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Demographic attributes (e.g., age, disability, race) frequently affect people’s decisions. We provide a novel
perspective as to why such discrimination persists: Meritocratic principles lead people to perceive some
demographic attributes as fair to use, rather than as discriminatory. Speciﬁcally, we theorize that
meritocracy requires that controllable and relevant inputs determine outcomes; as a result, perceived
controllability and relevance affect the degree to which demographic attributes are perceived as fair to use.
Moreover, we suggest perceived relevance outweighs controllability, such that even uncontrollable
attributes can be perceived as fair criteria if perceived to be outcome relevant. In two qualitative studies,
we probed how people think about demographic attributes used in selection (Studies 1a–b). We ﬁnd that
people refer to controllability and relevance dimensions to justify their perceptions. Further, people largely
associate uncontrollable, irrelevant attributes with discrimination (race, sex), neglecting attributes they
perceive as controllable and/or relevant (disability, caregiving status). Next, three surveys (Studies 2a–c)
support our theorizing that perceived relevance impacts fairness perceptions more strongly than perceived
controllability. In three experiments (Studies 3a–c), we provide causal evidence that relevance and
controllability shape perceived fairness, which in turn affects selection behaviors, including seeking
information regarding demographic attributes during hiring. Finally, Study 4 demonstrates downstream
consequences: Perceived controllability, relevance, and use of demographic attributes together impact
employees’ psychological safety and job satisfaction. Overall, we ﬁnd that principles of merit lead people to
believe that even some legally protected demographic attributes are fair to use, allowing discrimination to
persist.
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2004; Kang et al., 2016; Pager & Shepherd, 2008), and age (Abrams
et al., 2016; Finkelstein et al., 1995). Such decisions are also
inﬂuenced by nonprotected demographic attributes, which can
nevertheless contribute to inequity. For instance, people are more
likely to select candidates from elite educational institutions, even
when other candidates have better qualiﬁcations (Collins, 2019;
Rivera, 2016).
Previous work has focused on the role that explicit and implicit
biases may play in such discriminatory decisions (Arrow, 1972;
Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Danbold & Huo, 2017; Pager &
Shepherd, 2008; Rosette, Akinola, & Ma, 2018; see Wax, 1999 for
legal lens). These perspectives suggest that bias can lead people to
subvert meritocratic principles, in order to hire the candidates they
prefer (e.g., Norton et al., 2004; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005). Thus,
current efforts often aim to increase awareness of and reduce lurking
biases as a means to reduce discrimination (e.g., Devine et al., 2012).
In contrast, we suggest an additional reason discrimination may

People make social interaction decisions every day: whom to hire,
to whom to sell, whom to promote, and whom to date. And in these
daily interactions, discrimination and intergroup inequity can be
perpetuated. For instance, hiring, housing, and myriad other social
decisions continue to be illegally inﬂuenced by protected demographic attributes,1 such as sex and gender (Crosby, 2008; Eagly &
Heilman, 2016; Heilman, 1983), race (Bertrand & Mullainathan,

Teodora K. Tomova Shakur
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4798-8012
L. Taylor Phillips
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4655-6904
We thank Elizabeth Campbell, Sora Jun, Lisa Leslie, Sean Malahy,
Michael North, Elad Sherf, Batia Wiesenfeld, and the Meritocracy &
Inequality Lab for helpful comments on earlier versions of this article.
We are grateful for research assistance from Khalid Tomova Shakur and New
York University (NYU) Stern SPUR students. We appreciate research
support provided by the NYU Stern Center for Global Economy and
Business. Study materials are provided in the Online Supplemental Material.
Teodora K. Tomova Shakur played a lead role in investigation, formal
analysis, and writing of original draft. L. Taylor Phillips played a lead role in
conceptualization, methodology, validation, and writing review and editing;
and an equal role in writing of original draft.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Teodora
K. Tomova Shakur and L. Taylor Phillips, Stern School of Business, New
York University, 44 West 4th Street, New York, NY 10012, United States.
Email: ttomova@stern.nyu.edu and ltaylorphillips@stern.nyu.edu

1
Here, we use “demographic attributes” to reﬂect classiﬁable characteristics extracted from major social categories. We investigate a range of
demographic attributes, including frequently studied attributes such as
gender and race, alongside understudied others such as political afﬁliation
and religion. Importantly, each of the demographic attributes we probe has
been found to affect discrimination: Abrams et al. (2016), Bertrand and
Mullainathan (2004), Collins (2019), Eagly and Heilman (2016), Ghumman
and Jackson (2010), Gift and Gift (2015), Hoffman (2011), Jones (2013),
Krefting and Brief (1976), Lee et al. (2018), Nadler and Kufahl (2014), Pitesa
and Pillutla (2019), Rhode (2010), Rivera (2016), and Seidel et al. (2000).
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persist is because people ﬁnd selection based on some kinds of
demographic attributes to be meritocratic in the ﬁrst place.
How do individuals evaluate which demographic attributes are
fair to use and which are not? Here, we theorize that meritocratic
principles may contribute. In Western contexts especially, strong
prescriptive norms toward meritocracy shape perceptions of fairness
(Castilla & Benard, 2010; Deutsch, 1975; Kluegel & Smith, 1986;
Phillips & Lowery, 2020; Son Hing et al., 2011; Uhlmann & Cohen,
2005, 2007). As such, we argue that meritocratic principles constrain what kinds of inputs are appropriate: speciﬁcally, principles of
controllability and relevance are foundational to meritocracy. In
turn, we suggest that these foundational principles will shape which
demographic attributes are perceived to be fair to use in selection,
rather than discriminatory.

Appraising Discrimination
Existing work has considered when and why individuals recognize objectively discriminatory treatment as such. For instance, the
attributions to discrimination framework suggests that people perceive a decision as discriminatory when it is seen as based on a social
identity and as unjust (Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002; Major &
Dover, 2016). In turn, scholars have identiﬁed myriad factors that
affect whether a decision is perceived to be based on social identity
and unjust, including individuals’ own group membership (Major
et al., 2003), beliefs about the target (Rodin et al., 1990), perceptions
of intent (Apfelbaum et al., 2017), and the framing of the decision as
focusing on victims or beneﬁciaries (Phillips & Jun, 2021).
However, Jetten, Iyer, et al. (2013) note that this work on
individual reactions to discrimination has largely focused on discriminatory experiences that are both legally and normatively
considered unfair or illegitimate2 (e.g., race or sex in the present,
Western milieu). In contrast, when social identity or demographic
selection is perceived to be legitimate, those discriminated against
are less likely to engage in corrective collective action (Jetten et al.,
2011). Moreover, the antecedents to such understandings—how a
domain of discrimination comes to be understood as unfair—has
received even less attention (Jetten, Iyer, et al., 2013; see also Jetten,
Branscombe, et al., 2013). That is, even when a decision is clearly
based on social identity, individuals may not perceive it to be unjust,
and thus may not recognize it as discriminatory.
Here, we take up this call to explore the antecedents of perceived
fairness of differential treatment on the basis of demographic
attributes. In Western contexts, the logic of meritocracy undergirds
individuals’ understanding of legitimacy and fairness (Davey et al.,
1999; Son Hing et al., 2011). As such, we begin with meritocracy
and suggest that this logic will shape when and why people perceive
speciﬁc demographic attributes to be fair to use, rather than
discriminatory.

individuals’ positive attributes (e.g., hard work) will be proportionally rewarded, while negative attributes (e.g., laziness) will be
punished accordingly, which in turn offers a sense of predictability
and justice (Son Hing et al., 2011; see also Adams, 1965; Deutsch,
1975; Lerner, 1977, 1980).
How does one know if meritocracy is being upheld? Meritocracy
enshrines the equity principle of distributive justice: Meritocracy
requires inputs to be proportional to outcomes received (Adams,
1965; Walster et al., 1973). However, we emphasize here a neglected additional view: Meritocracy also speciﬁes what kinds of
inputs should be considered. For example, individually controllable
inputs are critical to many deﬁnitions of meritocracy, across the
social sciences. McCoy and Major (2007, p. 341) describe meritocracy as “locating the responsibility for social status within the efforts
and abilities of individuals,” and McNamee and Miller (2009) deﬁne
meritocracy as a system in which “individuals get ahead and earn
rewards in direct proportion to their individual efforts and abilities.”
Likewise, Davey et al. (1999) emphasize meritocracy as involving
internally controllable inputs, especially effort, hard work, and
ability.
Moreover, in his original work deﬁning the equity principle as a
ratio of inputs to outcomes, Adams (1965, p. 277) describes relevance as a critical characteristic of inputs: “If he perceives it to be
relevant, if he expects a just return for it, it is an input.” Likewise,
Son Hing et al. (2011, p. 433) write that meritocracy is idealized in
part because “only relevant inputs : : : should be considered and
irrelevant factors : : : should be ignored when distributing outcomes.” In their review, Belmi et al. (2022) suggest that relevance in
particular is the most neglected principle of meritocracy.
In short, meritocracy prescribes not only a distributive system but
also speciﬁc procedural principles: Inputs must be controllable and
relevant (Adams, 1965; Belmi et al., 2022; Son Hing et al., 2011).
As such, we suggest that people use these two principles to determine whether an attribute counts as merit and in turn to decide
whether selection based on that attribute is fair or discriminatory.
Moreover, we suggest that relevance will outweigh controllability,
leading relevant but uncontrollable attributes to be seen as fair
criteria. Below, we draw on both justice and attribution literatures to
further elaborate these core principles of merit.

Controllability
Controllability, also referred to as “internality” or “achieved”
characteristics (Foladare, 1969; Kelley, 1967; Ross, 1977), suggests
that attributes must be earned by the individual through their own
efforts and volition. This is as opposed to ascribed characteristics, or
“accidents of birth” (Foladare, 1969, p. 53), which encompass many
demographic attributes. For instance, both justice and attribution
literatures suggest that when outcomes are attributable to internal
qualities over which individuals have direct control (e.g., winning a

Requisites of Merit: Controllability and Relevance
The term meritocracy was coined to envision a social system in
which highly desired outcomes (e.g., prosperous jobs) are obtained
through individual talent and effort; although the word was intended
as satire (Young, 1958), meritocracy has come to represent the core
of the American dream (Hochschild, 1996; Kluegel & Smith, 1986;
Son Hing et al., 2011). Indeed, research has found high levels of
belief in and support for meritocracy in the U.S.: People believe that

2
Fairness has been theorized as the perception of the global appropriateness and legitimacy of an outcome (Colquitt & Rodell, 2015). This conceptualization of fairness is also consistent with how lay people deﬁne fairness,
including references to justice, legitimacy, appropriateness, morality, and
rule adherence (Lupfer et al., 2000). Relatedly, legitimacy has been deﬁned
as “the extent to which an outcome is perceived as fair and just” (Bylsma
et al., 1995, p. 223; see also Major, 1994; Tyler, 2006). We follow this
precedent and treat fairness as a global indicator of appropriateness, justice,
and legitimacy.
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race with a fast-running time rather than speedy shoes), then people
perceive such outcomes as meritorious and deserved (Feather, 1999,
2006; Kelley, 1967; Phillips & Lowery, 2020; Ross, 1977; Thibaut
& Walker, 1975). From an attributional standpoint, controllability
signals this personal responsibility for outcomes (Feather, 1999;
Weiner, 1995). Indeed, controllability may be so valorized as
fundamental to meritocracy because internal control helps satisfy
fundamental needs for autonomy and predictability (e.g., Adams,
1965; Beauvois & Dubois, 1988; Kay et al., 2009; Thibaut &
Walker, 1975; van den Bos & Lind, 2002).
Attributions to discrimination work itself has focused on controllability of a demographic identity in particular as an important
predictor of perceptions of stigma, essentialism, and discrimination
(Haslam et al., 2000; Hegarty & Golden, 2008; Major & Dover,
2016; Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002; Marti et al., 2000;
Pachankis et al., 2018; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992). For instance,
when people believe that obesity is a controllable attribute, they feel
that stigma against obese individuals is deserved, fair, and acceptable (Hegarty & Golden, 2008; Major, 1994; Quinn & Crocker,
1999). Relatedly, Jetten, Iyer, et al. (2013) present a theoretical
model of potential antecedents to perceiving discrimination as
legitimate, including permeability of group boundaries. That is,
to the extent group membership or status can be changed or
controlled by the individual, then decisions based on that membership may be seen as more tolerable. Other work ﬁnds that believing
an attribute to be biological and therefore uncontrollable increases
essentialism (Haslam et al., 2000; Prentice & Miller, 2007). While
debate persists about whether controllability beliefs increase stigma,
or vice versa (Crandall, 1994; Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; Haslam
& Levy, 2006; Hegarty & Golden, 2008; see also Salter et al., 2016),
we suggest that reliance on meritocratic principles itself should
result in individuals ﬁnding more controllable attributes to be more
fair to select upon.
In addition, controllability is foundational to meritocracy. As
such, we expect people will use perceived controllability of a
demographic attribute to determine whether an attribute reﬂects
merit and is therefore fair to use in selection.

