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Hanna Jansson & Per Adman. Department of Government, Uppsala University 

Are Fateme and Abdelhakim being less informed by the 

government than Johanna and Martin? An experimental 

study of ethnic discrimination in Sweden 

ABSTRACT  

This study presents an innovative field experiment exploring ethnic discrimination in 

contacts between public officials and members of Swedish society. Using a correspondence 

study design, fictitious individuals with Arabic- and Swedish-sounding names contacted 

Swedish municipalities via email, asking questions about access to preschools. The findings indicate 

disadvantageous treatment of individuals with Arabic-sounding names in terms of the 

informal tone of the replies, as Swedish-sounding names were replied to in a friendlier, more 

welcoming way. Regarding the more formal aspects of the emails—i.e., whether they were 

replied to at all and the questions posed were directly answered—no statistically significant 

signs of discrimination emerge (although twice as many Arabic- as Swedish-sounding names 

did not elicit replies). Still, informal disadvantageous treatment is sufficient cause for concern 

and especially remarkable in the case of Sweden, with its reputation as being particularly 

egalitarian, immigration friendly, and democratically well-functioning.  
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Economy Seminar, at the Department of Government, Uppsala University, and participants at 

the IMER-seminar, at the Institute for Housing and Urban Research, Uppsala University, for 
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Introduction 

In all kinds of social interactions there is the risk that someone will behave in a biased way. 

Such behavior on the part of public officials is disturbing, because citizen equality before the 

state is a vital normative goal of democratic governance: all members of society should be 

treated equally for democratic rule to be fulfilled (Rothstein and Teorell 2008).  

Empirical research confirms that ethnic discrimination occurs in interactions between the 

government and citizens. In fact, studies from around the world confirm the existence of such 

discrimination (see, e.g., Brodkin 1997; Goodsell 1980; Nelson 1981; Soss 2000). However, 

most such studies are based on surveys or direct observation. Experimental designs, which 

provide more convincing causal evidence of the occurrence of discrimination, have long been 

rare but have become somewhat more common in recent years. The findings indicate the 

occurrence of discrimination, but experimental research is still not comprehensive and is 

based mostly on data collected in the U.S. (Butler and Brockman 2011; Cobb, Greiner, and 

Quinn 2012; Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013; White, Nathan, and Faller 2015), though one 

such study was undertaken in China (Distelhorst and Hue 2014) and another in South Africa 

(McClendon 2013). Moreover, interactions between elected representatives and voters are the 

usual focus, not interactions between clients and public servants (but see Distelhorst and Hue 

2014; Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013). The conditions for discrimination may differ, 

obviously, between these two kinds of interactions (this will be treated in detail in the next 

section).  

In sum, when investigating ethnic discrimination in interactions between the state and 

ordinary members of society, there is a particular need for experimental designs, a focus on 

public officials, and data collected in countries other than those already investigated. The 

present study examines public officials in Sweden, a particularly interesting case due to this 
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country’s reputation as a well-functioning and egalitarian democracy with an immigration-

friendly welfare state and ambitious multicultural policies. Compared with previously studied 

countries, it is a stable democracy (unlike China) and lacks institutionalized legacies of racism 

(found in South Africa and the U.S.). Ethnic discrimination is arguably less likely to occur in 

Sweden. Prior Swedish studies do note the existence of unequal treatment, but are based on 

non-experimental methods (see, e.g., Christiansson, Fridenäs, and Holmberg 2010; Lange 

2000). Existing experimental approaches—using Swedish data—concern other societal arenas 

than governmental institutions, primarily the labor market (see, e.g., Arai, Bursell, and Nekby 

2008; Carlsson and Rooth 2007). Hence, a Swedish study of ethnic discrimination among 

public officials seems particularly justified.  

Furthermore, we will consider not only the straightforward and easily quantifiable 

characteristics of the interactions, as previous research has mainly done (e.g., whether the 

public official replies or not), but also the informal tone of the email replies sent by the public 

officials, i.e., whether the clients are replied to in a friendly and welcoming way. This is 

arguably important, as bureaucratic encounters are not only about implementing laws or 

providing basic information (Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013, 1285). Rather, the character of 

the encounters also communicates how the state in practice regards its citizens, and whether 

the state sends similar messages about who are considered real and equal members of society, 

independent of ethnicity (cf. Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013, 1284). Previous research has 

demonstrated that individuals may feel more or less included, depending on the quality of 

governmental interactions, and that this may affect their future political behavior and attitudes 

as well (Kumlin 2004; Mettler and Soss 2004). Consequently, our broadened approach, in 

which we also consider the informal tone of the replies sent by the public officials, could be 

very important. 
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This study accordingly investigates signs of ethnic discrimination among Swedish public 

officials. We explore whether individuals of Swedish and foreign origin are treated 

differently, based on their ethnicity, when they contact Swedish municipalities. More 

concretely, Swedish municipalities were contacted via email, using aliases with Swedish- or 

foreign-sounding names. Identical emails were sent to all 290 Swedish municipalities, while 

randomizing the name that signs the email, and investigated whether the municipalities replied 

and to how many of the three posed questions. We also studied whether the reply was 

welcoming, friendly, and included further information not explicitly asked for, as opposed to 

being short and formal and containing no additional advice.  

In this paper, the words “Swedish”/“Swedes,” “Arabic,” and “foreign”/“foreigners” will 

sometimes be used to distinguish foreign- and Swedish-sounding names. The word 

“immigrant” is also used to refer to those of foreign descent. This is a matter of simplification 

and does not reflect any views as to who is or is not considered Swedish. 

