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A B S T R A C T

This study examines hiring managers’ (i.e., employees with hiring responsibilities) support for 
hiring policies aimed at increasing diversity. Research has shown that some policies are more 
helpful in combating discrimination and increasing diversity than others, but we do not know 
whether those who apply the policies support them. This is surprising, because hiring managers’ 
support for diversity policies is important for the successful implementation of policies. We 
discuss three motives underlying policy support: the desire for diversity, the goal of meritocratic 
hiring, and the maintenance of agency. Using data from an original conjoint experiment collected 
in the Netherlands (N = 512 individuals), we examine the extent to which hiring managers 
support diversity policies, whether they prefer other hiring policies, or if they favor the absence of 
regulations altogether. We find that, rather than policies that increase organizational diversity, 
hiring managers support policies that preserve their autonomy while maintaining established 
organizational policies. Marginal means analyses and multilevel regression models show that 
policy support aligns most strongly with the agency motive alongside concerns about fairness and 
merit-based selection. Hiring managers prefer an unstructured screening process and are reluctant 
to support hiring quota and the use of standardized or anonymous application forms. These 
preferences are particularly pronounced in smaller organizations and where little to no formal
ized hiring policies are in place. Our findings highlight the need for organizations to address 
hiring managers’ complex motivational concerns, including desires for autonomy, fairness, and 
status quo maintenance, to ensure effective policy implementation.

1. Introduction

In many organizations, eliminating discrimination, fostering diversity, and effectively managing diverse teams are top priorities 
(Marcinko and Taylor, 2021). Policies serve as powerful tools for organizations to mitigate discrimination and attract a diverse 
workforce (Dobbin and Kalev, 2017a). However, despite increasing attention to and adoption of diversity policies, hiring discrimi
nation remains severe and persistent in both Europe and the USA (Lippens et al., 2023), (Quillian and Lee, 2023). Meta-analyses of field 
experiments further show that hiring discrimination has not declined over time (Quillian et al., 2017).

While some studies have explored public support for hiring policies designed to increase diversity in management positions 
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(Möhring and Teney, 2023), (Teney et al., 2022), this paper investigates hiring managers’ (i.e., employees with hiring responsibilities) 
support for hiring policies. We define policy support as the extent to which individuals endorse, favor, or express preference for a 
particular policy. A lack of support suggests limited endorsement and may indicate resistance to the policy. Support from within an 
organization is critical for policy effectiveness (Dobbin et al., 2015), (Harrison et al., 2006), (Kim and Mullins, 2016), (Stainback et al., 
2010), especially from hiring managers, since they are directly involved in recruitment and policy implementation. This group in
cludes HR professionals, as well as line managers and team leaders, who are ultimately responsible for building their teams and are the 
main implementors of hiring policies on the floor (Sikora and Ferris, 2014). To avoid an HR-centric perspective, we consider the policy 
support of all employees with hiring responsibilities, whom we refer to as hiring managers.

While hiring managers’ endorsement of diversity policies can shape the diversity-related behavior of employees within the or
ganization (Avery, 2011), their motivation to implement these policies may be limited if they do not personally support them. In 
extreme cases, they might even ignore a policy altogether to pursue their own interests (Sikora and Ferris, 2014). For instance, 
Blommaert and Coenders (Avery, 2011) find that while anonymous application procedures can reduce discrimination, managers’ 
support for these procedures is very low, which is an obstacle to policy implementation.

This study contributes to existing research by examining hiring managers’ support not only for individual diversity policies but also 
for bundles of policies that span multiple stages of the hiring process. This approach moves beyond previous studies that focused on 
single policies for several reasons. First, when evaluating policy bundles, hiring managers must make trade-offs and one policy may 
serve as the benchmark against which the others are judged. That is, hiring managers may only recognize the importance they attach to 
a specific policy when considering it in relation to other policies. Second, studying support for policy bundles better reflects orga
nizational reality, where no policy exists in isolation. Finally, research indicates that organizations are more likely to achieve their 
diversity goals when they implement a combination of measures that target various stages of the hiring process and address both the 
organizational level and hiring managers’ individual practices (Arslan et al., 2025), (Roberson, 2019), (Quinn et al., 2021).

Our main contribution is to identify which hiring policies are supported by hiring managers and to explore the conditions un
derlying their support. We consider three motives as well as the role of perceived discrimination. For each policy, we discuss the 
potential motives that may underlie policy support and the conditions under which policy support might vary.

To study hiring managers’ support for hiring policies, we analyze data from an original conjoint experiment collected in the 
Netherlands (N = 512). Conjoint experiments are particularly well-suited for studying support for diversity policies, as they require 
respondents to make trade-offs between pairs of hypothetical policy alternatives. In forced-choice designs like the one we employed, 
respondents cannot indicate the same level of support for all policies and must engage with their preferences when weighing policies 
against each other (Bansak et al., 2021). This design helps mitigate social desirability bias, a common challenge in survey research on 
sensitive topics (Auspurg and Hinz, 2014).

The Netherlands provides a relevant context for studying hiring managers’ support for diversity policies, as ethnic discrimination in 
hiring has increased over time (Quillian and Lee, 2023). Understanding the mechanisms underlying the hiring process is key to 
discovering why discrimination in hiring is still present. By examining hiring managers’ support for diversity policies and discussing 
underlying motives for support, we contribute to a broader understanding of why diversity initiatives have thus far not led to the 
desired outcomes.

2. Theory

2.1. How hiring policies can contribute to organizational diversity

Hiring policies influence the criteria considered in hiring processes and ultimately determine who gains access to an organization, 
thereby shaping workforce demographics in important ways. Since policies always exist in combination with other policies and not in a 
vacuum, it is essential to consider policies that address multiple stages of the hiring process (Arslan et al., 2025), (Roberson, 2019). 
These stages generally encompass applicant attraction through recruitment materials (e.g., the inclusion of core company values in job 
advertisements), the application process (e.g., its degree of formalization and standardization), and applicant screening procedures (e. 
g., preferential hiring). Additionally, while HR manager training does not occur with each individual hire, it serves as a foundational 
element that shapes the implementation of hiring processes across all recruitment cycles. While applicant attraction happens on the 
organizational level and does not impact hiring managers directly, the formalization of the application process, preferential hiring and 
training have direct impact on hiring managers’ work. The following section discusses each policy type.

Core company values. Organizations communicate their mission and attract like-minded applicants by embedding core company 
values in their job advertisements. Job seekers infer information about the organizational climate from job advertisements (Quinn 
et al., 2021), (Wille and Derous, 2017). Core values work on the organizational level and reflect a company’s character as embodied in 
its behavior and performance (Holtzhausen and Fourie, 2009), shape the organizational culture (Ashikali and Groeneveld, 2015), and 
impact employer-employee relationships (Holtzhausen and Fourie, 2009).