Relevance
Moving beyond controllability, our meritocratic principles lens
further suggests that relevance is another key dimension for determining whether an attribute is fair to use in selection. Relevance,
also referred to as “job relatedness” and “face validity” (Arvey &
Sackett, 1993; Gilliland, 1993; Smither et al., 1993), suggests that
attributes must be speciﬁcally related to performance outcomes,
communicating information about expected performance (Adams,
1965; Gilliland, 1995; Son Hing et al., 2011; see also Berger &
Fişek, 2006). For instance, someone who is applying for a data
scientist position should be judged based on their analytical skills,
rather than their party planning experience (despite that fact that
both are individually controllable).
The justice literature has focused on the importance of relevance
for procedural fairness (Gilliland, 1993, 1995; Smither et al., 1993).
Speciﬁcally, job tests and interview criteria are considered relevant
when they relate to individuals’ capabilities to perform the job and
perform it well. However, whereas this previous work has focused
especially on tests designed speciﬁcally to evaluate job skills (e.g.,
work sample tests, Gilliland, 1995), we suggest perceivers will
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apply similar relevance standards to the use of demographic attributes, rather than merely perceiving these as categorically irrelevant.
Indeed, given many applicants are ﬁrst excluded based on demographic attributes (e.g., sexual orientation, Dipboye & Colella,
2005) before they even reach the stage of skills tests, people’s
assessments of the relevance of such demographic criteria are
important to consider.
Interestingly, the attributions to discrimination literature has not
generally considered relevance. However, supporting our contentions, Jetten, Iyer, et al. (2013) offer an exception, suggesting in a
theoretical model that the perception that exclusion criteria and
group membership are related may increase perceptions of legitimacy. That is, to the extent that a particular performance exclusion
criteria (physical strength) is perceived to be relevant to group
membership (sex), then even members of the disadvantaged group
may ﬁnd the attribute legitimate for selection.
In addition, relevance is also foundational to meritocracy. As
such, we expect that, alongside perceived controllability, people will
also use perceived relevance of a demographic attribute to determine
whether an attribute reﬂects merit and is therefore fair to use in
selection.

Dealing With Ambiguity: Relevance Outweighs Control
We have highlighted classic sociological and psychological
perspectives, which describe how meritocracy requires that both
controllable and relevant inputs determine outcomes. Following this
logic, we suggest that when people perceive a demographic attribute
as highly controllable and highly relevant, they will perceive
selection based on that attribute as fair. However, some demographic attributes may be perceived as relevant but uncontrollable or
irrelevant but controllable. For example, religious beliefs may be
perceived as irrelevant for most jobs, but simultaneously be viewed
as relatively controllable. Alternatively, caregiving status may be
perceived as relevant to some jobs (e.g., likelihood of working
overtime), but also perceived as uncontrollable. How might such
mismatch between relevance and controllability ultimately affect
individuals’ perceptions of which attributes are perceived as fair to
use in decision-making?
We suggest that people will rely more on perceived relevance of
the demographic attribute than perceived controllability when assessing fairness, in part because selection contexts—for instance,
hiring, promotion, leasing, and more—may evoke a business-case
mindset. Speciﬁcally, previous work shows that a business case
mindset can lead people to prioritize material costs and beneﬁts over
moral reasoning (Belmi & Pfeffer, 2015; Belmi & Schroeder, 2021;
Miller, 2001; see also Noon, 2007). For instance, when people are
asked to use a “business case” perspective, they tend to justify and
even engage in more unethical behavior (Wang et al., 2014; Zhong,
2011). This mindset becomes intensiﬁed in many selection environments because such environments direct people’s attention to
material beneﬁts, especially maximizing gains and minimizing
losses (Belmi & Pfeffer, 2015; Belmi & Schroeder, 2021;
Kouchaki et al., 2013).
Moreover, although this relevance dimension has been largely
neglected in work on meritocracy beliefs (as reviewed above), there
is reason to consider it the primary principle involved in moving
away from other forms of “-ocracy” (organization by wealth,
organization by family line) toward organization by performance
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ability. To the extent relevance then is the ﬁrst principle of meritocratic organization, it may carry more weight. That is, given
meritocratic selection tasks are particularly concerned with fair
prediction (see also Lassetter et al., 2021; Prentice & Miller,
2007), then relevance may win out over control. Thus, we suggest
that people may perceive relevant demographic attributes as fair to
use during selection, even if they are perceived as uncontrollable,
because relevance prioritizes performance costs and beneﬁts. Following this logic, we suggest people will weigh perceived relevance
more heavily than perceived controllability when judging the
fairness of using demographic attributes.

Merit Principles May Justify Consequences
Given their commitment to meritocracy, people should be motivated either to engage in meritocratic practices or to justify their
practices as meritocratic (e.g., Castilla & Benard, 2010; Son Hing
et al., 2011; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005, 2007). As such, meritocracy
serves as a critical legitimizing ideology, through which people can
launder selﬁsh preferences, biased motivations, or systemic injustice. For instance, commitment to meritocratic ideologies can lead
individuals to deny they beneﬁt from unfair privileges (Knowles &
Lowery, 2012; Phillips & Lowery, 2020) and to deny that group
differences in society are unjust (Ledgerwood et al., 2011; McCoy &
Major, 2007; Savani & Rattan, 2012; Son Hing et al., 2011). As
another example, when given a set of criteria (e.g., language ﬂuency
vs. math ability), individuals are more likely to rate the skills of their
preferred candidate as reﬂecting the most merit, relative to other
skills (Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005; see also Dunning et al., 1989;
Norton et al., 2004).
While this previous work focuses on the role of meritocracy to
justify preexisting preferred outcomes, we suggest that principles of
meritocracy might also serve an antecedent function: To the extent
meritocratic principles shape people’s belief in the fairness of using
demographic attributes, it should also shape their willingness to act.
Speciﬁcally, perceiving a demographic attribute as controllable and
relevant, and therefore fair, should increase people’s likelihood of
using that attribute in selection decisions. We test this possibility in
three ways.
First, to the extent that people ﬁnd an attribute fair to use in
selection, we argue that individuals will express more curiosity
about job applicants’ status regarding those attributes. Relatedly, we
expect that individuals will act on this curiosity and actively seek
information about such attributes, driven by the belief that they are
fair to use. That is, when demographic attributes are perceived to be
controllable and relevant, people will be more curious and willing to
seek out information regarding those attributes in others.
Second, to the extent that people ﬁnd an attribute fair to use in
selection, then they should be more willing to take said attribute into
consideration when making decisions, thus affecting people’s actual
evaluation of candidates who possess such attributes. If people ﬁnd
a demographic attribute unfair to use, then they should be more
likely to ignore this information during the evaluation process, even
when the information itself is present. Indeed, individuals can
modulate their attention to irrelevant information to some degree,
tuning out information they deem impertinent (McNamara &
McDaniel, 2004). Further, individuals should be more likely to
base their decisions on criteria they ﬁnd fair, in part because such
decisions are more easily justiﬁed (see Norton et al., 2004; Uhlmann &

Cohen, 2005). Thus, when demographic attributes are perceived to be
controllable and relevant, those attributes should exert a bigger
effect on evaluations.
Third, to the extent that people ﬁnd an attribute fair to use in
selection, people may be more (vs. less) willing to support organizations which use said attributes. That is, perceived fairness of
organizational selection practices should have important downstream consequences: When people experience environments
they perceive to be unfair, their psychological experience should
suffer. Unfair environments are less predictable and decrease feelings of autonomy and control (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). Indeed,
procedural justice scholars emphasize that fairness of selection
processes can lead to a positive candidate experience, even when
the selection outcome is ultimately a rejection (Brockner et al., 1994;
Gilliland, 1995). Likewise, discrimination scholars have found that
noticing discriminatory practices, even against others in the organization, depresses employees’ sense of psychological safety, satisfaction, and commitment (Goldman et al., 2006; Purdie-Vaughns
et al., 2008; Sanchez & Brock, 1996; Sanchez et al., 2017; Schmitt
et al., 2014). In short, perceiving discrimination and unfairness can
be stressful, even when the observer is not the direct target. As a
result, working in an environment that is perceived to be unfair
should depress employee outcomes. Following this logic, we expect
that perceptions of controllability and relevance of demographic
attributes used in selection in one’s own organization will affect
psychological safety and job satisfaction regarding that
organization.

The Current Research
We have hypothesized that two core principles of meritocracy—
controllability and relevance—will shape people’s perceptions of
the fairness of using demographic attributes in selection decisions.
Further, we expect perceived relevance of demographic attributes
will exert a stronger effect on fairness perceptions than will perceived controllability. In turn, we suggest that these perceptions of
fairness will affect people’s willingness to discriminate, by leading
people to seek out and even use demographic information in
selection decisions. Finally, we expect such perceptions of demographic attributes will shape important outcomes (psychological
safety and job satisfaction) when they observe their organizations
using said attributes.
We explore these ideas in nine studies, using both qualitative and
quantitative methods. In Studies 1a and 1b (preregistered), we
consider which attributes employees perceive to be fair versus
discriminatory in selection processes, and why. Building on these
results, in Studies 2a, 2b (preregistered), and 2c, we test perceived
controllability and relevance as key mechanisms driving fairness
perceptions. In Studies 3a (preregistered), 3b, and 3c, we then
experimentally manipulate perceptions of the controllability and
relevance of an attribute and test effects on discriminatory behavior:
willingness to use the attribute in selection. Finally, in Study 4, we
survey employed adults and assess how perceptions of controllability and relevance of demographic attributes used in their own
organizations may relate to downstream consequences: employees’
psychological safety and job satisfaction.
We aim to make two key contributions. First, we highlight a
neglected view of meritocracy: Beyond proportionality, principles
of controllability and relevance dictate what kinds of inputs are
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deemed meritocratic. We use this view to account for perceptions of
fairness across a range of demographic attributes. In doing so, we
consider a wide variety of well-studied (e.g., race) and under-studied
(e.g., religion, caregiving status; see also Iyer et al., 2014) demographic attributes which affect decision-making, ultimately identifying which attributes are seen as more versus less discriminatory.
Our approach helps integrate separate work on attributions to
discrimination and justice perceptions, by highlighting how both
controllability and relevance work in tandem to shape impressions
across a range of attributes.
Second, we help shed light on why discrimination may persist.
Focusing on core principles of merit, we show that many legally
protected attributes are perceived to be controllable and/or relevant,
and that relevance especially affects perceptions of fairness. As a
result, such attributes are more likely to be used in selection. Indeed,
perceiving a demographic attribute as controllable or relevant can
make people more tolerant of discrimination, even when it is
otherwise illegal. As such, we demonstrate that discrimination is
reinforced even through core philosophies of merit: People may
discriminate because they think such actions are fair, rather than
discriminatory.

Study 1a
As a ﬁrst step, we used a qualitative, open-ended approach to
probe the factors driving lay perceptions of fairness of using
demographic attributes. Speciﬁcally, we explored what rationales
people provided for using (or not using) demographic attributes in
selection. We relied on a between-subjects design, offering participants one of 15 possible attributes for reﬂection.

Method
Participants
We recruited 450 U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the study
in exchange for $.45. We removed incomplete and duplicate
responses (based on platform-based unique participant identiﬁer),
resulting in a ﬁnal sample of 444 participants. See Table 1 for
demographic information across all studies.3

Procedure
Participants were randomly assigned to read about and rate one of
15 possible demographic attributes: age, alma mater, caregiving
responsibilities, disability, educational attainment, family origin
(i.e., last name), gender, national origin, personal network connections, physical attractiveness, political afﬁliation, race, religious
beliefs, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic status. They ﬁrst
read a prompt describing the use of the target attribute in selection
processes:
Think about [race]-based selection in the workplace. This form of
selection involves treating someone unfavorably because they belong to
a certain [racial] group, or because of personal attributes associated with
[race] (e.g., [their appearance]). For instance, a representative of a
particular [race] might not be selected for a job due to their [race].

Then, participants rated the perceived fairness of using the
attribute in selection decisions. Participants next were asked to
explain their rationale: “Please explain your rationale below.
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That is, why do you think that this form of selection is [piped in
participant fairness rating].”
We reminded participants of their own fairness rating (e.g., “not at
all fair”) to focus them on explaining the reasons behind rating the
attribute as fair or unfair (rather than restating fairness itself as a
rationale). Finally, participants reported demographics.

Measures
Perceived Fairness. We measured perceived fairness on a scale
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely) with the item: “This type of
selection is fair.”
Fairness Rationale Coding. We measured fairness rationale
by content-coding participants’ open-ended justiﬁcations, speciﬁcally exploring whether controllability and relevance were referenced. Two independent coders (naive to hypotheses) coded the
open-ended responses using these two themes, indicating either the
presence (coded as 1) or the absence (coded as 0) of a theme.
Additionally, in the presence of a theme, the coders indicated
whether participants described low controllability/relevance (−1),
no direction (0), or high controllability/relevance (1). The two coders
demonstrated high interrater reliability (Cohen’s k = .70–1), and thus
we combined their codes to create composites for the presence and for
the direction of each theme.

Results
See Table 2 for means and standard deviations across demographic attributes and studies.

