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The thread unifying these three symposium papers is that each surveys firms
directlx to seek information concerning discrimination. Paper one (Riach and Rich)
explores the role of gender when firms choose candidates for job interviews; paper
two (Moss and Tilly) examines the applicant characteristics (including race) that firms
value in the interview process; and finally paper three (Mellor and Paulin) analyzes
promotion and wage growth from employee records of two branches of a particular
firm in the finance industry. Surveying firms is innovative because most current
studies rely solely on worker responses. Because firm surveys are innovative it is not
surprising that many of the problems entailed in their use have not been resolved.
Some writers allege that direct surveys of firms eliminate biases because they permit
crucial productivity measures omitted from traditional employee surveys to be in-
cluded. Rather than examine the virtues of these, and a whole slew of other papers of
the same genre, we co trate on two questions: Do these studies do better than
previous studies to prqve theexistence of discrimination, as Pressman claims in the
introduction? We argye, no. Qur point is to show that analyses surveying only firms
can suffer from the sam ed variable biases inherent in employee surveys. The
other question explored: How can similar studies be designed to reveal more about
discrimination?

The Mellor-Paulin study makes a quite limited contribution to the literature.
Although it surveys firms rather than individuals, it merely applies the methodology
used in traditional studies, namely to regress labor market outcome measures on
individual characteristics. The innovation is to add a categorical variable represent-
ing how one’s supervisor ranks each worker’s performance. Of course, the problem

ith this worker performance variable is the same as in related prior studies (e.g.,
Medoff and Abraham [1980]). Since supervisor ratings can vary by supervisor, what

onstitutes good work according to one supervisor might constitute poor quality to
another. Similarly supervisor rankings can vary across jobs so that the criteria for
ranking, say, a key punch operator might vary from those for ranking g statistical
analyst. Further, rankings using only five categories, for which literally no one re-
ceives rankings below “three” hardly permit the fine differences one would think
necessary to evaluate performance fully. Finally, either the authors somehow fail to
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obtain or fail to report data on supervisor characteristies, so it is impossible to test
whether it makes a difference for a worker to be ranked by a male, a female, a black,
a Hispanic, an Asian, a Jew, a Catholic, etc. Without these additional variables the
Mellor-Paulin employer-based study provides little that is not already known from
surveys of worker wage growth, and it suffers in comparison from much smaller sample
sizes of individuals and occupations. Nevertheless, it is interesting that despite, or
perhaps because of, these potential difficulties,! the authors find no net discrimina-

tion against one group or another.?

—— The Moss-Tilly paper is potentially more interesting because it at least uses sur-

vey information on how firms themselves behave rather than information on worker
achievements, which are largely known anyway from traditional employee-based sur-
veys. The study is marred by the choice of an extremely non-random selection of
particularly low-skilled Detroit and Los Angeles retail clothing stores, insurance com-

Tpanies, public sector agencies (including utilities and hospitals) and largely black-

gwned auto parts manufacturers. However, the findings of thepaper are threefold
(1) With the exception of automobile parts manufacturers, \’such as moti-
vation and ability are more important than “hard” skills such astiteracy and being a
high school graduate. (2) Blacks are viewed as less likely to have appropriate job
¢kills than whites though it is not clear that firms were asked to compare “compa-
rable” blacks to “comparable” whites, 50 the reader does not know if these perceptions
reflect accurate portrayals or misperceptions. (3) Firms with lower skill requirements
and more “negative” racial views have higher propertions of blacks. At least two
idiogyncracies mar the interpretation of these results.

First, the labor market described by Moss and Tilly exhibits what search theo-
rists call “search” goods and “experience’ goods.® Search goods most represent jobs
requiring hard skills, while experience goods represent jobs requiring soft skills. Firms
with hard skill requirements should rely more on testing; whereas firms with soft

referrals. Of the surveyed firms, auto parts manufacturers most rely on hard skills,

( skill requirements require more informal search procedures such as interviews or

implying testing. Retail clothes outlets rely on soft skills, implying interviews or
eferrals (Table 3). Yet contrary to expectations, the Moss-Tilly retail clothes outlets

%ast used employee referrals (Table 7), while auto parts manufacturers used em-

>

-

loyee referrals most, and written tests least!
One can even use search theory to show that Moss and Tilly understate the im-

portance of hard skills as a barrier to employment. In the real world workers apply
for jobs where their probability of obtaining employment is greatest. Since hard skills
can be more easily determined by both firms and workers, workers are more likely to
self-screen for those attributes. Self-screening comes from two sources: (1) workers
have better information about their own hard skills, and (2) workers’ chances of suc-
cess in fooling firms about their hard skills are smaller because firms can easily de-
tect hard skill deficiencies. Neglecting worker self-sereening and concentrating only
on firm behavior thus can cause one to overestimate the importance of goft-screening
over hard-screening. This neglect of worker self-screening might explain one of the
anomalies of the Moss-Tilly results: a bigher proportion of blacks in the jobs where
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in-state residents. Further assume that, for any
averse workers apply for an inor
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an out-of-state applicant will accept a jo
fixed moving costs.

J
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The Riach and Rich correspondence test has nothin
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SUMMARY
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NOTES
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