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Abstract

Researchers’ racial and gender identities influence their outcomes in academia and the field of political
science. This letter interrogates how researcher identity affects the research process: specifically elite
interview recruitment. Within an ongoing research project we embed a pre-registered audit experiment
randomizing the gender of the researcher conducting outreach to estimate whether there are differences
in interviews scheduled holding all other confounders constant. We find that when outreach is conducted
by a woman, elites are more likely to schedule an interview. This letter contributes to our understanding
of bias and inequality during the research process. In addition, our study offers a new approach to audit
experiments that limits deception and wasted time for elites.
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1. Introduction

Thefield of political science remains dominated bywhite scholars (APSATask Force 2011), with scholars
of color experiencing harassment and exclusion in the IR security field (for example) (Zvobgo and Loken
2020). Gender disparities are also prevalent, affecting women’s academic success, citations, and research
agendas (e.g., Hardt et al. 2019 and Dion, Sumner, and Mitchell 2018). In this letter, we focus on one
facet of researcher identity—gender—to understand how inequities may manifest not only in outcomes
for scholars, but also in the research process itself. In particular, we seek to understand how identity
affects qualitative interview recruitment. Despite extensive research on how identity affects interview
procedures and answers, no study has probed whether interviewer identity results in differential access
to interviews (West and Blom 2017). There is anecdotal evidence that gender bias may negatively affect
women’s recruitment of elite interviews (Mosley 2013). However, potential bias in interview recruitment
has been difficult to measure, given confounders that prevent the causal effect from being isolated.

In this letter, we embed an audit experiment within an existing research project to estimate how a
researchers’ gender affects recruitment of elite interviews.1 Audit studies enable researchers to evaluate
whether participants engage in discriminatory behavior in a real-world setting. In this study, each
subject receives an identical email from a UC Berkeley student inviting the recipient to participate in an
elite, semi-structured interview. To preserve internal validity, we use email aliases so that the students
arematched on all other background characteristics, including race and academic institution.2 We chose
names that had been pre-tested by Elder andHayes (2023) andwere strongly associatedwith a particular

1IRB protocol 2023-05-16402 approved, Section A.6 of the Supplementary Material.
2Preregistration here.

©The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The Society for Political Methodology.
This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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gender and a similar set of characteristics. Therefore, any non-response effects can be explained solely
by gender identity.

We find that elites are more likely to schedule an interview when receiving the outreach from a
woman (relative to a man). 16% of those contacted by “Mary Williams” scheduled an interview, while
only 8% scheduled an interview when contacted by “Jake Miller.” These differential response rates are
driven by female elites’ unwillingness to reply under the male treatment condition. Female elites had a
15% response rate to the female treatment, but just a 2% response rate to the male treatment.

This letter offers two primary contributions. First, this letter speaks to the expanding literature that
seeks to understand and ameliorate bias and inequity in the field of political science. We add to this
important work by interrogating how inequities may arise in the process of the research itself and the
extent to which methods are accessible. Bias based on identity can hinder researchers from recruiting
a large enough sample to be representative and generalizeable. The differential responses by male and
female elites also suggest that research may be systematically omitting certain voices because of gender
bias.

In addition, this letter suggests a new and more ethical approach to audit experiments. Audit
experiments have produced important results to better understand political phenomena. However, this
method has been critiqued for wasting the time of respondents. We design a audit experiment nested in
another research study to avoid wasted time for elites. This study also engages only in limited identity
deception, rather than traditional audit experiments which often combine identity, activity, motivation,
and misinformation deception. We argue that it is not necessary to abandon audit experiments, but
instead we encourage scholars to think creatively about how to design audit experiments in an optimally
ethical manner. While there are trade-offs in terms of power, we believe that protecting the time of
subjects outweighs the potential costs of this approach. Therefore, we offer an avenue forward for the
use of audit experiments in the discipline to test research questions about inequality and bias while
avoiding the usual concerns with this method.

This letter proceeds in three parts. First, we outline our pre-registered expectations for how gender
affects elites’ willingness to schedule an interview. Next, we describe the audit experiment design and
consider the unique ethical implications. Finally, we discuss the results of the audit experiment and offer
suggestions for future research.

2. Theoretical Expectations

Gender discrimination remains prevalent and well-documented across fields, despite some progress.
Stereotypes about women negatively affect their standing in society and the workplace (see, for example,
Catalyst 2021; Hegewisch 2013; Helmer et al. 2017; UNESCO 2021). In male-dominated fields in
particular, there is anecdotal evidence that women experience gendered dynamics while conducting
interviews and recruiting participants, potentially limiting response rates for women researchers
(McDowell 1997; Mosley 2013). Therefore, we expect that elites will be more likely to respond to
male-presenting names in interview outreach. Alternatively, women are perceived as “kind, sensitive,
and relationship-oriented” and men as “dominant, ambitious, and achievement-oriented” which could
motivate the opposite results (Heilman and Caleo 2018). Gender discrimination is not the only
marginalized identity; however, this study provides a first cut with gender.