Fairness Rationales
First, we considered which themes were present. In line with our
theorizing, we found that either the controllability, relevance, or
both themes were mentioned in 62.16% of all responses. Also, in
line with our theorizing, we found that perceived relevance was
mentioned more frequently (54.05%) than controllability (13.32%;
see Table 3 for speciﬁc examples).
Of the responses that coders rated as not mentioning either theme
(37.84%), the vast majority used tautological logic (i.e., explained
fairness with fairness; “I don’t think it is fair or unfair so I choose
moderately fair” or “yeah, I think it’s a good deal fair”). Moreover,
no additional themes emerged from the independent coders’ notes.
Second, we considered the direction of the mentioned themes. We
speciﬁed a mixed-model regression, assessing the effect of high,
neutral, or low controllability rationale (ﬁxed effect) on participants’
ratings of perceived fairness, including a random-intercept effect of
type of demographic attribute. As expected, referring to an attribute
as more controllable was signiﬁcantly associated with perceived
fairness, b = .76, SE = .11, t(16) = 7.12, p < .001. We also speciﬁed
the same mixed-effects model, but assessing the effect of high,
3
Our hypotheses focus on meritocracy concepts common in a U.S.
cultural context (Son Hing et al., 2011). Thus, across all studies, we restricted
all samples to adults located in the U.S. We used prescreening to ensure that
participants met our demographic requirements for each speciﬁc study (e.g.,
employed adults in Study 4). Further, we removed duplicate participants and
incomplete observations before analysis. Across studies, we aimed for 100
per cell in experimental designs, following current best practice
recommendations.
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54.33%
45.67%
—
—
34.62 (11.53)
49.76%
48.82%
1.42%
—
29.06 (9.60)
55.56%
42.27%
2.18%
—
31.29 (11.13)
51.91%
37.15%
.25%
10.70%
36.49 (11.95)
51.12%
47.21%
1.58%
.09%
35.06 (13.23)

46.44%
52.02%
1.55%
—
33.24 (12.81)

48.67%
50.28%
1.04%
—
36.72 (11.59)

52.08%
46.54%
1.39%
—
33.09 (11.95)

7.67%
7.67%
3.00%
6.33%
75.33%
—
6.60%
9.20%
6.60%
7.78%
69.58%
0.24%
11.08%
8.03%
4.99%
6.09%
69.53%
0.28%
11.33%
6.32%
6.75%
9.15%
66.23%
0.22%
4.07%
8.24%
0.05%
3.51%
78.79%
0.09%
7.13%
6.52%
5.78%
6.65%
63.22%
10.70%
12.29%
4.66%
5.87%
7.54%
69.37%
0.28%

14.85%
6.52%
6.44%
3.86%
68.33%
—

Study 3b
Study 3a
Study 2a

13.83%
4.26%
5.32%
6.38%
70.21%
—

67.02%
31.91%
1.06%
—
33.86 (12.86)

10.81%
8.11%
7.43%
5.63%
68.02%
—

51.35%
46.40%
2.25%
—
34.70 (13.00)

Race
Asian
Black
Latino
Other
White
Decline to state
Gender
Female
Male
Nonbinary
Decline to state
Age

Phase 1
Study 1a
Variable

Table 1
Participant Demographics: Studies 1a–4

Study 1b

Phase 2

Study 2c

Study 2b
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Study 3c

Study 4
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neutral, or low relevance rationale. As expected, we found that
referring to an attribute as more relevant was signiﬁcantly associated
with perceived fairness, b = .70, SE = .08, t(164) = 8.72, p < .001.

Discussion
In Study 1a, we examined participants’ open-ended justiﬁcations
regarding what renders a selection decision based on a demographic
attribute fair or unfair. As expected, participants’ rationales suggest
that perceived controllability and relevance play an important role;
indeed, relevance was mentioned in the majority of responses, and
controllability also emerged frequently. Notably, we ﬁnd a similar
pattern in an inductive study, using a response-driven thematic
extraction approach to generate a list of potential rationale themes
(see Online Supplemental Material). Finally, connecting this qualitative data to participants’ quantitative fairness ratings, we also ﬁnd
initial evidence that individuals’ perceptions of a demographic
attribute as controllable and relevant are related to perceiving
selection based on that attribute as fair.

Study 1b
Next, we used a converse logic approach to probe how people
think about the use of demographic attributes in selection. That is,
Study 1a tested whether, when given different demographic attributes, people’s fairness rationales vary in terms of controllability
and relevance. In contrast, Study 1b tests whether, when given a fair
versus unfair scenario, people generate demographic attributes that
vary in terms of controllability and relevance.
We used a yoked design. In the ﬁrst phase of the study, participants
generated lists of attributes that they perceived as inﬂuencing either a
hiring or a discrimination incident. In the second phase, a new set of
participants (naive to ﬁrst phase) rated the controllability and relevance of these attributes. We expected that participants in the ﬁrst
phase would generate controllable, relevant attributes (as rated by
second-phase participants) in response to a hiring incident, and
uncontrollable, irrelevant attributes in response to a discrimination
incident. Study 1b was preregistered: https://aspredicted.org/y7jj8.pdf.

Method
Phase 1
Participants. In the ﬁrst phase of the study, we recruited 100
new U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the study in exchange for
$.75. We removed incomplete and duplicate responses (based on IP
address, location coordinates, and platform-based unique participant
identiﬁer), resulting in 94 participants in total.
Procedure. We used a within-subjects, two condition design.
First, participants were instructed to imagine that a hiring manager at
a ﬁctitious company was interviewing two job candidates for an
accounting position. Then, participants were introduced to the
Hiring condition: They were asked to list all attributes that might
affect the manager’s decision to hire either candidate in an openended, essay format. Afterward, participants were asked to list
attributes that might affect the decision using a different question
format (15 single blank slots) to encourage a thorough and thoughtful attribute generation.
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Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations (Studies 1a, 2a, 2b, 2c, and 4)
Attribute

Perceived controllability

Perceived relevance

Perceived fairness

Past work performance
Work experience
Educational attainment

S4: 5.73 (1.41)
S4: 4.75 (1.66)

S4: 5.82 (1.29)
S4: 5.43 (1.39)

S2a: 4.28 (1.52)
S2b: 3.46 (1.20)
S2c: 3.52 (1.05)
S4: 5.41 (1.40)

S2a: 5.04 (1.50)
S2b: 3.66 (1.28)
S2c: 3.9 (1.34)
S4: 5.26 (1.35)

S2a: 3.95 (1.53)
S2b: 3.69 (1.55)
S2c: 3.76 (1.48)
S4: 5.16 (1.44)

S2a: 2.63 (1.56)
S2b: 3.01 (1.59)
S2c: 2.91 (1.49)
S4: 3.52 (1.67)

S2a: 2.65 (1.50)
S2b: 2.62 (1.21)
S2c: 2.86 (1.22)

S2a: 2.66 (1.61)
S2b: 2.42 (1.44)
S2c: 2.58 (1.55)

S2a: 1.55 (1.31)
S2b: 1.40 (.85)
S2c: 1.42 (1.08)
S4: 1.52 (1.40)

S2a: 2.68 (1.49)
S2b: 2.80 (1.31)
S2c: 2.77 (1.45)
S4: 2.86 (1.62)

S2a: 2.65 (1.57)
S2b: 3.17 (1.46)
S2c: 3.18 (1.43)

S2a: 2.31 (1.40)
S2b: 3.38 (1.43)
S2c: 3.59 (1.80)

S2a: 1.57 (1.20)
S2b: 1.59 (.91)
S2c: 1.49 (.93)
S4: 1.61 (1.28)

S2a: 2.88 (1.52)
S2b: 2.85 (1.40)
S2c: 2.43 (1.13)
S4: 2.98 (1.67)

S2a: 1.65 (1.24)
S2b: 1.62 (1.28)
S2c: 1.86 (1.40)

S2a: 1.78 (1.29)
S2b: 1.66 (1.21)
S2c: 1.78 (1.30)

S2a: 3.02 (1.42)
S2b: 2.82 (1.49)
S2c: 2.77 (1.23)

S2a: 2.03 (1.34)
S2b: 2.06 (1.22)
S2c: 1.82 (1.05)

S2a: 3.88 (1.54)
S2b: 4.25 (1.14)
S2c: 4.09 (1.23)

S2a: 1.83 (1.32)
S2b: 2.03 (1.27)
S2c: 2.73 (1.52)

S2a: 2.96 (1.35)
S2b: 2.55 (1.27)
S2c: 2.94 (1.31)

S2a: 2.20 (1.34)
S2b: 1.94 (1.18)
S2c: 2.33 (1.42)

S2a: 1.58 (1.27)
S2b: 1.43 (1.07)
S2c: 1.44 (.86)

S2a: 1.75 (1.28)
S2b: 1.52 (1.06)
S2c: 1.53 (1.04)

S2a: 3.26 (1.61)
S2b: 3.38 (1.52)
S2c: 3.41 (1.09)

S2a: 1.65 (1.25)
S2b: 1.62 (.92)
S2c: 1.65 (.96)

S2a: 1.58 (1.22)
S2b: 1.94 (1.25)
S2c: 2.30 (1.46)
S4: 1.69 (1.48)

S2a: 1.91 (1.37)
S2b: 1.66 (1.13)
S2c: 1.77 (1.22)
S4: 1.98 (1.51)

S2a: 2.09 (1.63)
S2b: 1.75 (1.29)
S2c: 2.00 (1.53)
S4: 2.35 (2.00)

S2a: 1.67 (1.32)
S2b: 1.35 (.88)
S2c: 1.51 (1.17)
S4: 1.50 (1.16)

S4: 5.89 (1.30)
S4: 5.52 (1.43)
S1a: 4.37 (1.25)
S2a: 5.06 (1.47)
S2b: 4.43 (1.19)
S2c: 4.65 (1.3)
S4: 5.30 (1.58)
S1a: 2.36 (1.22)
S2a: 3.41 (1.39)
S2b: 3.20 (1.44)
S2c: 3.34 (1.40)
S4: 2.81 (1.66)
S1a: 1.87 (1.33)
S2a: 3.13 (1.41)
S2b: 3.12 (1.47)
S2c: 2.83 (1.46)
S1a: 2.31 (1.26)
S2a: 2.85 (1.42)
S2b: 3.08 (1.30)
S2c: 3.02 (1.46)
S4: 2.08 (1.47)
S1a: 3.59 (1.68)
S2a: 2.82 (1.44)
S2b: 3.81 (1.61)
S2c: 3.74 (1.85)
S1a: 2.35 (1.23)
S2a: 2.53 (1.39)
S2b: 2.92 (1.57)
S2c: 2.62 (1.59)
S4: 1.99 (1.47)
S1a: 1.32 (1.02)
S2a: 2.59 (1.34)
S2b: 2.16 (1.27)
S2c: 2.16 (1.24)
S1a: 1.36 (.73)
S2a: 2.50 (1.30)
S2b: 2.28 (1.20)
S2c: 2.30 (1.32)
S1a: 1.43 (.68)
S2a: 2.57 (1.29)
S2b: 2.24 (1.15)
S2c: 3.31 (1.67)
S1a: 1.92 (1.47)
S2a: 2.11 (1.27)
S2b: 2.08 (1.21)
S2c: 2.17 (1.23)
S1a: 1.52 (1.15)
S2a: 2.38 (1.47)
S2b: 2.29 (1.40)
S2c: 1.96 (1.11)
S1a: 1.38 (.82)
S2a: 2.19 (1.30)
S2b: 2.23 (1.33)
S2c: 2.13 (1.30)
S1a: 2.27 (1.68)
S2a: 2.18 (1.33)
S2b: 2.15 (1.24)
S2c: 2.16 (1.44)
S4: 1.62 (1.40)
S1a: 1.04 (.19)
S2a: 2.06 (1.31)
S2b: 1.78 (1.14)
S2c: 1.87 (1.50)
S4: 1.55 (1.37)
(table continues)
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Networks

Alma mater

Age*

Caregiving*

Disability*

Family origin

Physical attractiveness

Political afﬁliation

Socioeconomic status

National origin*

Religious beliefs*

Gender*

Sexual orientation†
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Table 2 (continued)
Attribute

Perceived controllability

Perceived relevance

Perceived fairness

S2a: 1.47 (1.16)
S2b: 1.40 (1.07)
S2c: 1.62 (1.41)
S4: 1.50 (1.43)

S2a: 1.60 (1.28)
S2b: 1.42 (1.04)
S2c: 1.86 (1.51)
S4: 1.68 (1.46)

S1a: 1.33 (.83)
S2a: 1.83 (1.23)
S2b: 1.93 (1.23)
S2c: 1.98 (1.42)
S4: 1.51 (1.30)

Race*
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Note. The asterisk (*) indicates legally protected attributes in the U.S. The cross symbol (†) indicates attributes with debated legal protection at the time of
some data collection.

Next, participants were introduced to the Discrimination condition: They read information that one of the job candidates believed
they had been discriminated against, despite both candidates having
similar strengths and weaknesses. Participants were then instructed
to generate a list of all forms of discrimination that could have
occurred in an open-ended, essay format. Afterward, they also
responded using 15 single blank slots to encourage naming as
many discrimination types as above. Finally, participants completed
demographic information.

Phase 2
Participants. In the second phase of the study, we recruited
1,500 new U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the study in
exchange for $.30. Following our preregistration, we removed
incomplete and duplicate responses (based on IP address, location
coordinates, and platform-based unique participant identiﬁer), and
individuals who failed a simple antibot check, resulting in a ﬁnal
sample of 1,074 participants.
Procedure. Participants were given a list of 10 attributes
(randomly selected from 738 unique attributes generated in
Phase 1).4 For each attribute, participants rated their perceived
controllability and perceived relevance.

Measures
Independent Variable. Hiring versus Discrimination condition
was manipulated in Phase 1, within-subjects, as described above.
Dependent Variables. Perceived controllability (r = .58) was
measured in Phase 2, using a composite of two items: “To what
extent [is the target] characteristic” : : : “under someone’s personal
control” and “easily changeable” (see Hegarty & Golden, 2008; 1 =
not at all, 7 = extremely).
Perceived relevance (r = .63) was measured in Phase 2, using a
composite of two items: “To what extent [is the target] characteristic”
: : : “relevant to most jobs” and “a signal of someone’s capabilities”
(see Bauer et al., 2001; 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely).