Diversity-focused values signal inclusion. To attract a diverse pool of applicants and encourage members of underrepresented 
groups to apply, an organization seeks to project a commitment to diversity (Dover et al., 2020). Research shows that diversity 
statements have positive effects on potential job applicants from ethnic minority groups (Castilla and Benard, 2010) and people with 
disabilities (Kurtzberg and Ameri, 2023), (Pike, 2023). Similarly, diversity statements in police job descriptions improve women’s 
perceptions of police work and their motivation to apply (Taniguchi et al., 2023).

Alternatively, organizations may highlight performance-orientated values in their job advertisements to attract career-oriented 
applicants. Performance-oriented values are articulated to attract, develop and retain the talent organizations need to achieve high- 
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performance outcomes, and to stimulate (future) employees to conform to a performance-oriented work culture (Özçelik et al., 2016).
While company values help align the applicant pool with organizational goals, they might also have negative consequences for 

hiring managers’ decision-making. According to the meritocracy paradox, explicitly promoting meritocracy as a core value may create 
the false belief that the organization already operates in a meritocratic way and that no further action is needed. Assuming their 
organization is bias-free, hiring managers may become less vigilant when making hiring decisions (Castilla and Benard, 2010), (Leslie, 
2019). A similar process might be at work for diversity-oriented company values, which can foster a misleading sense of fairness.

Screening of applicants. A second key element is the level of formalization in applicant screening. Formalizing hiring practices, for 
example, by standardizing or anonymizing application forms (Becker, 1971), (Derous and Ryan, 2019), can limit decision makers’ 
(conscious or unconscious) tendency to fall back on stereotypes and disproportionately favor ingroup members in their hiring decisions 
(Castilla, 2015), (Kalev, 2009). By providing them with “objective, reliable, and timely information that is directly relevant to job 
performance” [Reskin, 2000, p: 325], formalized application procedures can minimize the risk that employers rely on applicants’ 
group membership, such as gender or ethnicity, as a proxy for individual productivity, as posited by statistical discrimination theory 
(Becker, 1971), (Derous and Ryan, 2019).

Research indicates that the use of standardized and anonymized application forms for screening applicants can reduce discrimi
nation at the job entry stage if discrimination was initially present (Blommaert and Coenders, 2023), (Derous and Ryan, 2019), (Bøg 
and Kranendonk, 2011), (Krause et al., 2012), (Midtbøen, 2015), (Rinne, 2014), (Wood et al., 2009). However, standardized, and 
anonymous forms are not without possible drawbacks. When certain cues are absent from an application, managers tend to base their 
decisions on other elements, which might result in statistical discrimination (Doleac and Hansen). Another common concern is that 
anonymized applications may only delay discrimination to later stages of the hiring process (IZA et al., 2018). Once applicants are 
interviewed, personal characteristics often become apparent, allowing discrimination to re-emerge. Moreover, even if such tools 
reduce bias at the initial stage, they may not increase diversity as they do not address underlying structural inequalities (Bonoli and 
Fossati), (de Larquier and Marchal, 2016), (Hirsh and Cha, 2008). While criticisms of standardization and anonymization are valid, 
these tools can be effective, especially when combined with other measures or implemented within formalized organizational settings. 
For example, evidence from a Dutch municipality suggests that anonymous applications led to higher application and hiring rates for 
minority candidates (Blommaert and Coenders, 2023).

Training for HR managers. A third HR practice directly associated with the hiring process is the training of HR managers. Diversity 
training aims to raise awareness of bias and equip HR managers with effective strategies to foster inclusivity (Dobbin and Kalev, 
2017b), (Kaiser et al., 2013), (Kalev et al., 2006), (Onyeador et al., 2021). Research suggests that, under ideal conditions, such training 
can reduce hiring bias and increase workforce diversity (Costa, 2024), (Dobbin and Kalev, 2018), (Derous and Ryan, 2019). However, 
the effectiveness of diversity training has also been subject to criticism. Several studies find no effects, or only short-lived ones (Costa, 
2024), (Dobbin and Kalev, 2018). As short-term training is unlikely to have a meaningful impact, repetitive training, or training 
combined with other measures, might be preferable. Without being part of a broader, coordinated effort, training programs tend to 
have little lasting effect (Costa, 2024). Outcomes are particularly bad when training is mandatory, as it may be perceived as a limit to 
HR managers’ discretion and autonomy (Quinn et al., 2021), (Dobbin and Kalev, 2017b). Diversity training is most effective when it is 
voluntary (Dobbin and Kalev, 2017b).

Other than diversity training, organizations may also choose to provide training with the goal of hiring the most qualified can
didates. A focus on hiring qualified applicants is positively related to organizational performance: the more qualified the candidates, 
the less on-the-job training they require and the faster they can contribute to organizational productivity (Vlachos, 2008).

Preferential hiring policies. Another element of the hiring process is the final selection of applicants. One widely debated approach to 
promoting workplace diversity is the introduction of preferential hiring policies for underrepresented groups, such as women and 
ethnic minorities (Verbeek and Groeneveld, 2012). A commonly used preferential hiring policy is the tiebreak rule, which grants 
preference to applicants from underrepresented groups when qualifications are otherwise equal. Another approach is the imple
mentation of quotas, which set specific targets for hiring individuals from underrepresented groups. Both tiebreak rules and quotas aim 
to increase (numerical) diversity among employees (Hajnal and Scharle, 2023), (Morgenroth and Ryan, 2018) and to enhance the 
representation of subordinate groups across organizational levels (Besley et al., 2017), (Möhring and Teney, 2020). Research supports 
the effectiveness of these policies in increasing minority representation (Quinn et al., 2021), (Miller, 2017), (Sabatier, 2015). However, 
preferential hiring is criticized by some for being a procedurally unfair practice to level the playing field. Even though quotas will result 
in higher levels of diversity, critics consider them a violation of the meritocratic ideal (Besley et al., 2017), (Fibbi et al., 2021), (Foley 
and Williamson, 2019), (Scarborough et al., 2019). On a different note, hiring managers might reject preferential hiring policies as 
they are perceived as too prescriptive (Blommaert and Coenders, 2024).

All policies discussed above have the potential to reduce discrimination and promote diversity in hiring, yet each also carries 
possible drawbacks. While anonymous application forms and preferential hiring tend to have more immediate and measurable effects 
on hiring outcomes than company value statements or HR manager training, their effectiveness is maximized when embedded within a 
comprehensive framework of policies that jointly target multiple stages of the hiring process (Ely and Thomas, 2001). The presence of 
complementary policies may help mitigate the unintended consequences of individual policies, thereby enhancing their overall 
impact. No single policy should be relied upon in isolation; rather, their effectiveness is amplified when used in conjunction, as 
complementary measures can offset each other’s weaknesses and reinforce shared goals.