The paper starts with a review of previous research. The method and variables are then 

discussed. After that, the results are presented and, finally, summed up and reflected on in the 

concluding section. 

 

Previous Research 

Discrimination here denotes the unequal treatment of individuals in relation to some 

characteristic such as ethnicity. Previous international studies of ethnic discrimination among 

public officials were mostly based either on direct observation, for example, at social welfare 

offices, or on survey analyses of client views (see, e.g., Brodkin 1997; Goodsell 1980; Nelson 

1981; Soss 2000). The findings generally indicate the existence of discrimination, with direct 
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observation methods often finding somewhat stronger support. Describing how individuals 

perceive interactions with public officials unquestionably has value in itself. However, these 

methods cannot generally be used to draw firm conclusions about the actual extent of 

discrimination. Some individuals may be unaware that they are being discriminated against 

while others might attribute certain behaviors to discrimination that are in fact unrelated to it. 

Surveys are also associated with problems of unrepresentative samples and socially desirable 

answers, which may further limit the ability to draw valid and reliable conclusions. 

To gather more convincing causal evidence of discriminatory behavior, interest in 

experimental studies has recently increased. Most studies concern the U.S., the most cited one 

likely being that of Daniel M. Butler and David E. Brockman (2011). In emails to politicians 

using fictitious and distinctly Black/White names, they found an in-group bias in contacts 

between politicians and constituents: Black politicians were more likely to respond to Black 

constituents, while White politicians were more likely to respond to White constituents. 

Moreover, in a study recently published in American Political Science Review, Ariel R. 

White, Noah L. Nathan, and Julie K. Faller (2015) conducted a similar nation-wide 

correspondence test, also in the U.S. In the email responses from local election officials, 

Latino names were less likely to receive replies to a question about voter ID requirements 

than were non-Latinos. Furthermore, emails to the former were less likely to convey accurate 

information about ID requirements. Differences in the implementation of voter ID laws have 

also been investigated (Cobb, Greiner, and Quinn 2012). The results indicate that Blacks and 

Latinos in Boston are asked for ID when voting more often than are Whites. Moving outside 

the U.S., Gwyneth McClendon (2013) tried to replicate the findings of Butler and Brockman 

(2011) in South Africa. Black and white politicians were contacted by email, asking about 



6 

 

public goods provision. The results clearly indicated in-group biases similar to those found by 

Butler and Brockman (2011).  

Previous experimental studies have apparently mostly focused on elected representatives and 

their staff. Client interactions with public officials are somewhat different in character, one 

reason being the lack of reciprocal electoral relationships. Norms of cooperation may develop 

among voters and elected representatives belonging to the same ethnicity, resulting in 

particularly strong in-group bias (Distelhorst and Hue 2014). Discrimination may therefore be 

less pronounced among public officials working in the non-political part of the state, such as 

in governmental agencies or municipality administrations. A few experimental studies of 

public officials do exist, however. One study examines how women of different races—i.e., 

African American, Asian American, Latina, and White—are treated when visiting different 

welfare offices in Washington State, during the first encounter at the office, i.e., with the 

receptionist (Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013). White women had the most positive 

interactions, especially compared with African American women. Asian Americans were 

asked about their citizenship status significantly more often than were members of the other 

three races. Moreover, a study of Chinese unelected officials found that they were less likely 

to offer assistance to members of the out-group (i.e., Muslims) than the in-group (i.e., non-

Muslims; Distelhorst and Hue 2014).  

In sum, most research concerns politicians (or political administrations), and not public 

officials, and has been undertaken in non-democratic countries (i.e., China) or countries with 

legacies of powerful institutionalized ethnic discrimination (e.g., South Africa and the U.S.), 

and finds that discrimination occurs. The present study, however, asks whether the same 

picture emerges if we investigate public officials in stable democracies without significant 

legacies of institutionalized discrimination. Sweden is arguably a particularly interesting case 
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in this respect, with its reputation as an immigration-friendly welfare state and a well-

functioning and egalitarian democracy (see, e.g., Eger 2010, 204). Sweden has a tradition of 

ambitious multicultural policies and is ranked first among 31 developed countries in a 

comparison of integration policies and immigrants’ opportunities to participate in society 

(Migration Policy Group 2014; cf. Borevi 2010). Moreover, with larger-scale immigration 

being a relatively recent phenomenon, occurring mostly since the 1960s, Sweden lacks such 

institutionalized legacies as are found in South Africa and the U.S.
1
 Sweden may be a country 

with the least likelihood of observable ethnic discrimination.  

As Sweden has welcomed immigration in recent decades, not surprisingly, several general 

studies of ethnic discrimination have been conducted in this country. When it comes to 

exploring discrimination in governmental agencies and by public officials, in-depth interviews 

and survey methods have been the main research methods used (cf. Christiansson, Fridenäs, 

and Holmberg 2010; Lange 2000). In general, discrimination is observed in this research. 