Results
See Table 4 for correlations across studies.
In the Hiring condition, individuals generated M = 12.93 attributes. The most frequently mentioned attributes included job candidates’ work experience (n = 51), education (n = 41), personality
(n = 38), age (n = 29), and attitude (n = 20; see Table S1, Online
Supplemental Material). The least frequently mentioned attributes
included examples like clothing (n = 1) and wearing glasses (n = 1).

In the Discrimination condition, individuals generated M = 7.09
attributes. The most frequently mentioned attributes included race
(n = 117), age (n = 86), gender (n = 85), religion (n = 37), and
disability (n = 31). The least frequently mentioned attributes
included examples like job candidates’ abilities (n = 1), incompetence (n = 1), and inexperience (n = 1).
Next, we speciﬁed a mixed-model regression, assessing the
effects of Phase 1 condition (Hiring = 1, Discrimination = −1)
on Phase 2 perceived controllability, including a random-intercept
of item-generating (Phase 1) participant. As expected, attributes
generated in the Hiring condition were rated as signiﬁcantly more
controllable than attributes generated in the Discrimination condition, b = .91, SE = .03, t(1,848) = 34.29, p < .001. Separating our
analyses by question type, we found similar results: essay, b = 1.04,
SE = .04, t(874) = 28.50, p < .001 and list, b = .77, SE = .04, t(959) =
20.00, p < .001.
We next speciﬁed a mixed-model regression, assessing the effects
of condition on Phase 2 perceived relevance, including a randomintercept of item-generating participant. As expected, attributes
generated in the Hiring condition were rated as signiﬁcantly
more relevant than attributes generated in the Discrimination condition, b = 1.09, SE = .02, t(1,826) = 45.82, p < .001. Again
separating our analyses by question type, we found similar results:
essay, b = 1.19, SE = .03, t(863) = 35.82, p < .001 and list, b = 1.00,
SE = .03, t(942) = 28.60, p < .001.

Discussion
Using a preregistered converse logic approach, we ﬁnd that when
individuals were asked to think about discrimination, they listed
attributes that were perceived as less controllable and relevant—as
rated by a new set of participants—compared to when they were
asked to think about hiring in general. Speciﬁcally, when asked to
think about the attributes that might affect a presumably fair selection
decision, people generated highly controllable and highly relevant
attributes: bona-ﬁde work qualiﬁcations like specialized skills and
abilities. However, when prompted to think about an unfair, discriminatory decision, participants largely generated uncontrollable and
irrelevant attributes, such as gender, sex, and race.
This pattern suggests that people may experience some myopia
when thinking about selection decisions: Before being prompted to
consider discrimination, they largely did not consider that
4
We standardized all Phase 1 responses by converting to lowercase letters,
adding commas to separate lists of generated attributes, and correcting
misspelled words. We then screened for duplicate responses (e.g.,
“race”), which gave us our ﬁnal set of unique (nonduplicate) attributes to
use as stimuli in Phase 2.
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Table 3
Study 1a—Thematic Coding of Participants’ Open-Ended Responses
Percent
mentioned

Theme

Description

Controllability

The extent to which people can have a
direct say over the attribute they are
being assessed on

13%

Relavance

The extent to which the hiring
attribute is relevant to job
performance

54%

Examples
“Sexual orientation is not a choice.”
“People do not get to choose or affect their gender so telling someone they are
unqualiﬁed because of something outside their control is unfair.”
“If merit-based hiring is broadly speaking a benchmark for fairness, selection based
on personal network connections in by deﬁnition unfair, as it disadvantages
people for circumstances that are unrelated to their ability to succeed at the job,
and that in many cases they may have no control over.”
“Because a person really has no control over it.”
“A person’s national origin doesn’t have anything to do with whether they can do a
job well or not.”
“Selecting someone based on socio-economic status is not relevant. It has no bearing
on being qualiﬁed for a job.”
“Because it shouldn’t have anything to do with whether a person is capable of doing
their job or not.”
“Because it has nothing to do with one’s merit or ability to do the job.”

demographic characteristics might inﬂuence decisions to select a
particular candidate over an equally competent other. Age represented the sole exception, which ﬁts with recent work suggesting
that people might perceive age as proxy for work experience (North,
2019). Also interestingly, many demographic attributes that are both
objectively and legally the source of ongoing discrimination, such as
caregiving responsibilities, were nevertheless rarely or not mentioned by participants as potential sources of discrimination. Importantly, these rarely mentioned attributes are those that might be
construed as controllable and/or relevant. Notably, we ﬁnd similar
results in a pilot study that preceded Study 1b (see Online Supplemental Material). Overall, Study 1b suggests that perceptions of
controllability and of relevance may relate to whether people ﬁnd
demographic attribute fair to use.

Study 2a
Study 2a aimed to quantitatively test whether perceived controllability and perceived relevance relate to people’s perceptions of
fairness of selection based on a variety of demographic attributes, as
we expected. Further, we expected to see stronger effects of
perceived relevance than controllability on fairness. To examine
these hypotheses, we recruited a large sample of U.S. adults, using a
within-subjects design.

Method
Participants and Procedure
We recruited 1,000 new U.S. adults from Mechanical Turk to
complete the study in exchange for $1.00. We removed incomplete
and duplicate responses (based on IP address, location coordinates,
and platform-based unique participant identiﬁer), resulting in a total
of 813 participants, who made 15 ratings each (N = 12,195).
Participants read about and rated 15 selection attributes in a
random order, following Study 1a: age, alma mater, caregiving
responsibilities, disability, educational attainment, family origin
(i.e., last name), gender, national origin, personal network connections, physical attractiveness, political afﬁliation, race, religious
beliefs, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status. After reading

the target attribute prompt, participants rated the perceived controllability, perceived relevance, and perceived fairness of using the
attribute in selection decisions. Participants also completed two
exploratory items, typicality and privacy, which did not load onto
our theorized factors and thus were excluded (see Online Supplemental Material). Then, participants proceeded to the next target
attribute. Finally, participants completed demographic information.

Measures
Perceived controllability (r = .70) and perceived relevance (r =
.77) were measured as in Study 1b.
Perceived Fairness. To move beyond the single item used in
Study 1a, we adapted a perceived fairness scale used by Hansen
(1992; see also Reidenbach & Robin, 1990), using six items (α =
.90): “fair,” “justiﬁable,” “acceptable,” “immoral” (r), “harmful” (r),
and “discriminatory” (r), rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7
(extremely).

Results
As expected, factor analysis with principal axis factoring and
varimax rotation supported a three-factor solution, revealing that
each of our measured variables (perceived controllability, perceived
relevance, and perceived fairness) assessed three unique constructs,
which together explained 65% of the variance (see Online Supplemental Material). Additionally, see Table 5 for a summary of results
across studies.

Effects of Controllability and Relevance
First, we speciﬁed a mixed-model regression assessing the effect
of perceived controllability (centered) on perceived fairness, including a random-intercept effect of demographic attribute and participant. As expected, we found a signiﬁcant effect of perceived
controllability, b = .22, SE = .01, t(10,890) = 25.84, p < .001.
Second, in a similar model, we assessed the effect of perceived
relevance (centered) on perceived fairness. As expected, we found a

Descriptive legality
Prescriptive legality
Attribute curiosity
Attribute information seeking
Applicant rating pre-reveal
Applicant rating post-reveal
Perceived use
Psychological safety
Job satisfaction

1

—
S1b: .50***
S2a: .51***
S2b: .44***
S2c: .46***
S3a: .21***
S3b: .10**
S3c: .12**
S4: .63***
S2a: .45***
S2b: .32***
S2c: .42***
S3a: .33***
S3b: .27***
S3c: .23***
S4: .65***
S2b: .28***
S2b: .33***
S3a: .25***
S3a: .07
S3a: −.03
S3a: −.08
S4: .56***
S4: −.02
S4: −.01

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

3. Perceived fairness

1. Perceived controllability
2. Perceived relevance

Variable

Table 4
Correlations Among Variables (Studies 1b–4)

S2a: .69***
S2b: .63***
S2c: .62***
S3a: .38***
S3b: .24***
S3c: .30***
S4: .77***
S2b: .42***
S2b: .59***
S3a: .66***
S3a: .18***
S3a: .06
S3a: −.19***
S4: .67***
S4: −.03
S4: −.04

—

2

S2b: .54***
S2b: .74***
S3a: .60***
S3a: .31***
S3a: .05
S3a: −.19***
S4: .67***
S4: .00
S4: −.02

—

3

—
S2b: .64***
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

4

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

5

—
S3a: .31***
S3a: .09
S3a: −.16***
—
—
—

6

—
S3a: −.07
S3a: −.20***
—
—
—

7

—
S3a: .39***
—
—
—
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—
—
—
—

9

—
S4: −.13***
S4: −.12***

10

—
S4: .74***

11
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Table 5
Effects of Perceived Controllability and Perceived Relevance on Perceived Fairness (Studies 2a, 2b, 2c, and 4)
Study 2a

Study 2c

Study 4

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

b

SE

Intercept
Perceived controllability
Perceived relevance

2.68***
.22***

.17
.01

2.68***

.10

2.66***
.32***

.18
.03

2.66***

.09

2.68***
.43***

.17
.03

2.68***

.10

3.14***
.27***

.48
.02

3.14***

.37

.52***

.01

.58***

.03

.57***

.03

.47***

.02

Variable (random)
Participant
Demographic attribute
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This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

Study 2b

Variable (fixed)

2

2

2

SD

SD

SD

.64
.44

.41
.15

—
.47

2

2

2

SD

SD

SD

—
.12

—
.41

—
.14

2

SD

SD2

.47
2.10

.44
1.22

*** p < .001.

signiﬁcant effect of perceived relevance, b = .52, SE = .01, t(10,500) =
64.72, p < .001.
Next, we considered whether perceived relevance exerted a stronger effect than perceived controllability on fairness perceptions, using
relative weights analysis (rwa package in R with 10,000 bootstraps;
see also Tonidandel & LeBreton, 2011). The results yielded that
both perceived controllability (εraw = .11, 95% CI [.10, .11]) and
perceived relevance (εraw = .39, 95% CI [.37, .40]) accounted for a
signiﬁcant amount of the variance in perceived fairness. However,
as expected, perceived relevance explained signiﬁcantly more of
the total variance than perceived controllability (Δraw = .28, 95%
CI [.26, .30], p < .05).

Discussion
Building on the ﬁndings of Studies 1a–b, Study 2a suggests that
perceived controllability and perceived relevance relate to people’s
perceptions of the fairness of using demographic attributes in
selection. Consistent with our theorizing, Study 2a additionally
suggests that perceived relevance is a stronger predictor than
perceived controllability. That is, rejecting an applicant due to a
demographic attribute such as age may be perceived as fair, if age is
perceived as relevant to the job, despite its uncontrollability by the
individual, and despite its legally protected status.

additionally answered questions about the descriptive and prescriptive legality of using the given attribute in selection decisions.

Measures
Perceived relevance (r = .66), perceived controllability (r = .60),
and perceived fairness (α = .92) were measured as in Study 1b.
Descriptive Legality. We measured the extent to which participants believed selection based on the attribute is legal with the
following item: “To what extent do you think that selection based on
[attribute] is legal or illegal?” (1 = deﬁnitely illegal; 7 = deﬁnitely
legal). Following our preregistration, we used this item as a control
variable to see whether perceived controllability and relevance had
an effect above and beyond knowledge of legality.
Prescriptive Legality. We also measured the extent to which
participants think that selection based on the attribute should be
legal with the following item: “To what extent do you think selection
based on [attribute] should be legal or illegal?” (1 = deﬁnitely should
be illegal; 7 = deﬁnitely should be legal). Following our preregistration, we used this item as an exploratory dependent variable.
Importantly, we again found that our measures supported our
theorized factor structure, such that perceived relevance, perceived
controllability, perceived fairness, and legality (both descriptive and
prescriptive) each loaded onto unique factors (see Online Supplemental Material).

Study 2b
Study 2b aimed to replicate Study 2a, with two changes. First,
Study 2b employed a between-subjects design, to avoid potential
participant fatigue. Second, we also measured perceived legality, to
see if participants’ impressions of fairness would persist above and
beyond their understanding of legality. Study 2b was preregistered:
https://aspredicted.org/898mu.pdf.

Method
Participants and Procedure
We recruited 1,500 new U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the
study in exchange for $.45. Following our preregistration, we
removed incomplete and duplicate responses (based on IP address,
location coordinates, and platform-based unique participant identiﬁer), resulting in a ﬁnal sample of 1,165 participants.
Study 2b followed the same procedure as Study 2a. However, in
this study, participants rated only one demographic attribute and

Results
Replicating Study 2a
First, we speciﬁed a mixed-model regression assessing the effect
of perceived controllability (centered) on perceived fairness, including a random-intercept effect of demographic attribute. As expected,
we found a signiﬁcant effect of perceived controllability, b = .32,
SE = .03, t(1,152) = 10.69, p < .001. Controlling for descriptive
legality, the effect of perceived controllability remained signiﬁcant,
b = .24, SE = .03, t(1,119) = 8.67, p < .001.
Second, in a similar model, we assessed the effect of perceived
relevance (centered) on perceived fairness. As expected, we found a
signiﬁcant effect of perceived relevance, b = .58, SE = .03, t(1,083) =
21.72, p < .001. Controlling for descriptive legality, the effect
of perceived relevance remained signiﬁcant, b = .48, SE = .03,
t(1,073) = 18.73, p < .001.
Third, using relative weights analysis, we tested whether perceived relevance exerted a stronger effect than perceived
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controllability on fairness perceptions. We conﬁrmed that both
perceived controllability (εraw = .05, 95% CI [.03, .07]) and
perceived relevance (εraw = .34, 95% CI [.30, .39]) accounted for
a signiﬁcant amount of the variance in perceived fairness, but
perceived relevance explained signiﬁcantly more of the variance
than perceived controllability (Δraw = .29, 95% CI [.24, .34],
p < .05), as expected.
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Exploratory Analyses: Prescriptive Legality
Following our preregistration, we also explored how perceived
controllability and perceived relevance relate to prescriptive legality. That is, to the degree individuals believe an attribute to be fair to
use, then they may also believe that the attribute should be legal to
use. Using a mixed-model regression, we found a signiﬁcant effect
of both perceived controllability (centered), b = .10, SE = .03, t(924) =
3.79, p < .001, and perceived relevance (centered), b = .43, SE =
.03, t(1,065) = 16.28, p < .001, on prescriptive legality, in line with
our theorizing. These effects remained signiﬁcant, perceived controllability: b = .05, SE = .02, t(357) = 2.54, p = .01; perceived
relevance: b = .32, SE = .02, t(740) = 14.32, p < .001, even after
controlling for descriptive legality, b = .46, SE = .02, t(803) =
20.38, p < .001.

