Whom Would You Rather Work With?

A Field Experiment on Referral Gaps and Occupational Segregation

Livia Alfonsi Pedro de Souza Ferreira

Harvard Business School Harvard Kennedy School

September 2025

Preliminary. Please Do Not Circulate.

Extended Abstract

Employee referrals are among the most common hiring channels worldwide.
Despite providing value to employees and employers, referrals may reinforce oc-
cupational segregation.We design to our knowledge the first correspondence-style
field experiment to test whether and how referral choices disadvantage candidates
whose gender does not align with the dominant gender of their sector. Skilled young
workers across 13 vocational fields chose whom they would refer for a subsidized
internship at their firm.

First, they selected between pairs of candidate profiles, cross-randomized on
gender and labor-market experience; this isolates referral preferences while mitigating
concerns about network availability driven by homophily. Then, respondents could
nominate people from their own networks: they were asked whether they knew
anyone who would be a good fit for the position. If they did, they were then asked
to provide information about the nominated network member, were subsequently
prompted to name a second person of the opposite gender, and then made a final
choice between the randomized profiles and their nominated contact(s). Incentives
were real and high-stakes, as the selected candidate would be invited for a subsidized
internship at the respondent’s firm.

We document four main facts. First, a large referral gender gap exists. Counter-
stereotypical candidates—women in male-dominated occupations (MDO) and men
in female-dominated occupations (FDO)—are substantially less likely to be referred
than otherwise identical peers. On average, they face a penalty of about one quarter,
with men in female jobs 18 percent less likely and women in male jobs 28 percent less
likely to be referred. The more segregated the occupation, the stronger the penalty.
Additional experience somewhat helps men in female-dominated occupations but
does little to offset the disadvantage faced by women in male-dominated occupations.

Second, gender-stereotypical candidates were consistently preferred in final re-

ferrals. While network availability and homophily shaped referral possibilities (in



FDO, among those who named at least one network member, 85% could name a
female contact but only 31% a male; in MDO, 93% could name a male but just 22%
a female), referral choices mirrored the experimental findings for individuals who
could name network members of both genders.

Third, the underlying mechanisms are broadly similar regardless of whether the
stereotypical candidate is male or female, with the key exception that experience can
partly help men in FDO but not women in MDO. For each profile, respondents rated
likability and retention probability. Gender-atypical candidates were consistently
judged less likable and less likely to stay, with women in male-dominated occupations
facing the steepest likability penalty, a penalty that did not diminish with experience.
When unpacking retention, we consider three components: perceived competence,
expected enjoyment of the job, and anticipated employer likability. Perceptions
of competence and expected enjoyment both disadvantaged counter-stereotypical
candidates, but while men in female-dominated occupations could close the gap
with added experience, women in male-dominated occupations could not. Second-
order beliefs reveal that respondents assumed employers would also prefer gender-
stereotypical candidates. For the small subset of firms where we were able to
replicate the exercise with actual employers, we find that employers indeed showed a
preference for gender-stereotypical candidates, but the magnitude of this bias was
smaller than employees predicted and overall smaller than the bias exhibited by
employees themselves. This suggests that employees may overestimate employer
discrimination, which in turn amplifies the referral gap by discouraging them from
putting forward gender-atypical candidates in the first place.

To dig deeper into how employees form impressions, we analyze the adjectives
respondents provided to describe anonymized candidates. Across 1,506 profiles,
respondents listed 4,912 adjectives (724 unique words), which we standardized and
grouped into twelve mutually exclusive categories such as competence (experience,
education, cognitive ability), effort and character (grindstone, communal), profes-
sional traits, demographic descriptors, and other residual terms. Three patterns
stand out. First, demographic descriptors strongly predict female candidates, espe-
cially gendered terms (“girl,” “lady”) and age references (“young”), with the latter
concentrated among less-experienced profiles. Second, women are disproportionately
described with communal and grindstone traits (e.g., caring, hardworking), echo-
ing prior evidence that female candidates are praised for diligence and personality
rather than innate competence or leadership. Third, competence-coded adjectives
(experience, intelligence, education, strength) tilt toward men, particularly among
less-experienced candidates, while negative adjectives are more often applied to
women. When disaggregated by sector, these dynamics sharpen: in FDO, negative
descriptors are essentially unrelated to gender and explicit gendered terms are absent,
whereas in MDO, female candidates attract more gendered, age-related, communal,

grindstone, and negative descriptors, while competence-coded categories tilt more



clearly toward men. Taken together, these patterns suggest that women are evaluated
more on character and effort and men more on ability, with stereotypes surfacing
most strongly in male-dominated contexts.

Finally, we embed these experimental findings in a simple simulation framework
to explore their implications for occupational segregation. The model begins from
a balanced 50/50 gender composition and lets shares evolve over time as referrals,
homophily, and random separations are switched on or off. This structure allows
us to isolate the contribution of referral bias relative to other forces sustaining
segregation and to compare trajectories of occupational composition under alternative
assumptions. Although results are preliminary, the simulations highlight that even
modest referral biases, once combined with homophilous networks, can generate
persistent and widening segregation over repeated rounds of referral-driven hiring.

Taken together, our field experiment, the first to move beyond laboratory settings
by studying real employees referring real jobseekers across sectors with varying gender
dominance, shows that referral gender gaps run in both directions and grow larger as
occupations become more segregated. Women in male-dominated occupations and
men in female-dominated ones are systematically disadvantaged. The mechanisms
reveal that while additional experience and CV building can help men in female-
dominated occupations, it does little to close the gap for women in male-dominated
ones. The adjective evidence helps explain why: the accumulation of experience
and skills is interpreted differently by gender, with men credited for ability and
competence while women are described in terms of effort or personality.

Our work extends existing evidence by embedding randomized profiles in real
referral decisions in a context, Ugandan urban labor markets, where informal hiring
and gender segregation are pronounced, showing that referrals are not simply a
passthrough of employer preferences or a byproduct of homophily, but also transmit
employees’ own stereotypes, thereby creating systemic barriers to crossing occupa-

tions.t
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