Experimental approaches have also been applied, but their results have mostly been 

disseminated in the form of reports not published internationally. Furthermore, these reports 

concern other societal arenas than governmental institutions, primarily the labor and housing 

markets (Ahmed and Hammarstedt 2008; Arai, Bursell, and Nekby 2008; Carlsson and Rooth 

2007; Rooth 2010) and more general social situations (Ahmed 2010a, 2010b). These studies 

also observe the existence of discrimination. We argue, however, that these findings cannot 

necessarily be generalized to public officials, as the latter are generally more restricted by 

guidelines and regulations than administrators working in private companies in the labor or 

                                                           
1
 The first round of immigrants came to Sweden after the Second World War and consisted primarily of refugees 

from war-torn countries such as Germany and the Baltic countries as well as Sweden’s Nordic neighbors 

(Jonsson 2007, 454). Since then, waves of immigrants have come from both inside and outside Europe and now 

Sweden has an immigrant population of very mixed origins; in 2013, immigrants made up more than 20% of the 

Swedish population (Jonsson 2007, 458). 
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housing markets. We therefore believe that there is a need for experimental approaches 

considering how the state communicates with different ethnic groups in Sweden. 

Another innovative aspect of the present study—discussed at greater length in the previous 

section—is that we also consider the informal tone of the replies sent by public officials, an 

aspect largely neglected in previous studies (but see Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013). A 

welcoming and friendly reply, as opposed to a short and formal one, may affect citizens’ 

views, in this case, their willingness to move to the municipality in question and their general 

trust in and attitudes towards the government and the state. 

A crucial question in this research field is of course why discrimination occurs. Previous 

research identifies at least three possible explanations. First, it might be an effect of “taste-

based discrimination,” i.e., caused by racism or prejudices present among public officials (see, 

e.g., Altonji and Blank 1999). A second explanation is “statistical discrimination,” i.e., 

unequal treatment based on potentially rational expectations following from, for example, 

overall statistical trends; for example, an overworked public official in a municipality with 

practically no immigrants among its inhabitants may not find it worth the effort to supply 

more information than what is precisely needed when answering questions from an individual 

of immigrant background who is considering moving to the municipality (as the public 

official finds it unlikely that this person actually will move to the municipality). These two 

explanations assume that the biased behavior is caused by more or less consciously mediated 

perceptions. A third explanation suggests that attitudes and stereotypes operate less 

consciously, and that automatic, implicit, or impulsive processes can affect our behavior 

without our awareness (Greenwald and Banaji 1995; Stanley, Phelps, and Banaji 2008). 

Unfortunately, the research design in this paper does not allow investigation of the causes of 

biased interactions, but we will return to this important topic in the concluding section. 
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Method and Variables 

Our study of contacts between ordinary society members and public authorities in Sweden 

focuses on municipalities. They constitute the lowest level of government and are particularly 

important in this country (Loughlin 2000), being in charge of, for example, schooling, 

daycare, elderly care, local road maintenance, and the environment. Swedish municipalities 

arguably transmit powerful messages, which may have important consequences for the 

everyday lives of ordinary citizens. The focus is on the information provided by front-line 

staff when answering questions sent by email about matters vital to ordinary citizens, in this 

case, access to preschools. Using emails as the means of contact is highly relevant, as 

encounters between public officials/the state and clients increasingly occur online. Moreover, 

when answering emails, some amount of discretion is needed, as client emails may differ 

greatly in character. Only general guidelines for how to respond likely exist, leaving room for 

fairly different ways of replying and for possible biases.  

When it comes to ethnic diversity, as already pointed out, Sweden is now fairly ethnically 

heterogeneous. Research into ethnic hierarchies—performed in Western countries in general, 

as well as in Sweden in particular—suggests that Northern Europeans are ranked at the top 

followed by individuals from Eastern and Southern Europe. Groups from Africa and the 

Middle East are placed at the bottom of the scale (Myrberg 2010; Snellman and Ekehammar 

2005). Groups perceived as more socially distant, and thus placed lower in the hierarchy, 

experience more discrimination. Looking at the Middle East group, as we do, is likely to 

increase the likelihood of finding signs of discrimination. 
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Research ethics normally dictate that the individuals being studied are informed of that they 

participate in research. In a correspondence test like the one conducted here, however, a 

central part of the design is that individuals contacted should be unaware of participating. In 

order to deal with this dilemma, in the present case the individuals studied are anonymized. 

Moreover, the purpose of the study is not to look at specific answers but at aggregate-level 

tendencies. In reporting the research, emails will not be presented in any way that permits the 

identification of the municipalities from which they were sent. Another ethical concern is the 

fact that we are using the working time of public officials. We did not want to ask questions 

that were too easy, as that would have made the effort expended in answering them very 

small and our findings difficult to interpret. We therefore aimed for an acceptable middle 

way, so that the email inquiries were not too time-consuming to answer and the scientific value 

of the study justifies the time front-line staff actually spent responding in our study.
2
 

All Swedish municipalities were contacted via emails sent from different aliases. The 

municipalities were randomly divided into four groups corresponding to the aliases used. The 

aliases were one woman and one man with Arabic-sounding names and one woman and 

one man with Swedish-sounding names. As all emails were formulated identically, the email 

addresses were as similar as possible, and the emails sent at the same time, the only difference 

between treatments was the name of the sender; any outcome differences should therefore be 

caused by the names. Questions to municipalities can be directed to specific staff members or 

to common email addresses for either the municipality in general or a specific part of the 

administration. As municipalities differ in terms of where and how they direct visitors on their 

websites, the general email address for the whole municipality was used. Such an email 

                                                           
2
 Furthermore, situational testing has at times been used at the direction of the Swedish government (see, e.g., 

Diskrimineringsombudsmannen 2010, 3). 
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address is usually along the lines of, for example, “municipality@municipality.se” or 

“info@municipality.se.” 