Exploratory Analyses: Attribute Clusters
Following our preregistration, we also considered whether some
demographic attributes are considered more similar in terms of their
perceived controllability and relevance than others. We conducted a
two-dimensional cluster analysis with k-medoids, crossing perceived
relevance (y-axis) and perceived controllability (x-axis) of attributes
and using euclidean distance to calculate dissimilarity ( pam function
in R package “cluster”). Results revealed four clusters: (a) high

relevance/high controllability (e.g., educational attainment, caregiving); (b) low relevance/low controllability (e.g., gender, race); (c)
ambiguous (e.g., religious beliefs, alma mater); and (d) high relevance/low controllability (e.g., age, disability; see Figure 1).
Finally, we explored the impact of this cluster structure on
perceived fairness. We recoded the 15 attributes into four categories,
representing the cluster structure. A one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) revealed a signiﬁcant difference by cluster type for
perceived fairness, F(3, 1,161) = 59.72, p < .001, η2p = .13.
Speciﬁcally, each cluster was perceived as signiﬁcantly different
from the others regarding fairness ( p < .003), with the high
relevance/high controllability cluster perceived as most fair, followed by the high relevance/low controllability cluster, then the
ambiguous cluster, and ﬁnally the low relevance/low controllability
cluster. This pattern further suggests that perceived relevance may
be a stronger predictor of fairness than is controllability.

Exploratory Analyses: Group Membership
Given advantaged groups may be more likely to ﬁnd discrimination
to be fair (e.g., Major, Gramzow, et al., 2002; Purdie-Vaughns et al.,
2008; see also Jetten, Iyer, et al., 2013), we considered whether the
effects of perceived controllability and perceived relevance persisted
above and beyond participants’ own group membership.
First, we speciﬁed a mixed-model regression assessing the effect
of perceived controllability, perceived relevance, and age (each
centered) on perceived fairness, including a random-intercept effect
of demographic attribute. Results revealed a signiﬁcant effect of
perceived controllability, b = .08, SE = .03, t(944) = 2.61, p = .009,
and perceived relevance, b = .54, SE = .03, t(1,075) = 18.17,
p < .001, but no effect of age ( p = .35).
Next, we tested race (1 = White; −1 = Non-White) in a similar
model. We found a signiﬁcant effect of perceived controllability,

Figure 1
Study 2b—Two-Dimensional Cluster Analysis

Note. See the online article for the color version of this ﬁgure.
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b = .08, SE = .03, t(940) = 2.67, p = .008, and perceived relevance,
b = .54, SE = .03, t(1,073) = 18.19, p < .001, but no effect of race
( p = .35). We also considered participant race coded as a sixcategory factor (reference = White; 1 = Asian, 2 = Black,
3 = Latino, 4 = Native, 5 = Other). We again found a signiﬁcant
effect of perceived controllability, b = .08, SE = .03, t(933) = 2.62,
p = .009, and perceived relevance, b = .54, SE = .03, t(1,068) =
18.15, p < .001, but no effect of race ( p > .24).
Finally, we ran a similar model testing the effect of gender (1 = Male;
−1 = Female or Nonbinary). We again found a signiﬁcant effect of
perceived controllability, b = .07, SE = .03, t(952) = 2.54, p = .01, and
perceived relevance, b = .53, SE = .03, t(1,077) = 17.94, p < .001. This
time, we also found a signiﬁcant effect of gender, b = .11, SE = .03,
t(1,151) = 3.30, p = .001, such that men were more likely to perceive
selection across demographic attributes to be fair. Nevertheless, the
effects of perceived controllability and relevance persisted.
We also explored the same mixed-model regression with all
controls simultaneously. As expected, we found a signiﬁcant effect
of perceived controllability, b = .07, SE = .03, t(949) = 2.50,
p = .01, and perceived relevance, b = .53, SE = .03, t(1,074) =
17.91, p < .001. We also found a signiﬁcant effect of gender,
b = .11, SE = .03, t(1,148) = 3.36, p < .001, but no effect of age
( p = .33) nor race (binary coding; p = .53). Notably, we also ﬁnd
similar results across studies (see Online Supplemental Material).

Discussion
Study 2b offered a preregistered replication of the results from
Study 2a: Perceived controllability and perceived relevance both
relate to people’s perceptions of fairness of demographic-based
selection, across a wide range of such attributes. Again, we ﬁnd that
perceived relevance exerts more inﬂuence.
We also ﬁnd that the effects of perceived controllability and
perceived relevance on fairness persist above and beyond perceived
legality. Relatedly, individuals’ own perceptions of controllability
and relevance affect their beliefs about whether a given attribute
should be legal or illegal, above and beyond their perceptions of
current legality. Interestingly, we also ﬁnd that perceptions of
controllability and relevance remain signiﬁcant predictors above
and beyond participants’ own demographic group membership (see
also General Discussion section). Overall, these results support our
suggestion that discrimination may occur because some attributes
(albeit illegal) are perceived as fair to use, as determined by
controllability and relevance principles of meritocracy.
Further, Study 2b provides evidence that demographic attributes
may cluster into four perceived categories: clearly unfair (low relevance, low controllability), clearly fair (high relevance, high controllability), and two somewhat fair (ambiguous cluster; high relevance, low
controllability cluster). We ﬁnd that several legally protected attributes,
including age, disability, and caregiving responsibilities, fall into the
somewhat fair and even fair clusters. Notably, we also replicate this
overall cluster pattern in Study 2a (see Online Supplemental Material).
The cluster pattern again suggests that individuals may value perceived
relevance in particular, above and beyond the law.

Study 2c
Next, we aimed to replicate our results speciﬁcally among a
sample of relative experts: individuals who make hiring decisions
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regularly as part of their jobs. Study 2c used the same procedure as
Study 2b.

Method
Participants
We recruited 1,500 U.S. adults from Proliﬁc, who had previously
answered afﬁrmatively to the prescreening question “Do you have
any experience in making hiring decisions (i.e., have you been
responsible for hiring job candidates)?,” and who then completed
the study in exchange for $.45. We removed incomplete and
duplicate responses (based on IP address, location coordinates,
and platform-based unique participant identiﬁer), resulting in a ﬁnal
sample of 1,056 participants.

Measures
Perceived relevance (r = .67), perceived controllability (r = .49),
and perceived fairness (α = .93) were measured as in Study 1b.

Results
First, we speciﬁed a mixed-model regression assessing the effect
of perceived controllability (centered) on perceived fairness, including a random-intercept effect of demographic attribute. As expected,
we found a signiﬁcant effect of perceived controllability, b = .43,
SE = .03, t(1,038) = 13.42, p < .001.
Second, in a similar model, we assessed the effect of perceived
relevance (centered) on perceived fairness. As expected, we found a
signiﬁcant effect of perceived relevance, b = .57, SE = .03, t(1,011) =
20.81, p < .001.
Third, using relative weights analysis, we tested whether perceived relevance exerted a stronger effect than perceived controllability on fairness perceptions. We conﬁrmed that both perceived
controllability (εraw = .10, 95% CI [.07, .13]) and perceived relevance (εraw = .31, 95% CI [.25, .36]) accounted for a signiﬁcant
amount of the variance in perceived fairness, but perceived relevance explained signiﬁcantly more of the variance than perceived
controllability (Δraw = .21, 95% CI [.14, .27], p < .05), as expected.

Discussion
Study 2c again replicated our earlier results, demonstrating
similar effects even among individuals who make hiring decisions
regularly. Perceived controllability and perceived relevance both
relate to perceptions of fairness of demographic-based selection,
again across a wide range of attributes. We again ﬁnd that perceived
relevance exerts more inﬂuence, even among relative experts in the
hiring process.
Notably, even those who do not make formal hiring decisions
regularly as part of their current jobs may still observe discrimination and make reporting decisions, and they may make discriminatory decisions directly. For instance, individuals make daily
decisions about such varied things as where to shop, to whom to
speak, to whom to award the project, or whom to hire as a
babysitter—each of which has the potential to be discriminatory.
Altogether, Studies 2a–c offer evidence that selection decisions
based on given attributes may result in discrimination not in spite of
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the perceived unfairness of the attributes, but because these attributes are perceived as fair.
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Study 3a
In Study 3a, we aimed to establish causality by experimentally
manipulating controllability and relevance during a hiring simulation. We theorized that to the extent that these two principles
inﬂuence perceived fairness of a demographic attribute, then they
should also affect people’s willingness to seek and use information
about the given attribute during the selection process. Therefore,
Study 3a includes behavioral measures of people’s willingness to
seek and ultimately use information about demographic attributes
when making a selection decision. We used a preregistered, 2 (high
vs. low relevance) × 2 (high vs. low controllability) betweensubjects design: https://aspredicted.org/3qa2u.pdf.

Method
Participants
We recruited 500 new U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the
study in exchange for $.75. Following our preregistration, we
removed incomplete and duplicate responses (based on IP address,
location coordinates, and platform-based unique participant identiﬁer), resulting in a ﬁnal sample of 459 participants.

Procedure
To ensure people’s preexisting beliefs about an attribute did not
interfere with the manipulations (e.g., Hegarty & Golden, 2008), we
relied on a demographic attribute about which U.S. participants did
not have preexisting beliefs—“sortable.” Participants read:
Sortable is a French word used to describe people sometimes. This is a
word that has no direct English translation. In France, people are
described as sortable when they are very understated and proper,
and they tend to avoid too much attention or embarrassing moments
in public. Sortable helps describe this tendency people may or may
not have.

Participants then read about the controllability and relevance
(counterbalanced) of the attribute and answered manipulation check
questions. Next, they reported their perceived fairness of using
sortable in selection decisions, then indicated the extent to which
they would be curious to learn about job candidates’ sortable when
making selection decisions.
Then, participants entered a hiring simulation, in which they
learned they would be reviewing a job candidate’s application for a
consulting position at a company. After reviewing the applicant’s
cover letter, participants were asked to evaluate the applicant. Then,
participants were offered the chance to choose what type of information they wanted to further gather about the candidate from their
full application. Here, we tested whether participants opted to see
more information about the candidate’s sortable (i.e., the target
attribute). Regardless of whether they selected to learn more information about the candidate’s sortable, we showed participants all
available application information, including stereotypically negative information about the target attribute: “not good—not sortable
at all” (see full materials in Online Supplemental Material). Finally,
participants were asked to evaluate the applicant a second time, after

learning this negative information. Participants ﬁnished the experiment by reporting their demographics.5

Measures
Independent Variables.
Controllability. Participants were randomly assigned to either
the High (n = 224) or the Low Controllability (n = 235) condition.
Participants read that “In general, French people use the word
sortable to describe a tendency in people that [is/is not] under their
own choice or control. In other words, a person [can/has no] control
[/over] their sortable. [People are either born sortable, or they are
not./Even if someone started out one way, they can choose to shift
their sortable over time.]”6
Relevance. Participants were randomly assigned to either the
High (n = 231) or the Low Relevance (n = 228) condition.
Participants read that
In general, most job recruiters in French companies consider sortable
[relevant/irrelevant]. That is, companies know that how sortable a person
seems [ultimately/does not] affect[s] their job performance [a lot/whatsoever]. Therefore, recruiters often [pay attention to/ignore] information
about job candidates’ sortable when making a hiring decision.