H1: Elites will be more likely to schedule an interview when receiving outreach from a male-presenting
name.

We also consider which elites are most likely to respond to outreach and participate in research.
Women are more likely to take on non-promotable tasks (Babcock et al. 2022). Therefore, we expect
that female elites would be more likely to schedule an interview. This hypothesis considers whether
qualitative interviewing overburdens specific groups.

H2: Female elites will be more likely to schedule an interview.
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Alternatively, this relationship could be explained by women’s propensity to support other young
women interested in a male-dominated field. While research on women’s support for other women in
the workplace is somewhat mixed, Carr and Kelan (2016) illustrate that women do support and align
themselves with each other in the workplace.

H3: Elites will be more likely to schedule an interview with a matched gendered-name in outreach.

3. Research Design

We conduct an audit experiment, inviting elites to participate in a 15–30 minute semi-structured
interview with the research team.The researchers initiate this outreach via email with identical written
text to allow for control between conditions. Audit studies are critiqued for involving significant
deception, harm to future researchers in the discipline, and waste of public or private resources
(Desposato 2022). This audit study did not result in any wasted time for elites. The interviews were
subsequently carried out for a separate research project under an approved IRB protocol. Nesting the
audit experiment in another project allows the researchers to limit deception, be sensitive to elites’ time,
and avoid negative effects for future researchers, while still gaining causal leverage.

We manipulate the source of the outreach: (1) male-presenting name (Jake Miller) and (2) female-
presenting name (Mary Williams). We created email aliases under these names through our academic
institution, and the individuals are presented as research assistants.The profiles of these researchers are
matched on all other covariates that could affect willingness to respond and engage in the interview.The
outreach email is identical other than its source (Section A.1 and A.11 of the Supplementary Material).
The names also cue similar attributes in regard to gender, class, education and thus are not a bundled
treatment (Elder and Hayes 2023).3

Finally, we block on elite gender. Given that we believe that elite gender will affect response rates,
this approach ensures equal treatment assignment. In addition, this covariate adjustment increases the
precision of the average treatment effect (ATE) estimate (Hartman and Huang 2024).

3.1. Sampling and Analysis
We sample participants in two ways. The interviews focused on how firm professionals and IO
bureaucrats engage on economic issues in international organizations (Kenney 2025).4 We contacted
tax professionals that engaged with IO bureaucrats on international taxation rules, compiling a list
of those who recently submitted public comments. OECD bureaucrats were sampled via the OECD
website and publications.We targeted bureaucrats that engage with non-state actors and organize public
consultations. In total, we emailed 229 elites. As pre-registered, we excluded subjects if the emails did
not deliver, resulting in a sample size of 173 elites.

We test the hypotheses with difference in means tests to find the ATE of researcher gender on
likelihood of scheduling an interview. The independent variable is gender treatment and the depen-
dent variable is whether an interview was scheduled and subsequently carried out. We use p-values
to interpret all tests, with the criterion for claiming statistical significance being a p-value of 0.1
(as pre-registered).

4. Experimental Results

The results for Hypothesis 1 are the opposite of our expectations: interviewees were more likely to
schedule an interview if the outreach was conducted by Mary Willams, relative to Jake Miller. In
substantive terms, the response rate for Mary Williams (16%) was double that in the Jake Miller

3Section A.3 of the Supplementary Material.
4Section A.9 of the Supplementary Material.
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Table 1. Overall effect size: Interview scheduling rate.

Treatment Full sample Male interviewees Female interviewees

Mary Williams 16.3% (N = 86) 17.3% (N = 52) 14.7% (N = 34)

Jake Miller 8.0% (N = 87) 13.0% (N = 46) 2.4% (N = 41)

Gender differential 8.2% (p = 0.099) 4.3% (p = 0.56) 12.3% (p = 0.071)

90% CI [0%, 16%] [−8%, 16%] [1%, 23%]

Note: Difference inmeans test. DV: interview scheduled and attended (1 if yes; 0 if no). IV: gender outreach
treatment (1 if Jake; 0 if Mary). N is the number of observations in each subgroup.

−0.3 −0.2 −0.1 0.0
Change in Probability Interview is Scheduled

S
am

pl
e

Pooled
Firm
OECD

Figure 1. Effect of male vs female interview request.