According to Swedish law, all public authorities and agencies are obliged to answer all 

questions posed by the public. Answers should be given in an informative and equal way, and 

discrimination is not allowed. Moreover, a question regarding something that is not within 

the area of responsibility of the authority contacted should be directed to the correct authority 

(Government Offices of Sweden 2007, sec. 4; Government Offices of Sweden 2013, chap. 1, 

sec. 4). Nowadays, email is easily offered as a convenient means of contact on municipal 

websites, and all municipalities are legally bound to offer email as a way for citizens to 

communicate (Government Offices of Sweden 2007, sec. 5).
3
 Consequently, all emails sent in 

our study should have been answered, and answered in an equal and informative way.  

The email, sent to the municipalities, is presented in its complete form in Box 1. It was 

written as if sent by someone not yet living in the municipality but thinking of moving there 

and seeking information about access to preschools.
4
 Hence, (conscious) discrimination may 

occur not only on the grounds that the public official does not want immigrant children at day 

care centers but also on the grounds that she or he does not want the family to move to the 

municipality at all. 

                                                           
3
 A complete list of contact information, including email addresses, was gathered via the Swedish Association of 

Local Authorities and Regions (Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, SKL). Only the first answer was included in 

the dataset when two email answers were received from the same municipality. In most cases, the replier signed 

the letter. We did not gather systematic information on the ethnicity of the replier, but a quick examination of the 

names very rarely indicated any “foreign” ethnicity (Arabic-sounding names were virtually nonexistent). This is 

not surprising, as in Sweden, individuals either born abroad or born in Sweden with two foreign-born parents 

constitute just over 10% of those employed as public-sector administrators and administrative officials, versus 

about 23% of the whole population (Arbetsgivarverket 2013).  

4
 The original Swedish letter was as follows: “Hej, Vi funderar på att flytta till er kommun. Eftersom vi har små 

barn har vi frågor om det här med förskoleplats. Hur lång är kötiden och hur anmäler man sig? Finns det någon 

möjlighet att få förtur? Med vänliga hälsningar, XXX” 

mailto:municipality@municipality.se
mailto:info@municipality.se
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Of utmost importance was that the names used should be clear indicators of ethnicity. 

Comparing Swedish-sounding names with Middle Eastern-sounding or Arabic names has 

the advantage that the names are easily distinguished from each other. Names may also be 

associated with socioeconomic status, however, with foreign names signaling lower 

socioeconomic status (cf. Fryer and Levitt 2004). Such effects cannot be completely ruled 

out in this study and potential discrimination might in fact be two-fold, i.e., based on both 

ethnicity and socioeconomic status. The language used in the contacts with the research 

subjects can be used to mitigate this problem, as more correct language is expected to 

signal higher education and higher socioeconomic status in general. In this study, an identical 

and grammatically correct email was sent to all municipalities. Furthermore, we tried to 

avoid stereotypical names that might clearly signal socioeconomic status, using four names 

in total to reduce the risk of the results depending on any special characteristics of a particular 

name (cf. White, Nathan, and Faller 2015). The same names were successfully used by 

Mahmood Arai, Moa Bursell, and Lena Nekby (2008) in a Swedish study of ethnic 

discrimination in the labor market. 

By using two female aliases and two male ones, we allow for discrimination to have a 

gendered dimension (analyses of gender interaction effects are reported in Table 7 below). 

We believe that the names chosen should clearly indicate gender. It is worth bearing in mind 

Box 1: Email sent to the municipalities 

Hi, 

We are considering moving to your municipality. As we have small children, we have 

some questions about preschools. How long is the waiting time and how do you sign up? 

Is it possible to get priority? 

Kind regards XXX 
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that Swedish social policy promotes a dual-breadwinner model: paid parental leave is 

intended to encourage both parents to keep connected to the labor market, by 

compensating for time spent with their children (see, e.g., Haas and Hwang 2008). 

Although this policy goal has not yet been fully realized in practice—with women still 

taking significantly more parental leave and having greater responsibility for childcare at 

home—the division of responsibility has gradually become more gender equal, 

particularly in recent decades (see, e.g., Haas and Hwang 2012). It should therefore not 

seem odd for a public administrator to receive questions about preschools from a man.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An email account was created for each alias. All four email addresses followed the same form, 

i.e., name.surnameXXX@outlook.com, “XXX” being three random numbers. The names 

and email accounts used in this study are presented in Box 2.  

Box 2: Names and email accounts which were used 

 Fateme Ahmed  fateme.ahmed976@outlook.com 

 Johanna Gustafsson   johanna.gustafsson853@outlook.com 

 Abdelhakim Hassan  abdelhakim.hassan782@outlook.com  

 Martin Berggren   martin.berggren265@outlook.com 

 

mailto:fateme.ahmed976@outlook.com
mailto:abdelhakim.hassan782@outlook.clom
mailto:abdelhakim.hassan782@outlook.clom
mailto:martin.berggren265@outlook.com
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We collected data on whether and how the municipal officials answered the emails. A coding 

scheme was created, comprising seven variables,  measuring whether any reply was received, 

the amount of information provided, and the manner in which the public official replied (see 

Box 3). The emails were sent in March 2014. An end date had to be set for when an 

observation would be considered “no reply” (Swedish law does not define a specific 

timeframe); here, the end date was set two months after the email was sent. Most answers 

were received within one week, while the last one was received after 17 days. As for the 

number of questions answered, “I don’t know” (or similar) responses were coded as answers 

as they indicate that the official acknowledged the question and the purpose of this variable 

was not to judge the quality of the answers. As for “informative answers,” this variable takes 

a value of 0–3, depending on how many of the three questions received more elaborate 

answers; only information concerning waiting times and the waiting list was considered. 