2.2. Hiring managers’ support for hiring policies

Hiring managers are likely to favor certain policies over others based on their underlying objectives. Support for a policy can stem 
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from a variety of overlapping and complex motivations. Scholars have identified three motives that are particularly central: promoting 
diversity (diversity motive), rewarding talent (merit motive), and preserving autonomy at work (agency motive) (Dobbin and Kalev, 
2017b), (Castilla and Ranganathan, 2020). First, being motivated by a commitment to diversity is the most obvious driving factor for 
why to support diversity policies. However, diversity policies are often considered to be at odds with meritocratic ideals by the public 
(Ballinger et al., 2023), (Iyer, 2022). While diversity and meritocracy can be combined (Konrad et al., 2021), the perception of both 
concepts as conflicting is widespread. This makes a focus on merit the most central competing explanation for why hiring managers 
would not support diversity policies from an ideological point of view (Aberson, 2007), (Bourabain and Verhaeghe, 2022). The agency 
motive addresses the practical implementation of policies which is especially important to hiring managers as they get to work with the 
policies. The literature is outspoken about managers preference for agency and the backfiring effects of policies that are perceived as 
prescriptive (Dobbin et al., 2015), (Dobbin and Kalev, 2018), (Blom-Hansen et al., 2024), (Slemp et al., 2015). These three motives are 
the most widely cited in the literature, making them especially relevant in our context.2 Yet, the motives alone may not fully explain 
variation in support. Whether and how strongly these motives translate into concrete policy preferences likely depends on how hiring 
managers perceive their organizational context, particularly the extent to which they believe discrimination is present within their 
organization.

Diversity motive. The ‘diversity motive’ can be driven by multiple considerations. While the moral or justice case for diversity 
justifies diversity efforts on moral grounds of fairness and equal opportunities, the signaling case for diversity focuses on the positive 
effects of demonstrating a commitment to diversity to prospective employees, business partners and the general public. Furthermore, 
there has been increased emphasis on the economic benefits of diversity within organizations (the business case for diversity), as well 
as on the growing societal pressure for organizations to become more diverse (for a review of the three perspectives: Dover et al. 
(2020)). Hiring managers guided by this motive understand that a diverse workforce brings a variety of perspectives, which can 
enhance creativity and innovation (Wang et al., 2019) and improve teams’ ability to catering to a broader customer base, ultimately 
increasing organizational profitability (Đặng et al., 2020).3

While the diversity motive may underlie hiring managers’ support for diversity-oriented hiring policies, hiring managers might 
understand this motive as conflicting with their meritocratic ideals or as constraints to their agency in decision-making. If either is the 
case, hiring managers’ policy preferences may rather be guided by the merit motive or the agency motive.

Merit motive. Hiring managers might hesitate to endorse diversity policies if their primary goal is to secure the most talented 
candidates. Such reluctance echoes the meritocratic principle that success should only depend on individual talent and effort (Ely and 
Thomas, 2001). Those who view diversity as a zero-sum game (Ballinger et al., 2023), conflicting with the principles of merit-based 
recruitment (Foley and Williamson, 2019), (Iyer, 2022), may choose to prioritize skills, qualifications, and individual potential, 
emphasizing performance-based selection.

Agency motive. Job autonomy is positively associated with job satisfaction and well-being (Slemp et al., 2015), (Chung-Yan, 2010). 
Research has also demonstrated that efforts to impose control frequently elicit resistance or negative reactions (Dobbin and Kalev, 
2018). In line with this, the agency motive suggests that hiring managers may be skeptical of centralized hiring practices, fearing 
increased administrative burdens and bureaucratic constraints. Accordingly, hiring managers driven by the agency motive tend to 
favor policies that preserve decision-making discretion and maximize autonomy (Dobbin et al., 2015), (Vinluan et al., 2025). This may 
reflect a belief that they are able to make the best choices independently and when not restricted by bureaucratic measures. To the 
extent that hiring managers strive for autonomy, they may perceive diversity policies, such as quotas, to be prescriptive as well as 
administratively burdensome, and at odds with their decision-making autonomy (Dobbin et al., 2015).

Based on these three motives, we formulate expectations about support for the different hiring policies outlined above. Table 1
provides an overview of the conjoint design and our expectations.

If hiring managers support diversity values, standardized or anonymized application forms, diversity HR training and, finally, 
tiebreak rules or quotas, their support is likely driven by the diversity motive. Conversely, hiring managers who favor performance- 
oriented company values, prefer standardized- or anonymous application forms, choose performance-oriented HR training and prefer 
either the absence of a preferential hiring policy or a tiebreak policy are likely driven by the merit motive. Finally, the agency motive 
suggests that hiring managers support the absence of any formalization of the screening process more than standardized or anony
mized application forms, and the absence of any preferential hiring policy more than a tiebreak rule or quota hiring. When guided by 
the agency motive, hiring managers are likely indifferent about diversity- or performance-oriented values and training.

Perceptions of discrimination as contextual cues. Whether and how strongly these motives translate into concrete policy preferences 
likely also depends on hiring managers’ perception of discrimination within the organization. Even those who value diversity may be 
less motivated to invest in diversity policies if they perceive their organization as already diverse and non-discriminatory. By contrast, 
those who believe that target groups face unfair treatment are more likely to perceive a need for corrective action (Mangum and Block, 
2022). Perceptions of discrimination are therefore a critical factor in understanding whether hiring managers view diversity in
terventions as necessary or redundant. Incorporating this variable allows us to examine whether perceived organizational inequality 

2 Other motives, such as organizational concerns (focusing on benefits for the organization) or instrumental considerations (focusing on personal 
costs or gains), have also been discussed in prior research, but they are less analytically tractable, as they can lead to divergent predictions 
depending on managers’ subjective expectations.

3 The moral or justice case for diversity aligns with the prosocial motive, i.e., hiring managers care about their environment and want to create an 
inclusive workplace. The business case relates to the organizational concern motive, i.e., the belief that increased diversity will benefit the orga
nization as a whole.
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activates support for diversity-oriented policies - even among those who might otherwise prioritize values like merit or individual 
autonomy. From this perspective, perceived discrimination serves as a contextual cue that moderates the alignment between un
derlying motives (diversity, merit, or agency) and policy preferences. Hiring managers who do not perceive any unfair treatment may 
see diversity policies as conflicting with the meritocratic or agency-based ideal, while those who do perceive discrimination may view 
such policies as a legitimate response and support diversity policies (Möhring and Teney, 2023), (Harrison et al., 2006), (Scarborough 
et al., 2019), (Möhring et al., 2019). Empirical evidence from previous studies supports our expectation of a positive relationship 
between perceived discrimination and support for diversity-focused core company values, diversity training, and preferential hiring 
(Umanzor et al., 2024), (Zehnter and Nater, 2025). By including perceived discrimination as an independent variable, we thus aim to 
capture an important scope condition that can shape how underlying motives are translated into concrete policy support.

