of callbacks with respect to these variables points more in
the direction of the assumptions of the pure discrimination model as well as literature on ethnic
hierarchies and social distance, as none of the interactions gained any significance.

CONCLUSIONS

This article has examined if the size of the population of foreign origin in a city exerts any statis-
tically significant effect on the extent of discrimination encountered by immigrant job applicants
in the Finnish labour market with attendant hypotheses. With a few exceptions (e.g., Booth et al.,
2012; McGinnity & Lunn, 2011), many of the previous studies using the correspondence technique
have concentrated on non-Western groups that may not be favourably perceived by the host soci-
ety. Thus, in a departure from earlier scholarship, the experimental test reported in this article
considers both Western and non-Western groups. As the results reveal, it is important to include
both these groups, since attitudes towards the employment of immigrants, among others, may
significantly vary with respect to their country of origin. The empirical observations of this study
clearly indicate that while human capital constitutes indispensable conditions for the successful
incorporation of immigrants into the labour market, deficiency in this capital does not offer a
sufficient explanation for the lower level of employment opportunities in the new society. As we
have noted earlier, despite possessing equivalent human-capital credentials, immigrant applicants
face substantial discrimination compared with their Finnish counterparts, with the non-Western
immigrants facing the brunt of employer reluctance. These findings become a further cause of
concern when considering the fact that many job opportunities do not reach the employment
office, as contact networks already mediate them through word-of-mouth mechanisms. For exam-
ple, in Finland, some research has suggested that almost half of the employment opportunities
are not publicly advertised (Tuomaala, 2010). Immigrants are often at a disadvantage in terms of
tapping these opportunities as they have limited access to mainstream social networks (Ahmad,
2005). In brief, if there is widespread discrimination in the labour market where already only a
partial number of vacancies are advertised, this may render disadvantaged groups even further
disadvantaged when they compete for limited resources. It is, therefore, imperative that initia-
tives aimed at promoting immigrants’ labour-market integration must be accompanied by equally
effective measures to eradicate discriminatory practices in the world of work.
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Discrimination has been suggested as an attempt by the dominant group to protect and main-
tain its privileged access to scarce resources such as jobs by excluding members of the subordinate
groups. Through strategic and self-interested actions, the members of the dominant group are said
to strive to sustain a system of inequality in order to preserve their exclusive privileges. In this
frame of reference, the size of the subordinate group can be understood as a structural feature
of the social system, and therefore as a proxy of competition at the structural level (Gorodzeisky
and Semyonov 2020). In this context, the article strived to examine some of the assumptions of
the group threat and inter-group contact theories. However, while discrimination towards vari-
ous groups under focus differ substantially, the level of discrimination itself does not vary with
respect to the size of population of foreign origin in a given city. Rather, discrimination seems to
be equally pervasive throughout the various cities in which the field experiment was conducted.
Therefore, at present, any effect of the size of foreign-origin population—if any such effect exists—
as an explanation of the willingness to recruit immigrants in Finland is not strong enough to be
statistically significant. Either this effect, as a factor of changing the general attitudes or the cul-
tural atmosphere in cities where the immigrant applicants received the interview offer, is too weak
to have any impact at the interview stage, or the reasons for the lower callback rates among the
immigrant groups must be sought elsewhere. Thus, the hypotheses related to the group contact
(Hla) and group threat (H1b) theories did not receive any support from the data.

Rather, the findings give more support to the pure discrimination model confirming hypothesis
H2, as discrimination seems to be equally spread through different cities hosting populations of
varying sizes as well as among different types of jobs with different characteristics. The findings
also clearly suggest the existence of an ethnic hierarchy in the Finnish labour market, thus provid-
ing support for hypothesis 3a: the immigrant applicants of non-European background suffered a
greater ethnic penalty than their European counterparts, as observed in Table 2. In this respect, the
study results corroborate the literature on ethnic hierarchies and social distance, substantiating
the argument that immigrants who are more distinct from the mainstream group across multiple
dimensions may face greater labour-market discrimination. Hypothesis 3b does not find any sup-
port in the results, as required job skill level or face-to-face contact with customers do not obtain
significant parameters in Table 3. As reported elsewhere (Ahmad, 2020b, 2020c), other relevant
variables such as work experience required for the job and required Finnish-language proficiency
were also tested in attempts to place the phenomenon of discrimination in the social structure
and to make understandable the mechanisms producing it. They did not, however, explain varia-
tion in discrimination in models where the ethnic background of applicants was included. Even
in cases where applicants of migrant origin possessed a 2-year additional experience more than
the Finnish applicants, it did not provide them a significant edge over the majority candidates
(Ahmad, 2020b).

The scope of the study conclusions is, however, limited by the choice of occupational groups
included in the research. Also, this study does not exclude the possibility that there could be a
threshold value in the share of foreign population after which the picture of discrimination would
become richer in nuances and some of the theories would gain more explanatory power. In this
study the effect of the size of foreign population is mediated through the decisions of the firms’
recruiting personnel. An alternative design would include variables that could measure the expe-
rienced threat and contact in the cities under investigation. Also, the pace of change in the size
of foreign population might be relevant, as perceptions of threat might be driven more by rapid
changes in the size of the foreign population, rather than the size itself. This study does not mea-
sure the change in population size and does not exclude the possibility that a rapid increase would
first lead to increased experienced threat, and then, when the presence of foreign population
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becomes more established, the hypotheses of contact theory may become more significant. In
addition, it cannot be excluded either that both threat and contact mechanisms can be in action
simultaneously and thus cancelling out each other’s influence. To get a valid picture of these pos-
sibilities would require a more complex quantitative design with variables obtained also from
outside of the recruiting enterprises. Also, a qualitative approach getting data both from the enter-
prises and the surrounding society, might be considered as a possibility of answering the questions
raised by the current study.
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