Additional information going beyond this is covered by the “extra information” variable. 

Structural control variables were added that could influence how the officials responded, to 

ensure that the randomization did not happen to result in slightly different characteristics to 

Box 3: Email variables 

 Responded: Did a municipality official respond to the email? (0 = replied, 1 = no reply) 

 Number of questions answered: How many of the three questions are answered? (0–3) 

 Informative answers: How much information does the public official provide in answer to the 

three questions? As little as possible (0) or broader information (1)? (range 0–3, the values for the 

answers to the three questions being added)  

 Extra information: Does the public official give more information than asked for? (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

 Use of name: Is the contact made more personal by using the sender’s first name? (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

 Future contact: Does the public official invite further contact? (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

 Welcomed: Is the sender welcomed to the municipality? (0 = no, 1 = yes) 
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the four treatment groups: namely, municipality population size, population growth 

(calculated as the percent change in population size over the past ten years), municipal 

economy
5
, average income of inhabitants, percentage living in more densely populated/urban 

areas, and percentage of people of foreign background in the municipality. Information on the 

control variables was obtained from Statistics Sweden, and descriptive statistics for these 

variables are presented in Table A.1 in the Appendix.
6
 As some of the control variables partly 

overlap, we tried adding them in separate steps. These additional analyses, however, did not 

have any noteworthy impact on the coefficients for the ethnic name variable, so only analyses 

using the full control model are reported. 

 

Findings 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the email variables. Six percent of all municipalities 

did not reply at all. Moreover, an average of 2.7 of the three questions was answered, though 

some municipalities answered only one of the questions. As for “informative answers,” the 

mean is 1.4 on a scale 0–3. The four remaining email variables all measure different aspects 

                                                           
5
 This variable consists of annual municipality income subtracted by the annual costs, divided by the number of 

inhabitants.  

6 
We included population growth because it could be expected to affect officials’ eagerness to attract new 

citizens. As for urbanization, a similar reaction might be found in less densely populated, rural municipalities. 

Moreover, some studies demonstrate that the occurrence of ethnic discrimination differs depending on whether 

or not the area is metropolitan (Ahmed and Hammarstedt 2008, 363–369; Lange 2000, 102). The municipality’s 

economy and population size could affect the size and the responsiveness of the municipal administration, in turn 

affecting the capacity to handle incoming inquiries. This was investigated through the population size, economic 

performance, and average income of the municipality the previous year. In additional analyses (available on 

request), we also controlled for the number employed in the municipal administration, whether or not the email 

was forwarded within the municipality, region, and the share of votes for Sweden Democrats 

(“Sverigedemokraterna”, by far the biggest anti-immigration party in Sweden) in the 2014 elections. We also 

reran all the analyses using logarithmic transformations of the skewed control variables. None of these extra 

analyses produced results substantially different from the ones reported here.  



16 

 

of “the friendliness tone” of the emails, and all range between 0 (“no”) and 1 (“yes”). Here the 

municipalities in general score rather low, with mean values of approximately 0.2–0.3.  

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for email variables. 

 Mean Standard dev. Min Max 

No reply 0.06 0.23 0 1 

No. of questions answered 2.68 0.56 1 3 

Informative answers 

provided 

1.40 1.00 0 3 

Extra information 0.24 0.43 0 1 

Use of name 0.28 0.45 0 1 

Future contact 0.32 0.46 0 1 

Welcomed 

 

 

0.31 

 

0.46 

 

0 

 

1 

 

 
Index of informal tone 1.68 1.18 0 5 

Notes: For “responded,” n = 290; for “extra information” and “index, formal aspects,” n = 273.
7
 For the other 

variables, n = 274.  

 

Of necessity, the reply variable will be analyzed by itself. The other variables, which are 

based on how the replies were written, should preferably be investigated using dimensional 

analysis to determine whether they empirically capture a single dimension of the email 

replies, to maximize validity and reliability.  

                                                           
7
 Because of technical problems concerning one of the replies from the municipalities, the data on the “extra 

information” variable were lost. 
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Table 2. Principal component analysis (PCA) of the email variables (except for “no 

reply”). 

    

 Dimension 1  Dimension 2  

Number of answers –.05  .77   

Informative answers .48  –.08  

Extra information .44  –.31  

Use of name  .47  .27  

Future contact  .44  –.21  

Welcomed  .42  .43  

Notes: n = 273. Entries are factor loadings from a principal component analysis with varimax rotation. The 

Kaiser criterion was used when estimating the number of dimensions (i.e., only factors with eigenvalues 

greater than 1 are included). The eigenvalues for the two dimensions that emerge are 1.49 and 1.15, and 

they explain 44% of the total variance of the variables.  

 

Table 2 presents a principal component analysis of all email variables except “no reply.” The 

Kaiser criterion points to a two-factor solution, with all variables loading reasonably well on 

the first dimension except for “number of answers.” This last variable instead loads strongly 

on the other dimension, while the “welcome” variable has loadings of approximately .4 for 

both dimensions. 

 

Table 3. Correlation analysis of the email variables (except for “no reply”). 