3. Data and method

3.1. Experimental design

We used original data from a paired-conjoint experiment with forced choice (Lancee et al., 2024), also referred to as a discrete 
choice experiment (Hainmueller et al., 2014), (Hainmueller et al., 2015). In a forced-choice design, respondents are presented with 
descriptions of hypothetical scenarios (in our case, policy packages) in tabular form and asked to indicate the scenario they prefer.

Each hypothetical scenario consists of several dimensions (policy types) with randomly varied levels (policy content). The 
randomization of all dimensions comes with two advantages: first, respondents are less likely to detect the aim of the study than they 
would be with single-item questions and are, hence, less likely to give socially desirable answers (Auspurg and Hinz, 2014). This is 
particularly important when researching a topic prone to social desirability, such as support for organizational diversity (Wulff and 
Villadsen, 2019). Furthermore, the randomization of dimensions allows researchers to causally identify the determinants of policy 
support (Bansak et al., 2021), (Auspurg et al., 2017). Another benefit of conjoint experiments is that, like all survey experiments, they 
combine the generally high external validity of traditional surveys with the high internal validity of experiments.

In our conjoint experiment, respondents were told that their organizations wanted to implement a new set of hiring policies. They 
were presented with a series of hypothetical pairs of policy packages and asked to indicate which one they would pick for imple
mentation at their organization. Even though the choices are hypothetical, the information gained is valuable. For example, Hain
mueller et al. (2015) showed that findings from conjoint experiments on support for immigrant naturalization are consistent with 
behavioral data from a natural experiment. However, the ecological validity of survey experiments is highly content-specific. For 
example, survey experiments that tried to replicate ethnic hiring discrimination, as established by field experiments, have remained 
unsuccessful (Wulff and Villadsen, 2019), (Forster and Neugebauer, 2024). Unlike experiments that ask respondents to make hiring 
decisions about specific applicants, which differ significantly from real hiring contexts due to their hypothetical nature, our study 
focuses on organizational policy preferences. This approach involves evaluating abstract institutional principles rather than making 
interpersonal judgments about individual candidates. Policy decision-making is inherently conceptual and strategic, creating psy
chological distance from potentially sensitive person-specific evaluations. Moreover, organizational policy choices naturally occur at 
an abstract level in real-world contexts, making the hypothetical nature of our experiment less problematic. In this context, re
spondents can more authentically express their views on policy principles without the pressure of appearing to discriminate against 
specific groups of individuals. Consequently, hypothetical bias is substantially reduced.

Table 1 
Conjoint levels and dimensions, support expectations.

Dimensions Levels Diversity Merit Agency

1 Core company value in job 
advertisement

Commitment to a diverse workforce + – ?
Commitment to a performance-oriented workforce – + ?

2 Process of applicant screening Based on review of cover letters and resumes 
Letters and resumes sent via email (no form)

– – þ

Based on the match between applicant’s profile and job; 
Standardized application form

þ þ –

Based on the match between applicant’s profile and job; 
Anonymous application form (without gender, ethnicity, and age)

þ þ –

3 Training of HR managers Diversity training on recruiting a diverse workforce þ – –
Training on selecting the most qualified applicants – þ –

4 Preferential hiring ethnic minority No preferential policy; 
Most qualified candidate is hired

– þ þ

In case of equal suitability preference for applicants from ethnic minority group/ 
female applicant

þ þ –

Binding quota on the number of ethnic minority/female employees at all levels in 
your organization

þ – –

5 Preferential hiring gender No preferential policy; Most qualified candidate is hired – þ þ

In case of equal suitability preference for applicants from ethnic minority group/ 
female applicant

þ þ –

Binding quota on the number of ethnic minority/female employees at all levels in 
your organization

þ – –
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As shown in Table 1, our conjoint design includes five hiring policies with two or three levels each (amounting to a total of 108 
possible combinations). To mimic the order in which they affect the hiring process, we did not randomly vary the order of the di
mensions. The first dimension captures the core company value stated in the job advertisement with the levels of pursuing a diverse 
workforce vs. pursuing a performance-oriented workforce. The second dimension refers to the degree to which the screening of ap
plicants is formalized. We distinguished between three degrees of formalization: non-formalized screening based on a review of cover 
letters and resumes, with letters and resumes sent via e-mail; formalized screening based on the match between the applicant and the job profile, 
employing a standardized applicant form; and a highly formalized screening procedure based on the match between the applicant and the job 
profile, employing an anonymized applicant form. The third dimension involves the training that HR managers receive and distin
guishes between training focused on recruiting a diverse workforce and training focused on selecting the most qualified applicants. The fourth 
and fifth dimensions both capture the degree to which the selection of applicants is guided by priority hiring policies for ethnic 
minorities (dimension 4) and for women (dimension 5). Both dimensions contain three levels distinguishing between: no preferential 
policy: the most qualified candidate is hired; a tiebreak policy stating that, in case of equally qualified applicants, preference is given to ethnic 
minorities (dimension 4) or women (dimension 5); and a strict binding quota on the number of ethnic minority employees (dimension 4)/ 
female employees (dimension 5) at all levels of the organization.

We used a full-factorial design, and each respondent was randomly assigned to 16 pairs of policy packages4. Bansak et al. (2018)
show that respondents can complete up to 30 choice tasks without fatigue effects. Following a power analysis, a minimum of 16 tasks 
were deemed necessary to detect variation in the choice and rating of policy bundles across respondents. We carried out robustness 
checks considering only the first six choices of respondents to ensure our results were not driven by respondent fatigue (see appendix 
Tables A2 and A3).

The data we use are part of a larger data collection carried out by I&O Research in January 2022, sampling respondents between the 
age of 25 and 64 from their representative panel. For our analysis, we selected respondents with hiring experience from the larger 
dataset. This resulted in a sample of N = 512 respondents who were either involved in hiring processes “sometimes” or “often” or held 
human resource tasks in their current position. In total, the analytical sample consists of 16.348 observations (=512*2*16). Our results 
are robust even when the sample is restricted to those who reported being involved in hiring processes “often” (N = 166 respondents).