Dependent Variables. Perceived controllability (r = .82),
perceived relevance (r = .85), and perceived fairness (α = .88)
were measured as in Study 2a.
Attribute Curiosity. We measured participants’ curiosity
regarding the manipulated attribute with the following four items:
“I am curious to know what the applicant’s sortable is,” “The
applicant’s sortable should inﬂuence my hiring decision,” “It is
justiﬁable to ask about a person’s sortable on a job application,” and
“The applicant’s sortable will inﬂuence my hiring decision” (1 = not
at all, 7 = extremely; α = .92).
Attribute Information Seeking. We measured whether participants would seek information about the target demographic attribute
by having them select whether or not they wanted to learn more
about this attribute. Participants could learn more information about
the job candidate’s sortable by clicking on “Interviewer’s notes on
applicant: Other Observations (comment on sortable).” Speciﬁcally,
information about the target attribute was buried within a list of 10
additional distractor items (e.g., additional skills, hobbies, awards
and honors, interviewer’s notes on applicant’s motivation, notes on
strengths, notes on weaknesses). We asked: “Please indicate which
5
In demographics, we asked whether participants were ﬂuent French
speakers and found that only ﬁve reported ﬂuency in Study 3a and ﬁve again
in Studies 3b and 3c. Following our preregistration, we replicated our
analyses excluding ﬂuent participants and found that the pattern and
signiﬁcance of results persisted in both Studies 3a–c.
6
In a separate pretest of these manipulations, we found that both were
effective (see Online Supplemental Material). In the current experiment, we
also found that the manipulations were successful, as expected: Individuals
in the High Controllability condition perceived sortable as signiﬁcantly more
controllable (M = 5.06, SD = 1.23) than those in the Low Controllability
condition, M = 1.80, SD = 1.35, t(457) = 26.97, p < .001, d = 2.52.
Individuals in the High Relevance condition perceived sortable as signiﬁcantly more relevant (M = 5.08, SD = 1.30) than those in the Low Relevance
condition, M = 1.89, SD = 1.41, t(457) = 25.20, p < .001, d = 2.35. We
found the same results in Study 3b and Study 3c (see Online Supplemental
Material). Finally, and following our preregistration, we replicated our main
text analyses controlling for manipulation counterbalance order in Studies
3a–c. Both the pattern and signiﬁcance of our results persisted.
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information about the applicant you would like to see in order to
help you evaluate the applicant.” Participants were allowed to select
as many boxes containing information about the applicant as they
wanted. Selecting the target box was coded as 1, and not selecting
this information was coded as 0.
Applicant Ratings. Before and after we revealed negative
information about the candidate’s sortable, we measured participants’ evaluations of the applicant with the following ﬁve items
(adapted from Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005): “The applicant is highly
motivated,” “The applicant should be invited for a ﬁnal interview,”
“The applicant is a strong candidate,” “The applicant will be
successful at the job,” and “The applicant should be hired” (α =
.93 pre; α = .93 post). These items were rated on a scale from 1 (not
at all) to 7 (extremely).

Results
In the following analyses, both the Controllability and Relevance
conditions were contrast coded (1 = High, −1 = Low).
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Attribute Information Seeking
We also expected that perceptions of controllability and relevance
should increase participants’ willingness to seek out information
about that attribute in selection decisions.
To test this hypothesis, we speciﬁed a binomial regression, assessing the effect of Controllability condition and Relevance condition
on attribute information seeking. We did not ﬁnd an effect of
Controllability condition, b = .08, SE = .10, z(458) = .88,
p = .38. However, we found a signiﬁcant effect of Relevance
condition, b = .49, SE = .10, z(458) = 5.07, p < .001, as expected.
Next, we tested whether there was an indirect effect of Controllability condition on attribute information seeking, through perceived
fairness. Despite the lack of main effect of Controllability condition
on information seeking, the mediation model (5,000 bootstraps)
revealed a signiﬁcant indirect effect as expected (b = .04, SE =
.01, 95% CI [.02, .06]; Figure 2c). We then tested whether there was
an indirect effect of Relevance condition on attribute information
seeking, through perceived fairness. We again found a signiﬁcant
indirect effect (b = .04, SE = .01, 95% CI [.02, .06], Figure 2d).

Perceived Fairness
Using an independent samples t-test, those in the High Controllability condition perceived sortable as more fair to use in selection
(M = 4.49, SD = 1.30) than those in the Low Controllability
condition, M = 3.75, SD = 1.44, t(456) = 5.81, p < .001, d = .54.
In another t-test, individuals in the High Relevance condition
perceived sortable as more fair to use in the selection process
(M = 4.51, SD = 1.39) than those in the Low Relevance condition,
M = 3.70, SD = 1.35, t(457) = 6.31, p < .001, d = .59.
Further, relative weights analysis yielded that both Controllability
condition (εraw = .06, 95% CI [.02, .10]) and Relevance condition
(εraw = .08, 95% CI [.03, .12]) accounted for a signiﬁcant amount of
the variance in perceived fairness. Although Relevance condition
explained more variance than Controllability condition descriptively,
they were statistically similar (Δraw = .02, 95% CI [−.05, .08]).

Attribute Curiosity
We expected that perceptions of controllability and relevance
should increase participants’ perceptions of fairness of using the
attribute, which in turn should increase their curiosity about that
attribute in selection decisions.
Using a t-test, we found that those in the High Controllability
condition were more curious to learn about sortable in the selection
process (M = 3.18, SD = 1.60) than those in the Low Controllability
condition, M = 2.72, SD = 1.57, t(455) = 3.09, p = .002, d = .29.
Similarly, individuals in the High Relevance condition were more
curious to learn about sortable in the selection process (M = 3.78,
SD = 1.47) than those in the Low Relevance condition, M = 2.11,
SD = 1.24, t(446) = 13.14, p < .001, d = 1.23.
We also tested whether there was an indirect effect of Controllability condition on attribute curiosity, through perceived fairness.
The mediation model (5,000 bootstraps) revealed a signiﬁcant
indirect effect (b = .25, SE = .05, 95% CI [.16, .35]; Figure 2a).
We then tested whether there was an indirect effect of Relevance
condition on attribute curiosity, through perceived fairness. We
again found a signiﬁcant indirect effect (b = .22, SE = .04, 95% CI
[.15, .31]; Figure 2b).

Applicant Ratings
We expected that perceptions of controllability and relevance
should increase participants’ use of the attribute in their evaluations.
Speciﬁcally, we expected that negative information about that
attribute should affect participants’ ratings of the job applicant
more when they found that attribute fair to use.
To test this hypothesis, we speciﬁed a regression assessing the
effect of perceived fairness on post-reveal ratings of the applicant
(i.e., after negative information was revealed). We found that
perceived fairness had a signiﬁcant effect on post-reveal ratings,
as expected, b = −.17, SE = .04, t(457) = −4.12, p < .001. Using the
same model to instead predict pre-reveal ratings of the applicant
(before the negative information was revealed), we found no effect
of perceived fairness, b = .04, SE = .03, t(457) = 1.12, p = .27, as
expected. This suggests that when negative information about the
target attribute was revealed, participants only used this information
in their ratings to the extent they found the target attribute fair to use
in selection.
Next, we tested whether there was an indirect effect of Controllability condition on post-reveal ratings, through perceived fairness. The
mediation model (5,000 bootstraps) revealed a signiﬁcant indirect
effect (b = −.06, SE = .02, 95% CI [−.10, −.02], Figure 2e). We then
tested whether there was an indirect effect of Relevance condition on
post-reveal ratings, through perceived fairness, and we again found a
signiﬁcant indirect effect (b = −.05, SE = .02, 95% CI [−.09, −.01];
Figure 2f).

Discussion
Using a preregistered experimental design, Study 3a directly
manipulated perceptions of controllability and relevance of an
attribute, which in turn affected perceived fairness of using that
attribute in a hiring simulation. As such, Study 3a replicated the
pattern of Studies 1a, 1b, 2a, and 2b and lends experimental support
to our theorizing.
Further, we ﬁnd that controllability and relevance in turn affect
people’s use of demographic attributes during the selection process, via
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Figure 2
Study 3a—Mediation Analyses

**p < .01. *** p < .001.

fairness perceptions. Speciﬁcally, when we led people to believe an
attribute was controllable and relevant, people were more curious to
learn about the attribute, and they actually sought information regarding
that attribute during the hiring process. Given the availability of notes
regarding personal details of an applicant may be unexpected among
our U.S.-based participants, and given there was no penalty for seeking
the information, people might have been inherently quite curious—
working against our hypotheses, and thus providing a conservative test.
Nevertheless, as predicted, we ﬁnd experimental evidence that controllability and relevance shape people’s curiosity and behavior regarding the attribute.
Finally, controllability and relevance ultimately affected ratings
of applicants who were revealed to have undesirable levels of the
target attribute: The more the attribute was perceived to be controllable and relevant, the more negatively the applicant was rated, via
perceived fairness. As such, we ﬁnd evidence that people’s reliance
on meritocratic principles of controllability and relevance might
ultimately lead them to use demographic attributes in selection and
discriminate.

used the same 2 (high vs. low relevance) × 2 (high vs. low
controllability) between-subjects design.

Method
Participants
We recruited 400 new U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the study
in exchange for $.45. We removed incomplete and duplicate responses
(based on IP address, location coordinates, and platform-based unique
participant identiﬁer), resulting in a ﬁnal sample of 361 participants.

Procedure
Study 3b used the same hiring scenario as in Study 3a. However,
in Study 3b before the manipulations, we explicitly speciﬁed that
selecting based on sortable (the target demographic attribute) was
illegal: “In French society, hiring someone based on their sortable
has been banned. That is, it is illegal to hire someone based on
sortable alone.”

Measures
Study 3b
To replicate and extend Study 3a, we next aimed to explore
whether individuals’ perceptions changed when exposed to explicit
information about the illegality of demographic attributes. Study 3b

Independent Variables.
Controllability. Participants were randomly assigned to either
the High (n = 174) or the Low Controllability (n = 187) condition, as
in Study 3a.
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Relevance. Participants were randomly assigned to either the
High (n = 191) or the Low Relevance (n = 170) condition, as in
Study 3a.
Dependent Variables. Perceived controllability (r = .86),
perceived relevance (r = .86), and perceived fairness (α = .88)
were measured as in Study 3a.
Comprehension Check. We conﬁrmed that participants understood the illegality instruction with the single item: “Based on what
you read earlier, is selection based on sortable illegal or legal in
French society?” (1 = illegal; 2 = not sure; 3 = legal). Two hundred
and ninety-eight (83%) participants responded to this question
correctly (response = 1). We retain all participants here, but the
pattern and signiﬁcance of results persisted when we remove
participants who failed the comprehension check (see Online Supplemental Material).

Results
In the following analyses, both the Controllability and Relevance
conditions were contrast coded (1 = High, −1 = Low).
First, an independent samples t-test showed that individuals in the
High Controllability condition perceived sortable as more fair to use
in the selection process (M = 3.86, SD = 1.30) than those in the Low
Controllability condition, M = 3.29, SD = 1.39, t(359) = 4.05,
p < .001, d = .43.
In another t-test, we found that individuals in the High Relevance
condition perceived sortable as more fair (M = 3.76, SD = 1.39) than
those in the Low Relevance condition, M = 3.35, SD = 1.33, t(357) =
2.81, p = .005, d = .30.
Finally, relative weights analysis revealed that both Controllability condition (εraw = .04, 95% CI [.001, .08]) and Relevance
condition (εraw = .02, 95% CI [−.01, .05]) accounted for a signiﬁcant or marginally signiﬁcant amount of the variance in perceived
fairness. However, both conditions yielded statistically similar
effects (Δraw = −.02, 95% CI [−.07, .03]).

Discussion
Study 3b further replicated the results found in Study 3a:
Perceptions of both controllability and relevance of a demographic
attribute drive perceptions of the fairness of using that attribute in
selection. Further, Study 3b demonstrates that even in the presence
of explicit information about the illegality of an attribute, perceptions of controllability and relevance still affect fairness judgments. These ﬁndings provide further evidence that principles of
meritocracy, above and beyond legality, can contribute to perceptions of fairness in selection, thus potentially perpetuating
discrimination.

Study 3c
In Study 3c, we aimed to replicate the results from Study 3a,
utilizing even more conservative manipulations—speciﬁcally
removing behavioral norms information. Study 3c otherwise
employed the same 2 (high vs. low relevance) × 2 (high vs.
low controllability) between-subjects experimental design as
Study 3a.
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Method
Participants
We recruited 500 new U.S. adults from Proliﬁc to complete the
study in exchange for $.45. We removed incomplete and duplicate
responses (based on IP address, location coordinates, and platformbased unique participant identiﬁer), resulting in a ﬁnal sample of 424
participants.

Measures
Independent Variables.
Controllability. Participants were randomly assigned to either
the High (n = 217) or the Low Controllability (n = 207) condition, as
in Study 3a.
Relevance. Participants were randomly assigned to either the
High (n = 206) or the Low Relevance (n = 218) condition.
Participants read a manipulation focusing only on the factual basis
for relevance, without recruiters’ normative behavior: “In general,
job recruiters in French companies consider sortable [relevant/
irrelevant]. That is, companies know that how sortable a person
is [ultimately/does not] affect[s] their job performance [a lot/
whatsoever].”
Dependent Variables. Perceived controllability (r = .78),
perceived relevance (r = .75), and perceived fairness (α = .87)
were measured as in Study 2a.

Results and Discussion
Using an independent samples t-test, those in the High Controllability condition perceived sortable as more fair to use in selection
(M = 4.43, SD = 1.34) than those in the Low Controllability
condition, M = 4.04, SD = 1.42, t(417) = 2.86, p = .004, d = .28,
as expected.
In another t-test, individuals in the High Relevance condition
perceived sortable as more fair to use in the selection process
(M = 4.54, SD = 1.22) than those in the Low Relevance condition,
M = 3.95, SD = 1.48, t(414) = 4.52, p < .001, d = .44, as expected.
Further, relative weights analysis yielded that both Controllability
condition (εraw = .02, 95% CI [−.01, .04]) and Relevance condition
(εraw = .04, 95% CI [.01, .08]) accounted for a signiﬁcant or
marginally signiﬁcant amount of the variance in perceived fairness.
Although Relevance condition explained more variance than Controllability condition descriptively, they were statistically similar
(Δraw = .02, 95% CI [−.02, .07]).
Overall, the results of Study 3c again replicated those of Study 3a:
The controllability and relevance of a given attribute affected
perceived fairness of using that attribute.7
7
In addition to Studies 3a–c, we conducted another experiment aiming to
manipulate participants’ perceptions of controllability and relevance for a
variety of familiar demographic attributes, about which participants may
have preexisting beliefs (e.g., age, disability, religion; Crandall & Eshleman,
2003; Hegarty & Golden, 2008). Even in this context of preexisting beliefs,
we replicate the indirect effect patterns from Studies 3a–c: manipulated
controllability and manipulated relevance affect perceptions, which in turn
affect perceived fairness and discriminatory behavior (see Supplemental
Study 3a in Online Supplemental Material).