  

No. answers Informative Extra info. Name  Contact 

Informative  –.06 

Extra info. –.09 .14 

Use of name .07 .17 .08 

Future contact –.07 .10 .14 .14 

Welcomed .11 .13 .10 .13                .10 

Note: n = 273  

 



18 

 

The internal correlations between the variables, presented in Table 3, are positive and mostly 

in the 0.1–0.2 range, again except for “number of answers,” for which the correlations are 

generally weaker and often negative. It seems as though this variable empirically 

distinguishes itself from the others. In addition, from a more theoretical point of view, we 

believe it is reasonable to treat it separately, as it concerns a rather “formal” aspect of actually 

replying to the questions asked in the sender’s emails. The other variables are somewhat more 

“informal” in character, telling us something about the informal tone, or “friendliness tone,” 

of the replies. The “number of answers” variable will therefore be analyzed separately. For 

the other five variables, an “informal email reply index” was constructed simply by adding 

their values.
8
 

 

Table 4. Differences in means for the email variables, between Swedish-sounding and 

Arabic-sounding names. 

 “Arabic name” “Swedish name” 
 

Difference 

No reply 0.076 0.034 +0.042 

No. of questions answered 2.64 2.71 –0.07 

Informative answers 1.31 1.48 –0.17 

Extra information 0.23 0.25 –0.02 

Use of name 0.11 0.44 –0.31 

Future contact 0.27 0.35 –0.08 

Welcomed 0.37 0.40 –0.03 

Index over informal aspects 1.41 1.94 –0.53 

Notes: For “responded,” n = 290; for “extra information” and “index, formal aspects,” n = 273. For the other 

variables, n = 274.  

 

Table 4 reports the differences in means for the email variables between Arabic- and 

Swedish-sounding names. The results indicate a clear pattern, as all the differences in means 

are to the disadvantage of the Arabic-sounding names. On average, the number of questions 

                                                           
8
 More precisely, this index ranges from 0 to 5, as the “informative answers” variable was standardized (or 

weighted) to range from 0 to 1 before summing the five variables.  
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answered was somewhat lower and the Arabic-sounding names received no reply at all more 

often. The trend is the same and consistent when it comes to the informal “friendliness tone” 

variables.  

In substantial terms—with the exception of “use of name,” where the public officials wrote 

the name of the sender in 44% of the Swedish cases but only 11% of the Arabic ones—the 

differences in Table 4 may seem rather small. However, especially when it comes to not 

receiving any reply at all, the difference is arguably substantial in relative terms. The 

means—7.6% for Arabic-sounding names and 3.4% for the Swedish-sounding names—

indicate that Arabic-sounding names are more than twice as likely not to receive any answer 

at all. This relative difference is well on par with what White, Nathan, and Faller (2015) found 

using a similar correspondence test about voter ID requirements, in which Latino names were 

less likely to receive a reply to a question than were non-Latinos. The authors argued that 

their findings supported the existence of discrimination (their sample was considerably larger 

and the differences were statistically significant).  
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Table 5. Effects of “Swedish/Arabic-sounding name” on “no reply,” “number of 

questions answered,” and the friendliness index, without and with control variables.  

 
 No reply No reply Number 

of 

questions 

answered 

Number of 

questions 

answered 

Friendliness 

index 

Friendliness 

index 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

“Swedish name” –0.84 –0.87 0.07 0.07 0.53*** 0.54*** 

 (0.553) (0.556) (0.068) (0.067) (0.140) (0.141) 

       

Foreign-background 

population 

 –0.006  –0.004  0.009 

  (0.043)  (0.005)  (0.011) 

       

Municipal economy  0.0002  –0.00004  –0.0001 

  (0.0002)  (0.00003)  (0.0001) 

       

Population growth  2.041  0.30  –1.77 

  (6.509)  (0.718)  (1.494) 

       

Inhabitants’ income  –0.00002  –0.000002  0.000004 

  (0.00002)  (0.000001)  (0.000003) 

       

Population size  –0.00000  0.000001  –0.000001 

  (0.00000)  (0.000001)  (0.000001) 

       

Urban  0.004  –0.005  0.001 

  (0.253)  (0.003)  (0.007) 

       

Constant –2.49
***

 0.015 2.639
***

 3.249*** 1.41
***

 2.15* 

 (0.314) (4.581) (0.0487) (0.528) (0.100) (1.099) 

Observations 290 290 274 274 273 273 

R
2
 0.020 0.042 0.004 0.024 0.051 0.044 

Notes: * significant at 0.10 level, ** significant at 0.05 level, *** significant at 0.01 level. Entries are 

unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Logistic regression analysis of 

“no reply” was undertaken, and here R
2
 is a pseudo-R

2
 measure. The other dependent variables were 

analyzed using ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regression, and here R
2
 refers to adjusted R

2
 in the 

analyses that include the control variables.  

 

 

Table 5 reports statistical significance tests and also how the differences in means—or the 

coefficients—are affected when the control variables are added. Arabic-sounding names are 

coded as 1 and Swedish-sounding names as 0. The differences for not receiving any reply at 

all, as well as for the number of questions answered, are not statistically significant, no matter 

whether or not the control variables are included. For the friendliness index, on the other 

hand, there is a statistically significant effect that remains about the same size and statistically 
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significant even when the control variables are added. This effect is believed to be substantial 

in size, as changing only the sender’s name in the email from Arabic- to Swedish-sounding on 

average causes a more friendly reply of approximately 0.5 on a scale of 0–5.  