In our sample, 57 % of hiring managers identified as male, while 43 % identified as female. About 20 % of respondents fell into one 
of three age categories: 25–34 years, 35–44 years, and 45–54 years. 37 % of the respondents were 55 years old or older. Regarding 
education, 4 % of the respondents had completed lower than secondary education, 16 % had completed secondary education, and the 
majority (80 %) had completed tertiary education. Four-fifths of the respondents were Dutch and did not have a migration background, 
while one-fifth had a migration background. Almost half the respondents had been working in their current job for eight years or more. 
The majority of respondents worked in large organizations with 250 employees or more. In terms of their perceptions of discrimination 
at their organizations, 68 % of our sample did not perceive ethnic discrimination (rated 1–2 on a 7-point scale), while 13 % did 
perceive ethnic discrimination (rated 6–7 on a 7-point scale). Similarly, 64 % felt that their organization does not discriminate against 
women, while 10 % felt that women are discriminated against. A table summarizing the descriptive information can be found in the 
appendix, Table A1.

As this study was designed at a time when pre-registrations were not a common standard in sociology, the hypotheses were not pre- 
registered. Below, we transparently report the results for all vignette dimensions and interpret them in relation to the three main 
motives under study. However, as the motives remain unmeasured, our interpretation of the findings remains theory-driven, though 
admittedly speculative.

3.2. Variables

3.2.1. Outcome variables
In the conjoint experiment, the binary choice of a policy package is our outcome variable. An alternative outcome variable typically 

used in conjoint experiments is a rating scale for each policy package. Treger (2023) states that rating outcomes might be more in line 
with reality for many research questions, where individuals can support different scenarios simultaneously. In our case, this does not 
hold because the levels of the policy dimensions cannot coexist; for example, an organization cannot work without standardized 
application forms and simultaneously introduce standardized application forms. We chose to use the binary outcome because it does 
not allow respondents to be indifferent to the policy options.

3.2.2. Independent variables
The independent variables are the levels of the conjoint experiment, treated as dummies, and perceived discrimination against 

ethnic minorities and against women, both measured on seven-point Likert scales.

4 We acknowledge that readers might find some combinations of levels unrealistic. However, all combinations of policy dimensions are feasible in 
theory. For example, one could think of a scenario where organizations do not have a screening form but ask applicants to self-identify in a later step 
of the hiring process. It is perhaps not very efficient, as one would need to reconsider the applicants if not enough members of the underrepresented 
group apply, but it is still logically possible
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3.3. Estimation strategy

We estimate marginal means (MMs) with clustered standard errors at the respondent level. MMs convey information about the 
probability of a profile (policy package) being selected when it contains a specific policy. For a forced-choice conjoint experiment, with 
respondents obliged to decide between two policy packages, an MM of 0.5 means that the policy did not influence the respondents’ 
choice of a policy package (Leeper et al., 2020). An MM higher (lower) than 0.5 means that the policy positively (negatively) impacted 
respondents’ choices. For example, a hypothetical MM of 0.6 for core company value diversity would mean that a policy package 
promoting diversity as a core value was chosen in 60 % of all cases. MMs have the attractive feature that they are independent of the 
chosen reference category. As recommended in the methodological literature on conjoint studies (Treger, 2023), we report both 
marginal means (MMs) and average marginal component effects (AMCEs). AMCEs can be interpreted as the causal effect of the 
different levels of a given dimension relative to the reference category.

In addition to MMs, we estimated multilevel mixed-effects models for the binary outcome variable. The answers are nested within 
individuals, and a random intercept and slope are included to test whether differences in policy support depend on perceived 
discrimination. To account for multiple hypothesis testing, we report adjusted p-values with all estimates (Liu and Shiraito, 2023). 
Bonferroni adjusted p-values are conservative, but may lead to false-negative findings, while Benjamini-Hochberg (BH) adjusted 
p-values are less susceptible to false-negatives but may not eliminate all false-positives findings. Since both adjustments complement 
each other, we report both.

4. Results

4.1. General results

Our results are structured in two parts. We first report the results on overall support for the policy levels and examine whether 
managers’ preferences align with one or more of the three motives. In the second step, we investigate between-individual differences in 
policy support due to perceptions of discrimination.

MMs and AMCEs are displayed in Fig. 1. The full tables can be found in the appendix in Tables A2 and A3. Whether the core 
company values mentioned in the job advertisement are oriented toward diversity (MM = 0.5, p = 0.905) or performance (MM = 0.5, 
p = 0.905) does not impact respondents’ choice of a policy package. With respect to the standardization of applicant screening, hiring 
managers preferred policy packages without any standardization form (MM = 0.53, p < 0.001). Standardized (MM = 0.49, p = 0.024) 
or anonymized (MM = 0.49, p = 0.093) application forms decrease the probability that hiring managers choose a given policy package 
by four percentage points. Hiring managers prefer policy packages with performance-oriented hiring training (MM = 0.52, p < 0.001) 
over diversity training (MM = 0.48, p < 0.001), again by four percentage points. Larger effects occur with respect to preferential hiring 
for ethnic minorities. Hiring managers are more likely to choose a policy package that does not specify any preferential policy (MM =
0.59, p < 0.001) or a tiebreak policy (MM = 0.53, p < 0.001). A quota for ethnic minority applicants significantly decreases hiring 
managers’ likelihood of choosing a policy package (MM = 0.38, p < 0.001) by 21 percentage points compared to the absence of any 
preferential hiring for ethnic minorities. In the case of preferential hiring policies for women, hiring managers again prefer the absence 
of any preferential policy (MM = 0.58, p < 0.001). While hiring managers are indifferent regarding tiebreak policies for women (MM 
= 0.5, p = 0.590), they are 16 percentage points less likely to choose a policy package when a quota for women is specified (MM =
0.42, p < 0.001) as opposed to a policy package without preferential hiring for women. AMCE show the same results. For coefficients, 
see Table A3. As we test multiple hypotheses simultaneously, we also report Bonferroni adjusted p-values and BH adjusted p-values 
(Table A2). Results remain statistically significant with either adjustment, confirming that the policy preferences of hiring managers 
are driven by the merit and agency motives.

Fig. 1. Average marginal component effects and marginal means.
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Fig. 2 shows a specification curve depicting the average levels of support for all 108 unique combinations of policies (Krähmer, 
2023). The top panel shows the percentage of hiring managers who chose this policy bundle over the other option that was presented to 
them in the forced-choice condition. The bottom panel shows which policies were combined in the specific policy bundle. The bundles 
are colored according to the motive with which they align: combinations that align with diversity are red, those that align with merit 
are blue and those that align with agency are yellow. Policy combinations that deviate from the motives are shown in grey. For the 
agency motive, we do not derive specific predictions regarding values or HR training. In the policy bundles aligning with agency, 
values and HR training may take either form, as long as applicant screening and preferential hiring remain unstructured.