18

TOMOVA SHAKUR AND PHILLIPS

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

Study 4
Finally, we sought to investigate potential downstream consequences of perceiving selection decisions to be based on (un)controllable and (ir)relevant demographic attributes in the real
world. Indeed, previous work has suggested that perceived discrimination in organizations can depress both psychological safety and
satisfaction (e.g., Sanchez & Brock, 1996; Schmitt et al., 2014). In
contrast, people are more satisﬁed with and willing to support
organizations they perceive as using fair criteria (e.g., Brockner
et al., 1994). Drawing on these insights, we tested whether controllability and relevance may act as antecedents to such outcomes.
Speciﬁcally, we aimed to test whether employees’ perceptions of
their own organization’s use of selection attributes that are controllable and/or relevant in turn are associated with employees’ psychological safety and job satisfaction, through perceived fairness.
Study 4 used a correlational, stimulus-sampling design to survey
working adults about their organizational experience.

Dependent Variables.
Perceived Fairness. We measured participants’ perceptions of
fairness of each of the nine attributes with a single item: “To what
extent are the attributes below a fair way of selecting employees for
hiring or promotion?” asking participants to rate each of the nine
attributes on a scale from 1 (not at all fair) to 7 (extremely fair).
Psychological Safety. Psychological safety was measured with
nine items, including the 7-item scale used by Edmondson (1999;
1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) and two additional items: “I feel
supported at my organization” and “I am able to freely express my
opinions and views at my organization” (α = .88).
Job Satisfaction. We measured job satisfaction using seven
items, including four items adapted from Spector (1994; 1 = not at
all, 7 = extremely) and three additional items: “I experience a high
level of conﬂict at my job” (reversed), “My job causes me a lot of
stress” (reversed), and “I am doing well at my job” (α = .82).8

Results
Method

Replicating Studies 2a–3c

Participants

We used a mixed-model approach, accounting for randomintercept effects of attribute and of participant (see Table 4). First,
we assessed the effect of perceived controllability on perceived
fairness. As expected, we found a signiﬁcant effect of perceived
controllability, b = .27, SE = .02, t(2,696) = 15.40, p < .001.
Next, we assessed the effect of perceived relevance on perceived
fairness. As expected, we found a signiﬁcant effect of perceived
relevance, b = .47, SE = .02, t(2,694) = 28.79, p < .001.
Relative weights analysis again revealed that perceived relevance
(εraw = .40, 95% CI [.37, .42]) explained more of the variance in
perceived fairness than did perceived controllability (εraw = .24,
95% CI [.22, .26]), Δraw = .16, 95% CI [.12, .20], p < .05.

We recruited 500 new, employed U.S. adults from Mechanical
Turk to complete a survey in exchange for $1.00. We removed
incomplete and duplicate responses (based on IP address, location
coordinates, and platform-based unique participant identiﬁer), as
well as those not located in the U.S. (based on IP address), resulting
in a ﬁnal sample of 300 participants, who made nine ratings each
(N = 2,700).

Procedure
First, participants each rated nine selection attributes: educational
attainment, past work performance, years of work experience,
gender, race, sexual orientation, age, disability, and personal network connections. In this study, we included bona-ﬁde work
qualiﬁcations along with demographic attributes to offer a variety
of expected levels of fairness. Next, participants were asked to
reﬂect on their current organization and rated their own psychological safety and satisfaction experience. Finally, participants reported
demographics.

Measures
Independent Variables.
Perceived Relevance. This was measured with the item “To
what extent are the attributes below relevant to most jobs,” asking
participants to rate each of the nine attributes on a scale from 1 (not
at all relevant) to 7 (extremely relevant).
Perceived Controllability. This was measured with the item
“To what extent are the attributes below within someone’s personal
control” asking participants to rate each of the nine attributes on a
scale from 1 (not at all within personal control) to 7 (extremely
within personal control).
Perceived Use of Attributes. This was measured with the item
“How much do these attributes below inﬂuence hiring or promotion
in your current organization/workplace?” asking participants to rate
each of the nine attributes on a scale from 1 (no inﬂuence) to 7
(extreme inﬂuence).

Downstream Consequences
We expected to ﬁnd that as perceived fairness decreases, the
effect of perceived use on outcomes (psychological safety, job
satisfaction) should become more negative. Further, larger discrepancies between perceived fairness of and perceived use of demographic attributes in selection should predict more negative
outcomes. Given the structure of our data (assessing perceptions
of multiple attributes within only one place of employment per
participant), we employed mixed-effect modeling (lmer in R). We
assessed ﬁxed effects of perceived fairness of using the target
demographic attribute in selection (centered), perceived use of
the target demographic attribute in selection (centered), and their
interaction on the outcome variables, including a random-intercept
effect of attribute (see Table 6). Although our primary dependent
variables were measured at the level of participant, this multilevel
approach allows for an improved understanding of the relationship
8
This survey also included four additional downstream consequences:
organizational fairness, organizational justice, organizational commitment,
and organizational citizenship behaviors. Given both space constraints and
the high correlations among these additional constructs (r’s range: .20–.77),
we report these results and single item privacy in Online Supplemental
Material. Overall, results suggested similar effects as reported in the main
text; as perceived fairness diminishes (via perceived controllability and
relevance), perceived use of attributes predicts worse employee outcomes.
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Table 6
Study 4—Effects of Perceived Use and Perceived Fairness on
Employee Outcomes (Interaction)
Psychological
safety
b

SE

b

SE

Intercept
Perceived fairness
Perceived use
Perceived fairness × Perceived use

4.50***
.04*
−.15***
.07***

.04
.02
.01
.01

4.77***
.004
−.12***
.06***

.04
.01
.01
.01

Variable (random)
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Job satisfaction

Variable (fixed)

Demographic attribute

SD2

SD2

.10

.01

* p < .05. *** p < .001.

between outcomes (measured only once per participant rather than
repeated at the attribute level) and perceived fairness and use
(repeated at the attribute level), given the structure of our data
(Croon & van Veldhoven, 2007).9
Psychological Safety. We found a signiﬁcant main effect of
perceived use, b = −.15, SE = .01, t(2,436) = −10.38, p < .001, and
perceived fairness, b = .04, SE = .02, t(183) = 2.35, p = .02. As
predicted, these effects were qualiﬁed by a signiﬁcant interaction,
b = .07, SE = .01, t(2,369) = 12.36, p < .001.
We decomposed the interaction using the Johnson–Neyman
technique. When perceived fairness of attributes was less than
−1.72 (centered), perceptions of organizational use of these attributes were negatively associated with participants’ psychological
safety at work (e.g., overutilized). However, when perceived fairness of attributes was greater than 2.79 (centered), perceptions of
organizational use of these attributes were positively associated with
participants’ psychological safety at work. Decomposed differently,
when perceived organizational use of attributes was less than −1.04
(centered), perceptions of attribute fairness were negatively associated with participants’ psychological safety at work (e.g., underutilized). When perceived organizational use of attributes was
greater than −.09 (centered), perceived attribute fairness was positively associated with participants’ psychological safety.
Job Satisfaction. We speciﬁed a similar mixed-effect model as
above and found a signiﬁcant main effect of perceived use, b = −.12,
SE = .01, t(2,424) = −8.37, p < .001, but no effect of perceived
fairness, b = .004, SE = .01, t(168) = .30, p = .76, when predicting
job satisfaction. However, as predicted, we found a signiﬁcant
interaction, b = .06, SE = .01, t(2,369) = 11.08, p < .001.
Decomposing the interaction, we found that when perceived
fairness of attributes was less than 1.47 (centered), perceptions of
organizational use of these attributes were negatively associated
with participants’ job satisfaction (e.g., overutilized). However, as
expected, when perceived fairness of attributes was greater than 2.62
(centered), perceptions of organizational use of these attributes were
positively associated with participants’ job satisfaction. Decomposed differently, when perceived organizational use of attributes
was less than −.61 (centered), perceptions of attribute fairness were
negatively associated with participants’ job satisfaction (e.g., underutilized). When perceived organizational use of attributes was
greater than .41 (centered), perceptions of attribute fairness were
positively associated with participants’ job satisfaction.

Discussion
Replicating our previous studies, Study 4 again demonstrates that
perceived controllability and relevance of demographic attributes
relate to perceived fairness of using those attributes in selection.
Moreover, Study 4 also demonstrates that these perceptions relate to
important downstream outcomes among working adults: psychological safety and job satisfaction. We ﬁnd that perceived fairness of
attributes (undergirded by perceived controllability and relevance)
interacts with perceived use of attributes such that employees felt
safer and more satisﬁed with their organizations when perceived use
and perceived fairness of attributes are more congruent, as compared
to incongruent. In particular, employees’ perceiving their organizations to overutilize attributes (low fairness—high use) may be more
damaging than underutilizing attributes (high fairness—low use).
While we ﬁnd a similar pattern across a range of attributes, we
also again ﬁnd evidence of clustering. For instance, highly uncontrollable and irrelevant attributes (e.g., gender, sexual orientation),
and separately, highly controllable and relevant attributes (e.g.,
education, past performance) cluster together, yielding similar
interactive effects. Future work might build on these results, and
the cluster analyses in Studies 2a–2b, to explore how perceived
relevance and controllability may lead some attributes to be considered similar to one another. For instance, just as different forms of
stigma cluster along perceived shared dimensions (Pachankis et al.,
2018), demographic attributes more generally may cluster to the
extent they are perceived to share core dimensions important to
meritocracy.
Overall, Study 4 offers correlational but real-world data, which
suggests that individuals feel safe and satisﬁed when their organizations select employees on the basis of attributes that they perceive as
controllable and relevant. As such, to the extent employees ﬁnd
some discriminatory attributes fair to use (e.g., age, disability), then
they might remain satisﬁed with and support organizations that in
fact engage in discrimination.

General Discussion
We proposed that people evaluate the fairness of demographicbased selection using two core principles of merit: controllability
and relevance. Across nine studies, using both qualitative and
quantitative approaches, we ﬁnd evidence supporting this hypothesis. Further, perceptions of relevance more strongly affected perceived fairness than did perceptions of controllability. This suggests
that some demographic attributes, such as age, disability, or caregiving responsibilities, may be perceived as fair to use in selection
because people perceive them to be relevant to some jobs, even
though they are uncontrollable and legally protected.
Perceived controllability and relevance, as drivers of fairness
perceptions, also yield important downstream consequences. For
instance, Study 3a demonstrates behavioral consequences: When
people are led to perceive a demographic attribute as controllable
and relevant, and therefore fair, they are more willing to seek and use
information about the given attribute in selection decisions. Similarly, we ﬁnd that perceived controllability and relevance shape
9
We supplemented this approach by also considering whether the difference score of perceived fairness and perceived use within each attribute
predicted downstream consequences. The pattern and signiﬁcance of results
remained (see Online Supplemental Material).
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perceptions of fairness of demographic attributes, which when
coupled with perceptions of the actual use of those attributes, relate
to employees’ psychological safety and job satisfaction. As such,
discrimination may persist, not in spite of people’s beliefs that such
discrimination is unfair, but because they believe it to be fair.
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Theoretical Contributions
Our ﬁndings contribute to literatures on discrimination, meritocracy, and justice. First, we highlight understudied, yet foundational,
principles of meritocracy: inputs must be controllable and relevant
(e.g., Adams, 1965; Belmi et al., 2022; Son Hing et al., 2011). After
extracting these latent criteria from existing theories of meritocracy,
we demonstrate how they together shape perceptions of the fairness
of using demographic criteria in selection—perceptions which can
in turn foster discriminatory behavior. Our focus on these principles
of meritocracy helps integrate work on stigma and attributions to
discrimination, which has considered internality (e.g., controllability) of demographic attributes, with work from the justice literature, which has focused on face validity (e.g., relevance) of
nondemographic attributes, such as interview questions and job
tests. From this integration, we show that people assess discrimination by considering the selection procedure (what criteria can be
used? procedural justice), rather than the outcome alone (were
groups treated equally? distributive justice; cf. Gilliland, 1993).
Second, we shed light on an important reason why discrimination
may persist: perceived controllability and relevance make some
demographic attributes feel fair to select upon and nondiscriminatory. Moreover, we ﬁnd that people weigh the perceived relevance
of attributes more than they account for whether individuals can
control the attributes in the ﬁrst place (Studies 1a, 2a–2c, 4).
Importantly, such perceived relevance remains a far cry from strict
legal standards of bona-ﬁde occupational qualiﬁcations; nevertheless, we ﬁnd that individuals act upon these perceptions (see also
Apfelbaum et al., 2017). In addition, we ﬁnd that people express
ambiguity about the fairness of mismatched attributes—those that
are perceived to be high in relevance but low in controllability, or
vice versa. In this way, the elements of “merit”—both controllability
and relevance—may be played off one another, potentially leaving
room for motivated reasoning and discriminatory decisions, nevertheless wrapped in a cloak of meritocracy.
Third, we provide useful descriptive evidence of individuals’
perceptions of myriad demographic attributes, some of which are
vastly understudied (e.g., religious beliefs, disability, caregiving
status; Hebl et al., 2007). By assessing these attributes alongside
well-studied ones (e.g., race, sex), we hope to have contributed to
understanding how people perceive a wide variety of potentially
discriminatory decisions. In particular, we ﬁnd attributes vary in the
degree to which people believe they count as discrimination. As
such, we provide empirical evidence regarding when and why some
forms of discrimination are considered relatively more fair and
legitimate (Jetten, Iyer, et al., 2013).
Indeed, previous work suggests people may ﬁnd social identity or
demographic selection to be fair unless trained to think otherwise
(Iyer et al., 2014). Our results suggest that meritocratic principles
might be the terrain on which individuals negotiate and contest
such legitimacy beliefs. For example, in the context of a novel
attribute (Studies 3a–c), people’s perceptions of fairness of using
the attribute depended on experimentally manipulated perceptions of

controllability and relevance. This ﬁts with the history of speciﬁc
collective action movements. For instance, LGBTQ+ rights activists
worked to generate support by countering a narrative of controllability
and choice (Miceli, 2005; see also Haslam & Levy, 2006). Race- and
sex-based civil rights movements have contested the idea that such
attributes are relevant to performance.
In this way, our results may further suggest different mechanisms
underlying the persistence of different types of discrimination. For
instance, our results suggest that people ﬁnd race and sex discrimination to be largely unfair, and yet such discrimination clearly
persists in society (e.g., Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004); that is,
despite race and sex discrimination being perceived as unfair,
implicit and explicit prejudice may lead individuals to subvert
meritocracy and discriminate anyway. In contrast, our results suggest that age, disability, and caregiving discrimination may be
driven not only by prejudice but also by perceptions of relevance
suggesting these are indeed meritocratic attributes for selection;
thus, no subversion is required. Identifying these underlying differences across legitimacy appraisals of attributes may help craft more
tailored antidiscrimination interventions (Apfelbaum et al., 2016).