Judging from Table 4 above, one might suspect that the friendliness index results are caused 

mainly by one of the variables included, i.e., “use of name,” where the most pronounced 

differences were found. To investigate this, a new version of the index was created based only 

on the other four variables, excluding “use of name.”
9
 Analyzing the revised index also 

revealed a substantial and statistically significant effect that remains when control variables 

are added (analyzes not shown), indicating unequal treatment of immigrant names.  

The interim conclusion is that, although the overall trend is clear and to the disadvantage of 

the immigrant-sounding names, it is only in the case of the friendliness tone of the emails that 

there is statistically supported evidence of discrimination.  

Before drawing any final conclusions, we present the results of some additional analyses. A 

recurrent finding of research into tolerance and trust is that these attitudes depend on the 

composition of the social environment, more heterogeneous social contacts possibly 

enhancing trust and tolerance, at least when general economic conditions are fairly good (see, 

e.g., Allport 1954; Marquart-Pyatt and Paxton 2007; Putnam 2007). As experiences of 

discrimination are fairly closely connected to these attitudes (Kumlin 2004; Kumlin and 

Rothstein 2005), we would like to determine whether the social environments in the various 

municipalities might have affected the occurrence of discrimination.  

                                                           
9
 These four variables also pass the Kaiser criterion test in a principal factor analysis, indicating that it is 

reasonable to treat them as indicators of a single underlying “friendliness” factor.  
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Table 6. Interaction effects of “Swedish/Arabic-sounding name” and foreign-

background population in municipality (percentage of population) on the email 

variables. 

 No reply Number of 

questions 

answered 

Friendliness 

index 

“Swedish name” 0.453 0.061 0.570* 

 (3.089) (0.146) (0.318) 

    

Foreign-background 

population 

0.002 –0.004 0.010 

 (0.046) (0.009) (0.014) 

    

Interaction variable –0.511 0.0004 –0.002 

 (1.187) (0.009) (0.019) 

    

    

Constant –0.003 3.25*** 2.14* 

 (4.587) (0.530) (1.103) 

Observations 290 274 273 

R
2
 0.044 0.020 0.040 
 

Notes: * significant at 0.10 level, ** significant at 0.05 level, *** significant at 0.01 level. Entries are 

unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Logistic regression analysis of 

“no reply” was undertaken, and here R
2
 is a pseudo-R

2
 measure. The other dependent variables were 

studied using ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regression analysis, and here R
2
 refers to adjusted R

2
. 

Control variables included in all models (not shown) are municipal economy, population growth, 

inhabitants’ average income, population size, and urban degree.  

 

Table 6 reports whether the effect of the name (i.e., Swedish- vs. Arabic-sounding name) is 

affected by the percentage of inhabitants of foreign background living in the municipality 

where the public official is working. The results do not confirm this, as the interaction 

variable coefficients are generally weak, considerably smaller than the coefficients for the 

original Swedish/Arabic-sounding name variable and not statistically significant. Moreover, 

the Swedish/Arabic-sounding name variable is generally unaffected by the inclusion of the 

interaction variable, and the direct effect of “Swedish name” on the informal index is still 

statistically significant (now at the 0.10 level). The exception here is the  “no reply” variable, 
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which is somewhat more affected by the inclusion of the interaction variable. None of these 

coefficients, however, is statistically significant.
10

 

 

 

Table 7. Interaction effects of “Swedish/Arabic-sounding name” and gender of name on 

the email variables. 

 

 No reply Number of 

questions 

answered 

Informal 

aspects 

(index) 

“Swedish name” –1.78 0.05 0.56*** 

 (1.100) (0.096) (0.200) 

    

Male gender  –0.04 0.03 0.02 

 (0.640) (0.098) (0.205) 

    

Interaction variable 1.38 0.05 –0.03 

 (1.313) (0.137) (0.286) 

    

    

Constant 0.11 3.23*** 2.09* 

 (4.552) (0.501) (1.102) 

Observations 290 274 273 

R
2
 0.056 0.019 0.041 
 

Notes: * significant at 0.10 level, ** significant at 0.05 level, *** significant at 0.01 level. Entries are 

unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Logistic regression analysis of 

“no reply” was undertaken, and here R
2
 is a pseudo-R

2
 measure. The other dependent variables were 

studied using ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regression analysis, and here R
2
 refers to adjusted R

2
. 

Control variables included in all models are foreign background, municipal economy, population growth, 

inhabitants’ average income, population size, and urban degree.  

 

Finally, we will consider the interaction of names and gender. In a Swedish survey study, 

Anders Lange (2000) found evidence of more experiences of discrimination among immigrant 

men than women. Other research, however, has found negative images of immigrant women 

                                                           
10

 The marginal effects of ethnicity on “no reply” are not statistically significant for different values of the 

foreign background variable (the mean as well as the mean plus and minus one standard deviation; cf. Brambor, 

Clark, and Golder 2006). The analyses were also rerun using a logarithmic transformation of the foreign 

background variable, and the results are very similar to those displayed here. Analyses similar to the ones 

presented in Table 6 were also undertaken for the interaction effect of ethnicity and the number employed within 

the municipal administration, but we found no signs of any significant interaction effects.  
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in Sweden alongside the hierarchical subordination of women, in line with theories of 

intersectionality (see, e.g., Ålund and Reichel 2005). Hence, analyzing gendered aspects of 

discrimination seems justified here, and the results are reported in Table 7. Once again, no 

statistically significant interaction effects are found. True, two of the interaction variable 

coefficients appear to be substantial in size compared with the coefficients for “Swedish 

name,” i.e., the one for “no reply” and the one for number of questions answered: The 

coefficients indicate that immigrant women were particularly likely not to receive any reply as 

well as to have fewer questions answered. However, the effects are not statistically 

significant,
11

 and this also applies to a model with dummy variables capturing the four 

combinations of ethnicity and gender (analyses not shown). The conclusion is therefore that 

no significant gender interaction effects can be proved. 