The specification curve shows that overall support for diversity policy bundles is lower than for merit-based bundles. Policy bundles 
including HR diversity training receive less support than those emphasizing performance-oriented training. Bundles with strict quotas 
receive the least support, while those without preferential hiring rules receive the most. The most supported bundles are those that 
align with the agency motive combining unstructured screening and the absence of preferential hiring. Only when those policies are 
combined and their agency is granted, hiring managers are willing to endorse diversity values and HR diversity training. Differently 
put, diversity is only supported when it takes the form of soft policies with limited direct impact.

Overall, policy support is most in line with the agency motive. At both the screening and final selection stages, hiring managers 
resist constraints to their decision-making discretion, favoring unstandardized application forms and opposing preferential hiring 
policies. However, the MMs also indicate that hiring managers are supportive of tiebreak rules for ethnic minority applicants and are 
indifferent to their use for female applicants. While not their favorite policy, tiebreak policies are not opposed, which can be inter
preted as slight support for both merit and diversity motives. Other than that, we find no evidence that policy support aligns with 
diversity motive expectations.

Are hiring managers more likely to support diverse (meritocratic and agency) policies if they perceive their organization as 
discriminatory? To investigate this question, we estimated mixed-effects models with cross-level interaction terms between the policy 
dimensions and the perception of ethnic discrimination (Table 2)/gender discrimination (Table 3) and a random slope for the policy 
dimension. We estimated models with interaction terms separately for each policy.

The interaction terms between perceived ethnic discrimination and diversity values (b = 0.049, p = 0.001), tiebreak hiring for 
ethnic minority applicants (b = 0.087, p < 0.001) and quota hiring for ethnic minority applicants (b = 0.105, p < 0.001) are positive 
and statistically significant. The interaction between values and perceived discrimination remains significant with BH adjusted p- 
values, but not with Bonferroni adjusted p-values. However, this does not substantially change the finding given that BH correction is 
specifically designed to balance Type I and Type II error risks. Interactions between preferential hiring and perceived diversity remain 
significant with both Bonferroni and BH adjusted p-values (Table 2). This implies that support for these three policies, all of which are 
designed to increase diversity, increases relative to the baseline when hiring managers believe that ethnic discrimination exists within 
their organization (Figs. 3 and 4). Note that, on a 7-point Likert scale, the mean of perceived discrimination is 2.7 (SD = 1.8). Only 12 
% of our sample perceive ethnic discrimination at their organizations to be strong or very strong (answered 6 or 7 on a 7-point Likert 
scale). Put differently, most hiring managers do not consider ethnic discrimination a problem at their organizations and generally do 
not support diversity policies.

Ten percent of the hiring managers in our sample considered women to be discriminated against at their organizations (answered 6 
or 7 on a 7-point Likert scale). The cross-level interaction terms between perceived gender discrimination and diversity (b = 0.051, p =
0.001), tiebreak hiring for women (0.074, p < 0.001) and women’s quota (0.082, p < 0.001) are positive and statistically significant, 
also with Bonferroni and BH adjusted p-values (Figs. 3 and 4, Table 3).

However, results indicate that support for preferential policies remains limited even among those who perceive ethnic minorities or 
women to face discrimination in their organizations. The unpopularity of quotas is so pronounced that they fail to gain acceptance even 
among those most aware of discrimination. Even at the highest level of perceived discrimination (7 on a 7-point scale), respondents 
still oppose strict quotas for ethnic minorities (b = − 0.433, p < 0.001) and women (b = − 0.302, p = 0.004) or, at best, are indifferent 
to tiebreaker rules for ethnic minorities (b = 0.081, p = 0.408) and women (b = − 0.022, p = 0.832) (see Fig. 4). Ultimately, perceived 

Fig. 2. Rate of binary policy choice across all 108 unique combinations of policy levels. Policy combinations are colored in line with the three 
motives diversity (D), merit (M), agency (A).51.
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Table 2 
Interactions of policy support with ‘there is ethnic discrimination where I work’ Multilevel mixed effects model, DV Binary choice variable - With adjusted p-values.

VARIABLES (1) Values: diversity (2) Application: standardized (3) Application: anonymized

p-values p-values p-values

Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH

Policy − 0.127* 0.027 0.297 0.033 − 0.265*** <0.001 0.002 <0.001 − 0.263*** <0.001 0.002 <0.001
(0.0576) ​ ​ ​ (0.0707) ​ ​ ​ (0.0706) ​ ​ ​

Interaction x 0.049** 0.005 0.058 0.007 0.032 0.140 1 0.187 0.036 0.090 1 0.135
Perc ethnic disc (0.0174) ​ ​ ​ (0.0215) ​ ​ ​ (0.0214) ​ ​ ​
Constant 0.993*** ​ ​ ​ 0.989*** ​ ​ ​ 0.989*** ​ ​ ​

(0.0622) ​ ​ ​ (0.0669) ​ ​ ​ (0.0669) ​ ​ ​
Observations 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​
Number of groups 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​
Controls for other policies YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​

VARIABLES (4) Training: diversity (5) Priority: tiebreaker (6) Priority: quota

p-values p-values p-values

Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH

Policy − 0.242*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 − 0.527*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 − 1.171*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
(0.0576) ​ ​ ​ (0.0700) ​ ​ ​ (0.0722) ​ ​ ​

Interaction x 0.024 0.168 1 0.230 0.087*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.105*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
Perc ethnic disc (0.0174) ​ ​ ​ (0.0211) ​ ​ ​ (0.0216) ​ ​ ​
Constant 0.960*** ​ ​ ​ 1.103*** ​ ​ ​ 1.103*** ​ ​ ​

(0.0623) ​ ​ ​ (0.0671) ​ ​ ​ (0.0671) ​ ​ ​
Observations 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​
Number of groups 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​
Controls for other policies YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​

Standard errors in parentheses.
Unadjusted p-values ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, two-tailed tests.
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Table 3 
Interactions of policy support with ‘there is gender discrimination where I work’ Multilevel mixed effects model, DV Binary choice variable – With adjusted p-values.