Practical Implications
Practically speaking, our results suggest that decision makers may
place higher importance on relevance of demographic attributes than
on controllability. As such, when a demographic attribute, such as
caregiving status, is perceived as relevant to future performance,
people may use information about that attribute to inform their
decision, despite applicants’ lack of control over such status—and
despite legal protections. To the extent the relevance principle of
meritocracy is prioritized, perhaps due to a business case mindset
(Belmi & Pfeffer, 2015; Belmi & Schroeder, 2021) or perhaps
because it is primary to meritocratic organization (with controllability reﬂecting a secondary overlay of individualist beliefs onto
meritocracy), interventions might mitigate such prioritization by
ensuring that demographic information is removed entirely from
decision makers’ materials.
In other cases, interventions might help decision makers assess
relevance to an appropriate legal standard, rather than relying on
individual perceptions of relevance alone. For instance, in Studies
3a–c, the described demographic attribute did not meet the standard
of legal relevance to the job at hand, and yet we ﬁnd that people’s
perceptions of relevance continue to affect their decisions. Indeed,
relevance is foundational to U.S. discrimination law: permissible
use of protected attributes involves extremely strict standards of
relevance known as “bona-ﬁde occupation qualiﬁcations.” Mere
inability to perform a work function is not enough; employers are
legally required to make accommodations for workers who are
disabled, pregnant, or otherwise affected by their protected attribute
status (e.g., religious observance; Young v. United Parcel Service,
2015). Further, in order to legally use such attributes in hiring,
employers bear the burden of proving impact on a business necessity, the ability to perform a core function, rather than impact on
mere competitiveness or success (Wilson v. Southwest Airlines,
1981). Again, meritocratic principles—that selection outcomes are
based on relevant inputs—undergird such rationales. Training
managers to understand this strict legal standard of relevance
may be beneﬁcial to reducing discrimination. Future work may
also consider how people think about relevance of demographic
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attributes in relationship to speciﬁc contexts and jobs, given this
legal standard.
Here, we focused on hiring as an important context for considering discrimination and selection decisions and found that even those
making hiring decisions in their jobs (relative experts; Study 2c) are
inﬂuenced by relevance and controllability beliefs. Future work
might consider whether the effects of controllability and relevance
are even stronger outside of the more formalized (and scrutinized)
domain of hiring; with less oversight and fewer guidelines, decision
makers may be even more likely to rely on their own implicit
assessments of merit, driven by perceived controllability and relevance. Ultimately, such assessments may perpetuate social inequity
and further exclusion of members of nondominant demographic
groups.

Limitations and Future Directions
The Origins of Relevance and Control Beliefs
The ﬁndings of the present work should be considered in light of
its limitations. First, individuals’ perceptions of controllability and
relevance not only differ from others’ perceptions but also differ
from objective controllability and relevance. For instance, people
believe that building a network or achieving an elite education is
controllable, merely requiring time and effort from individuals
(Grayson & Baldwin, 2011; Lin, 1999; Putnam, 1993). Further
still, people believe that personal networks and elite education
credentials signal ﬁt and potential for high performance and are
therefore relevant to the job at hand (Burks et al., 2015; Rivera,
2016; Williams et al., 1993). However, research also shows that both
networks and elite educational opportunities are shaped largely by
preexisting endowments (Castilla & Rissing, 2019; McDonald,
2011; Phillips et al., 2020; Reardon, 2018; Rivera, 2016), and
that they do not objectively affect performance for most jobs
(Collins, 2019; Shwed & Kalev, 2014). Similarly, people often
report that they believe selecting employees who share demographic attributes with their current workforce (e.g., age, gender,
race) will facilitate social integration (O’Reilly et al., 1989). However, such matching of demographic attributes of the workforce can
actually be quite damaging to performance and other outcomes
(Avery et al., 2008; Goldman et al., 2006; Phillips, 2014). The
origins of these lay beliefs deserve further investigation (see also
Lassetter et al., 2021).
A related limitation is that while we considered hiring expertise
(Study 2c), legal expertise was not explicitly considered in the
current work. Study 2b showed that regardless of the descriptive
legality of a demographic attribute, controllability and relevance
determined whether that attribute is fair to use in selection processes,
and Study 3b extended these ﬁndings by explicitly informing
participants that the target attribute was illegal to use. However,
formal legal training may affect the extent to which people recognize
and understand the legal status of attributes. For instance, we ﬁnd
that participants are more likely to treat some demographic attributes
(e.g., race and sex) as clearly unfair to use, perhaps in part due to
their salient legal status, while failing to recognize others which are
nevertheless legally protected (e.g., age and caregiving status). As
such, our work reveals that, despite legal protection, some demographic attributes are perceived as fair to use, due to perceived
relevance and/or controllability. Further, some demographic
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attributes are perceived to be unfair to use, despite the lack of legal
protection (e.g., sexual orientation was unprotected during some of
our data collection). Thus, our results suggest that what discrimination law says is fair and what people believe to be fair may not
always align.
Our results also suggest that, beyond helping people learn which
categories are protected by the law, interventions might focus on
managing people’s underlying perceptions of controllability and
relevance. For instance, in U.S. discrimination law, protected
categories are largely protected because individuals cannot easily
control their ascribed membership in the category (e.g., race, sex).
Indeed, the U.S. legal system is particularly concerned with avoiding decisions based on “accidents of birth” and immutability (Civil
Rights Act, 1964), and modern discrimination law hinges on debates
surrounding this very principle (e.g., Clarke, 2015; Green, 2017;
Hoffman, 2011). As such, the logic of meritocracy appears: Only
inputs that are individually controlled (and relevant, as described
above) should merit reward or punishment.

The Role of Motivated Reasoning
In contrast with expertise, it is also likely that motivated reasoning
plays a role in perceptions of controllability and relevance, and thus
fairness. Ample prior work has demonstrated that people use the
ideology of meritocracy to legitimate their own biased decisions, as
well as systemic inequity (Augoustinos et al., 2005; Batruch et al.,
2019; Castilla & Benard, 2010; Crandall & Eshleman, 2003;
Knowles & Lowery, 2012; Ledgerwood et al., 2011; McCoy &
Major, 2007; Phillips & Lowery, 2018, 2020; Savani & Rattan,
2012; Son Hing et al., 2011; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005). Such
motivated reasoning can even shape beliefs about speciﬁc criteria,
including what people believe counts as “diverse” when they are
told to seek diversity (Unzueta & Binning, 2012; Unzueta et al.,
2012; see also Danbold & Unzueta, 2020). While we did not explore
motivated antecedents directly, our results suggest another way in
which meritocratic principles can perpetuate injustice: To the extent
individuals are motivated to perceive demographic attributes as fair
to use, they may turn to controllability and relevance to license their
own preferences. Future work might consider how these speciﬁc
procedural principles of meritocracy may enable motivated “casuistry,” allowing individuals to launder their bias as legitimate
(Norton et al., 2004).
At the same time, previous work on such “constructed criteria”
has largely focused on how motivated reasoning shapes prioritization among attributes that—a priori—are widely agreed upon as
appropriate criteria for assessing merit (language vs. math skills;
Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005; see also Norton et al., 2004). That is,
previous research has considered how people make relative decisions about the fairness of criteria that categorically reﬂect merit.
Importantly, however, engaging in such legitimation practices—
whether selﬁshly motivated or not—requires that people decide
which attributes count as meritorious in the ﬁrst place. We expand
the set of attributes beyond prima facie legitimate criteria (e.g., math
skills) to consider demographic attributes instead. Indeed, some
perspectives on meritocracy suggest that demographic group or
social identity criteria are necessarily antimeritocratic. Our results
instead ﬁt with Jetten, Iyer, et al.’s (2013) perspective, which
suggests that demographic criteria are not seen as inherently antimeritocratic; rather, such criteria are contested terrain. Indeed, our
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results suggest that relevance and controllability may be the levers
through which group categories become constructed instead as
individual characteristics, and therefore indicators of merit.
Ultimately, future work might attempt to unpack the chicken/egg
motivational question our results present. On the one hand, we ﬁnd
evidence that, for a novel attribute (i.e., about which individuals do
not have existing motives), directly manipulated relevance and
controllability affect perceptions of fairness and willingness to
discriminate using that attribute (Studies 3a–c). In Studies 2a–c,
we also ﬁnd that perceptions of relevance and controllability relate
to perceived fairness, above and beyond participants’ own group
membership or ideology. On the other hand, previous work has
demonstrated that the desire to use an attribute (e.g., prejudice) itself
can motivate justiﬁcations (Hegarty & Golden, 2008; Uhlmann &
Cohen, 2005), and in our data, individuals certainly can differ
regarding which attributes they believe are relevant and controllable
(see also Online Supplemental Material). Moreover, the presence of
socially accepted justiﬁcations itself can motivate the expression of
prejudice (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; see also Crandall et al.,
2002). Our results suggest that meritocratic ideology in particular
may provide the framework for such social acceptance, thereby
licensing prejudice and discrimination such that these acts do not
feel discriminatory.
In addition to prejudice, our work also speaks to the related but
distinct phenomenon of essentialism (Haslam & Whelan, 2008;
Prentice & Miller, 2007). In particular, part work has identiﬁed
naturalness (belief that a category is biologically based and immutable) and inductive potential (the belief that category membership
corresponds to some underlying essence shared by all members) as
key dimensions of essentialism (Rothbart & Taylor, 1992; see also
Haslam et al., 2000). Naturalness mirrors (un)controllability, while
inductive potential may relate to relevance. At the same time,
whereas inductive potential emphasizes the correspondence
between group membership and an underlying essence, relevance
as a principle of meritocracy emphasizes the correspondence
between a selection criteria and the goal of selection (generally
performance; Adams, 1965). Moreover, whereas naturalness and
inductive potential are both positively associated with essentialism,
their meritocracy corollaries are differently associated with fairness:
negative for uncontrollability, but still positive for relevance. Overall, the analog between these core dimensions of essentialist beliefs
and justice perceptions may suggest an even more fundamental role
in human cognition. For instance, both principles may be involved
in cognitions about social groups, with meritocracy in turn telling
people how to use these dimensions (see also Prentice &
Miller, 2007).
Finally, to consider the principles of meritocracy as a predictive
structure for understanding perceptions of discrimination, we tested
our hypotheses in a U.S. context. Relatedly, while we consider a
wide range of demographic attributes, we do so in relative isolation.
However, this prevents us from being able to generalize our results
to other legal or cultural contexts, particularly those that do not
endorse meritocracy beliefs. Future work might consider additional
cultural contexts, with different ideological preferences and different attributes of interest (see also Salter et al., 2018; Savani &
Rattan, 2012; Skurka et al., 2020). Future work might also consider
multiple attributes simultaneously, to help understand the experiences
of individuals who share multiple, intersecting attributes (e.g., a welleducated, younger, Black woman; Rosette, de Leon, et al., 2018).

Indeed, through cluster analysis (Studies 2a–2b), we ﬁnd that some
demographic attributes are perceived to be more similar to one
another than others, but future work may focus on exploring the
effects of sharing two or more demographic attributes within the
same cluster, as well as between clusters.

Conclusion
Discrimination persists in part due to favoritism and animus
toward demographic groups, which lead individuals to subvert
fair, meritocratic principles in decision-making and day-to-day
interactions (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Pager & Shepherd,
2008; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005). However, even when meritocratic
principles are upheld, discrimination may persist: people believe
some kinds of demographic attributes to be meritocratic in the ﬁrst
place. Speciﬁcally, we ﬁnd that people rely on core principles of
meritocracy—controllability and relevance—to assess fairness of
using demographic attributes. In turn, people can perceive even
legally protected categories, such as age, disability, or caregiving
responsibilities, as fair to use in selection. Thus, we ﬁnd that because
people believe that some demographic attributes meet the principles
of meritocratic criteria, discrimination itself feels fair.
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