 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate signs of ethnic discrimination among Swedish 

municipal public officials. To our knowledge, it is the first attempt to use an experimental 

design in a Scandinavian country for such a study. Another unusual characteristic of the study 

is its focus, not only on whether the municipalities reply to the emails, but also on the 

informal tone of the replies (but see Ernst, Nguyen, and Taylor 2013). Though this is a 

relatively small-n study based on replies from Sweden’s 290 municipalities, the results 

nevertheless indicate that discrimination occurs when it comes to informal tone, i.e., when 

public officials reply to emails sent by fictitious individuals with Arabic- and Swedish-

                                                           
11

 The marginal effects of ethnicity on different values of the gender variable are also not statistically significant 

in these cases (cf. Brambor, Clark, and Golder 2006). The marginal effects are statistically significant at the .01 

level for both women and men when it comes to the friendliness index.  
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sounding names, the latter receive replies written in more welcoming and friendlier language. 

As for receiving replies at all, as well as the number of the three questions about access to 

preschools directly answered, no statistically significant differences were found. However, the 

correlations were all similar in character to those of the informal tone dimension. 

Furthermore, especially in the case of receiving replies at all, the correlations were 

noteworthy in size, with Arabic-sounding names not receiving any replies twice as often. 

However, statistically significant evidence of discrimination in terms of the informal tone of 

the replies is sufficient cause for concern, as this factor may change client trust in 

governmental and political institutions, affect important life choices, and—at the aggregate 

level—help reinforce existing segregated structures by encouraging or discouraging a future 

move to the municipality. Previous Swedish experimental studies have addressed other 

societal areas, such as the labor and housing markets. Biases in interactions with local 

government, of which we find traces here, are especially disturbing, however, because citizen 

equality before the state is a vital normative goal of democratic governance (Rothstein and 

Teorell 2008).  

The findings are remarkable for at least two reasons. First, according to prior research, 

discrimination is more likely to occur among elected representatives than among the public 

officials examined here, due to the lack of reciprocal electoral relationships (Distelhorst and 

Hue 2014). We may therefore expect to find more pronounced discrimination among 

politicians in Sweden, a topic meriting future empirical study. Second, the results are 

especially noteworthy considering Sweden’s reputation as an egalitarian welfare state with 

ambitious multicultural policies. Apparently unequal treatment can occur even in a stable 

democracy without legacies of powerful institutionalized ethnic discrimination. Previous 

studies conducted in the U.S., China, and South Africa do find stronger support for the 
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occurrence of ethnic discrimination (Butler and Brockman 2011; Distelhorst and Hue 2014; 

McClendon 2013), but the present findings also indicate worrying signs of unequal treatment 

in Sweden.  

The choice of method may of course affect the results. First, there has been a long-standing 

academic debate about the frequency and conditions under which public officials are 

particularly prone to act in biased ways (White, Nathan, and Faller 2015). Some argue that 

biased behavior is particularly likely when it comes to complex and high-cost issues, and 

when there are no clear procedures or guidelines for how public officials should act (Lipsky 

1980; Pager 2007). This implies that even worse discrimination occurs during face-to-face 

interaction. On the other hand, the more anonymous email situation may “permit” more 

biased interaction (White, Nathan, and Faller 2015, footnote 7). Second, we focused on 

Arabic immigrants, who are found at the bottom of ethnic hierarchies in Sweden. Using 

names covering other minorities of substantial size, for example, fictitious Latin-American or 

Finnish names, would perhaps have reduced the observed discrimination levels (cf. Carlsson 

and Rooth 2007, 718). Investigation of other immigrant groups is therefore warranted, as is 

experimental research examining other social interactions, such as face-to-face interactions at 

welfare offices.  

Finally, our design does not allow investigation of the underlying causes of the observed 

differing treatments of Arabic-sounding and Swedish-sounding names. Future research should 

seek explanations for such discriminatory behavior. One possible approach is to use implicit 

association tests (IATs) to determine whether the processes underlying discrimination are 

deliberate or occur without the awareness of the public official (cf. Rooth 2010). Finding out 

the causes of discrimination should be highly important as inspiration for policies aiming at 

reducing biased behavior among public officials.  
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Appendix 

 
 

Table A.1. Descriptive statistics for the control variables. 
 

  
Mean 

 
Standard dev. 

 
Minimum 

 
Maximum 

Foreign background (%) 15.04 7.82 4.87 55.76 

Municipal economy (SEK) 1140.63 1020.65 –2295.00 4318.00 

Population growth 

(inhabitants 2013 / 

inhabitants 2004) 

1.02 0.07 0.85 1.26 

Inhabitants’ average yearly 

income (SEK) 

255838.02 33384.92 210394.00 490533.00 

Population size (number of 

inhabitants) 

33258.15 68230.37 2436.00 897700.00 

Urban degree (% living in 

smaller or bigger towns) 

74.36 14.51 31.00 100.00 

Notes: n = 290. All data from Statistics Sweden.  
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