VARIABLES (1) Values: diversity (2) Application: standardized (3) Application: anonymized

p-values p-values p-values

Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH

Policy − 0.124* 0.024 0.266 0.030 − 0.221** 0.001 0.013 0.002 − 0.250*** <0.001 0.003 <0.001
(0.0551) ​ ​ ​ (0.0676) ​ ​ ​ (0.0676) ​ ​ ​

Interaction x 0.051** 0.004 0.040 0.005 0.017 0.437 1 0.524 0.034 0.118 1 0.177
Perc ethnic disc (0.0176) ​ ​ ​ (0.0216) ​ ​ ​ (0.0215) ​ ​ ​
Constant 0.992*** ​ ​ ​ 0.968*** ​ ​ ​ 0.968*** ​ ​ ​

(0.0612) ​ ​ ​ (0.0651) ​ ​ ​ (0.0651) ​ ​ ​
Observations 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​
Number of groups 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​
Controls for other policies YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​

VARIABLES (4) Training: diversity (5) Priority: tiebreaker (6) Priority: quota

p-values p-values p-values

Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH Unadj. Bonf BH

Policy − 0.206*** <0.001 0.002 <0.001 − 0.540*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 − 0.875*** <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
(0.0551) ​ ​ ​ (0.0677) ​ ​ ​ (0.0680) ​ ​ ​

Interaction x 0.012 0.497 1 0.683 0.074*** 0.001 0.007 0.001 0.082*** <0.001 0.002 <0.001
Perc ethnic disc (0.0176) ​ ​ ​ (0.0215) ​ ​ ​ (0.0216) ​ ​ ​
Constant 0.940*** ​ ​ ​ 1.059*** ​ ​ ​ 1.059*** ​ ​ ​

(0.0609) ​ ​ ​ (0.0655) ​ ​ ​ (0.0655) ​ ​ ​
Observations 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​ 16,384 ​ ​ ​
Number of groups 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​ 512 ​ ​ ​
Controls for other policies YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​ YES ​ ​ ​

Standard errors in parentheses.
Unadjusted p-values ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, two-tailed tests.
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discrimination improves but does not overcome what appears to be a deeply felt resistance to preferential hiring policies, once again 
suggesting that the maintenance of own agency is hiring managers’ driving motive.

4.2. Exploratory analyses

So far, we have interpreted the rejection of anonymous application forms and preferential hiring as indicative of an opposition 
against agency-restricting policies. However, an alternative possibility is that managers might perceive these policies as unfair or might 

Fig. 3. Policy support for diversity values by perception of (1) ethnic and (2) gender discrimination.

Fig. 4. Policy support for preferential hiring by perception of (1) ethnic and (2) gender discrimination.

5 Only policy combinations that are exactly aligned with one of the three motives, diversity (D), merit (M), or agency (A), are colored. Combi
nations that deviate from these motives are shown in grey. For the agency motive, values and HR training were not decisive and can take either form 
in policy combinations aligned with this motive
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simply prefer to maintain the status quo, if unfamiliar with these measures. We estimated additional mixed-effects models with cross- 
level interaction terms between the agency-restricting policy dimensions and perceptions of policy fairness (Table A4), and between 
the agency-restricting policy dimensions and a variable indicating if such policies are currently in place at the respondent’s organi
zation (Table A5).

Interactions between policy levels and perceived policy fairness are positive and significant (also with Bonferroni and BH adjusted 
p-values) for standardized screening forms, anonymous screening forms, tiebreak rule and quota for ethnic minorities, as well as 
tiebreak rule and quota for women (Table A4). However, the interaction effects are too small to flip the negative main effects. In other 
words, hiring managers’ rejection of standardized and anonymous applicant screening, and of preferential hiring, persists even among 
those who consider these policies fair.

The presence of the respective policy within the respondent’s organization increases hiring managers’ support for standardized 
screening forms, and tiebreak rules for ethnic minorities and women, while no such effect is present for anonymized application forms 
or quota hiring for either group. Except from the interaction with the tiebreak policy for ethnic minorities and its presence at the 
organization, all significant results are robust to Bonferroni and BH adjustment (Table A5). The interaction effect is large enough to flip 
the negative main effect towards a positive one for standardized application forms and the tiebreak rule for female applicants. This 
means that, in addition to the agency motive, policy support might partly be driven by a desire to maintain the organization’s status 
quo. However, this does not apply to the most prescriptive policies, namely, anonymous application forms and quota hiring.

Further, exploratory analyses show that the findings of the Marginal Means analysis vary depending on the organizational context. 
Hiring managers who work in large organizations (over 1000 individuals) and in organizations with highly formalized personnel 
procedures tend to be less reluctant of formalized hiring practices. They are indifferent to the use of unstandardized, standardized, or 
anonymous application forms, unlike managers in smaller or less formalized organizations, who prefer unstandardized forms and 
reject anonymous applications. This pattern is particularly strong for hiring managers in organizations with fewer than 50 employees, 
who also differ from those in larger organizations, in their preference for performance-oriented core company values and their 
rejection of diversity values (Figs. 5 and 6). Hiring managers who hold a formal qualification in personnel management, however, do 
not differ from their colleagues without formal qualifications (Fig. 7). Results are always robust to the use of BH adjusted p-values and 
mostly robust to the use of Bonferroni adjusted p-values (see Tables A6, A7, A8 for interaction models).

Employees in smaller and less formalized organizations are not only less supportive of structured policies but also perceive 
discrimination as less urgent. Exploratory analyses show small but significant differences in perception of discrimination by organi
zational context: perceived ethnic and gender discrimination is higher in organizations with at least 250 employees, and in organi
zations with more formalized hiring procedures. This is concerning in light of previous research showing that discrimination tends to 
be higher or even concentrated in smaller and less formalized organizations (Kline et al., 2021). We do not find similar patterns 
comparing respondents with and without formal qualification in personnel management (Figs. A1, A2, A3, A4, A5, A6).

4.3. Robustness checks

To make sure that our results are not driven by fatigue effects, we repeated the main analyses considering only the first six choice 
tasks and found comparable results (Tables A2 and A3).

We also repeated the analysis with a stricter definition of our respondent population. While the sample for our main analyses 
consist of respondents who indicated to be involved in hiring in their job sometimes or often, we repeated the analysis with those who 
answered “often” (N = 166 respondents). We find only one difference. Hiring managers who are only occasionally involved in hiring 
are indifferent about the applicant screening procedure, whereas hiring managers regularly involved in hiring prefer an unstructured 
screening process and reject the use of anonymous applications (Fig. A7). We interpret this finding as again supportive of the agency 
motive: the more time hiring managers spend on hiring, the more their agency would be restricted if anonymous application forms 
were in place.

Fig. 5. Marginal means for binary choice outcome by size of organization.
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We also estimated models controlling for hiring managers’ gender, migration background and the sector of their organization and 
results were robust to all controls (Table A9).