Note: OLS regression results, robust SEs. IV: outreach gender treatment (1 if male; 0 if female). DV: interview scheduled and attended
(1 if yes; 0 if no). Stacked 95% and 90% CIs. Full regression table in Section A.4 of the Supplementary Material.

treatment (8%). These results are significant in the full sample (see Table 1 and Figure 1) and robust
to pre-registered robustness checks (Section A.5 of the Supplementary Material). The 90% CI ranges
from 0% to 16%.When breaking down the results into the two substantive groups – OECD bureaucrats
and firm representatives—the coefficient signs remain the same, but do not reach standard levels of
significance (p = 0.16 and p = .41 respectively). These results can be explained by the limited power in
the individual samples, which is a fundamental barrier in running an audit experiment that does not
waste time for elites.

We offer two potential explanations for these results. First, the results seem to be driven by female
elites’ unwillingness to schedule interviews when contacted by a male interviewer. The difference is
pronounced, with a 14.7% interview schedule rate forMaryWilliams, as opposed to 2.4% for JakeMiller,
among female elites. Female elites’ unwillingness to respond to email outreach from a male contact has
important implications, given that itmay result in systematically omitting certain voices fromqualitative
research. We acknowledge, however, that we have limited power to detect heterogeneous effects.

We therefore offer a second potential explanation. We suggest that the results may be driven by
women’s perception by others as non-threatening, relationship-oriented, and kind (Heilman and Caleo
2018). Therefore, elites may feel more comfortable scheduling an interview with a woman.

Contrary to our expectations in Hypothesis 2, male elites are more likely to schedule an interview
(relative to female elites). Figure 2 displays these results. However, the results do not reach standard
levels of significance (p = 0.156).
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Figure 2. Effect of elite gender on response rate.

Note: Probit regression results. IV: elite gender (1 if male; 0 if female). DV: outcome variable (1 if yes; 0 if no). Stacked 95% and 90%CIs.

Regression tables in Section A.4 of the Supplementary Material.

Table 2. Interaction effect of matched gender and interviewee

gender.

Dependent variable

Interview scheduled Email response

Matched gender 0.123* 0.163

(0.066) (0.107)

Interviewee gender 0.149** 0.165*

(0.058) (0.094)

Interaction effect −0.165* −0.221

(0.099) (0.145)

Num.Obs. 173 173

R2 0.030 0.020

* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05

Note: OLS regression models, robust SEs. Matched gender: 1 if elite and treat-
ment are same gender; 0 otherwise. Interviewee gender: 1 if male; 0 if female.
Interaction effect: interaction of matched gender and interviewee gender. DV:
outcome variable (1 if yes; 0 if no).

Finally, we test Hypothesis 3, which predicts that when the gender is the same between the
interviewer and the interviewee, there will be a greater likelihood of scheduling an interview.5 We find
that this expectation holds: Table 2 shows that there is a positive and statistically significant relationship
between matched gender and likelihood of scheduling an interview. Importantly, these results are
moderated by the interviewee’s gender. The interaction effect is negative and statistically significant.
Therefore, the positive effect ofmatched gender on the likelihood of scheduling an interview is enhanced
when the interviewee is female.

5Interaction effect not pre-registered.
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

In this letter, we conduct an audit experiment to test the effect of researcher gender on elite interview
recruitment. We find that elites are more likely to schedule an interview if they receive outreach from
the female alias.While these results are counter to our initial expectations, we believe that it is important
to consider how these biases affect the accessibility of qualitative interviewing.

Qualitative research is costly, both in time andmaterial resources. However, interviews are relatively
“costless” forms of qualitative research given the increased use of Zoom interviews. This letter aimed
to understand how even the most “costless” form of qualitative research may provoke equity concerns
based on researcher identity. The results suggest that qualitative interviews, even those conducted via
representative sampling, may be limited by gender biases. Therefore, it is important to consider how
to mitigate this bias for those who are still interested in pursuing qualitative research. We offer two
recommendations.

First, collaborating with scholars of varying identities can enhance interview sample size. When
representativeness is the goal, collaborating with research assistants or colleagues of other genders
could increase sample size. Our results indicate that male authors in particular would benefit from
collaborating with female co-authors. As co-authored work has increased in recent years, there has been
considerable debate about how to value said work in a scholar’s broader research agenda. The results
here imply that co-authored work may often be necessary to increase qualitative interview sample size
or representativeness.

Second, researchers that anticipate limited response rates given these results should consider alterna-
tive strategies to enhance their sample size. For example, oversampling and sending additional follow-
up emails could increase their sample size. These strategies may be particularly necessary when male
researchers are reaching out to female interviewees.

There are several avenues for future research in this space.This experiment tests the effects of gender;
however, there are many other characteristics which could cause non-response bias. Experimental
manipulation of these factors could expand knowledge about the barriers faced in qualitative work.
Future work should also test the mechanisms that drive these gendered effects and potential interven-
tions to ameliorate non-response differences.
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