5. Discussion and conclusion

Despite increasing organizational attention to diversity (Marcinko and Taylor, 2021), ethnic discrimination in hiring has been 
increasing in the Netherlands (Lippens et al., 2023), (Quillian and Lee, 2023). One explanation is that diversity policies lack support 
from hiring managers. While much research has focused on diversity policies themselves (Dobbin et al., 2015), (Leslie, 2019), (Kalev 
et al., 2006), (Dobbin et al., 2011), less is known about how these policies are perceived within organizations. Our study addressed this 
gap through a conjoint experiment with 512 hiring managers in the Netherlands, who evaluated bundles of hiring policies spanning 
multiple stages of the hiring process.

To explain (the lack of) support for diversity policies, we discussed three different motives frequently highlighted in the literature: 
the diversity motive, the merit motive, and the agency motive. The diversity motive suggests that hiring managers may endorse 
policies for reasons of fairness and equal opportunity, productivity, or signaling. Yet diversity policies are often perceived as conflicting 
with meritocratic ideals (Ballinger et al., 2023), (Iyer, 2022). This makes a focus on merit the most central competing explanation for 
why hiring managers would not support diversity policies from an ideological point of view (Aberson, 2007), (Bourabain and Ver
haeghe, 2022). Finally, the agency motive captures hiring managers’ preference for discretion in decision-making. Research consis
tently shows that hiring managers respond negatively to prescriptive policies restricting autonomy can backfire (Dobbin et al., 2015), 
(Dobbin and Kalev, 2018), (Blom-Hansen et al., 2024), (Slemp et al., 2015).

The pattern of policy support that we find is inconsistent with the diversity motive and partly aligns with the merit and the agency 
motives. Hiring managers supported policies that preserve discretion and rejected those that curtail it. By and large, standardized and 
anonymized application forms reduce support. While preferences vary somewhat across organizational contexts – with managers in 
smaller, less formalized organizations more strongly resisting formalized screening procedures – support for formalization remains 
lukewarm, at best as high as support for unstructured screening.

Fig. 6. Marginal means for binary choice outcome by formalization of personnel management at organization.

Fig. 7. Marginal means for binary choice outcome by qualification in personnel management.
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A second key finding concerns quotas. Across organizational contexts, hiring managers consistently opposed hiring quotas. The 
opposition was especially pronounced among hiring managers in smaller and less formalized organizations. At the same time, hiring 
managers demonstrated a more nuanced stance toward preferential hiring policies in the form of tiebreak rules. Across organizational 
contexts, hiring managers were indifferent toward tiebreak rules for women and mildly supportive of tiebreak rules for ethnic minority 
applicants. These policies maintain the principle of merit-based selection while still promoting underrepresented groups. This finding 
resonates with Konrad et al.’s (Konrad et al., 2021), “both-diversity-and-meritocracy duality approach” (Ballinger et al., 2023), which 
frames diversity and merit as mutually reinforcing rather than conflicting (see also (Putnam et al., 2016), (Farjoun, 2010), (Park and 
Liang, 2020), (Gündemir et al., 2017)). Our results suggest that policies combining both goals may be more acceptable to managers 
than those perceived as advancing diversity at the expense of merit. Future research could examine a broader selection of dual-goal 
policies and analyze when and how they gain support across a wider range of contexts.

We investigated whether policy support was influenced by hiring managers’ perception of discrimination. Yet the majority of hiring 
managers believed that discrimination against ethnic minorities or women was not a problem in their organizations (see also 
(Blommaert and Coenders, 2023)). This belief was shared by 63 % of managers in large organizations with formalized personnel 
procedures and 74 % of managers in small, less formalized ones. Field experiments show that hiring discrimination is prominent in the 
Netherlands (Quillian and Lee, 2023), (Thijssen et al., 2019), making it highly unlikely that ethnic discrimination is truly absent in 
two-thirds of the organizations represented in our sample. We find that perceiving discrimination only modestly increases support for 
tiebreak rules and quotas. This suggests that perceptions of discrimination can shape support to some extent but do not override the 
central role of agency concerns.

Our study highlights further alternative explanations for managers’ reluctance to support diversity policies, such as a preference for 
maintaining the organizational status quo, which often means preserving existing levels of managerial agency. The presence of a policy 
at the hiring manager’s organization increases support for the respective policy only for standardized application forms and a tiebreak 
rule for women. Another explanation is fairness. While perceiving a policy as fair slightly increases support, this effect is not strong 
enough to change the strong rejection of policies that restrict autonomy. Taken together, these findings suggest that both inertia and 
fairness perceptions are additional explanation next to the agency motive but by no means replace it. Another possible explanation for 
opposition towards agency-restricting policies lies in concerns about administrative burdens. Employers’ associations in the 
Netherlands recently voiced such concerns in response to a draft legislation requiring more structured recruitment procedures, leading 
the government to abandon the proposal. In our study, hiring managers in smaller, less formalized organizations, which are also the 
ones most directly exposed to new burdens, were particularly resistant to structured processes. Administrative concerns therefore may 
reinforce agency and merit considerations in shaping resistance and could be examined in future studies.

This study is not without limitations. As with any conjoint experiment, the policy packages presented to the hiring managers are 
hypothetical, which may raise concerns about ecological validity. Experimental studies, especially those on issues as sensitive as 
discrimination, can be subject to social desirability bias (Forster and Neugebauer, 2024). However, our results run counter to what 
would be socially desirable: hiring managers clearly opposed structured procedures despite political debates emphasizing their role in 
reducing discrimination. Furthermore, we did not directly measure the reasons underlying managers’ support for specific policies, 
leaving open the possibility that opposition reflects a combination of agency, fairness concerns, organizational inertia, and concerns 
about the administrative burden.

Future research can build on our study in several ways. First, experimental studies can test respondents’ motivations for support 
directly, for example, by asking respondents to rate policy packages as restrictive, unfair, or at odds with merit-based selection. Second, 
as correctly pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, research can go beyond examining single motives in isolation and investigate 
“multi-motive resistance”. Different motives likely interact and amplify each other to produce compound forms of resistance. Finally, 
future work can explore whether policies that explicitly combine diversity and merit can provide a template for designing acceptable 
diversity interventions.

In conclusion, our study reveals that hiring managers do not support hiring policies intended to increase diversity, particularly in 
smaller and less formalized organizations. We interpret this finding as reflecting a preference for agency in decision-making, but also 
other interrelated motives, namely perceptions that such policies are unfair or undermine merit-based selection, a desire to maintain 
the organizational status quo, and concerns about administrative burdens. Organizations may benefit from engaging managers in 
dialogue about policy design and implementation, thereby fostering a sense of ownership and reducing concerns about loss of au
tonomy. By doing so, organizations can better navigate tensions around merit, agency, and diversity, and ultimately move toward 
more inclusive hiring practices.
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