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Abstract

EU citizens have rights when living in a member state other than their own. Bureaucratic
discrimination undermines the operation of these rights. We go beyond extant research on
bureaucratic discrimination in two ways. First, we move beyond considering mobile EU citizens
as homogenous immigrant minority to assess whether EU citizens from certain countries face
greater discrimination than others. Second, we analyse whether discrimination patterns vary
between the general population and public administrators regarding attributes triggering
discrimination and whether accountability prevents discrimination. In a pre-registered design,
we conduct a population-based conjoint experiment in Germany including a sub-sample of
public administrators. We find that (1) Dutch and fluent German speakers are preferred, i.e.
positively discriminated, over Romanians and EU citizens with broken language skills, that (2)
our way of holding people accountable was ineffective, and that (3) in all these regards
discriminatory behaviour of public administrators is similar to the general population.
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Introduction

Citizens of the European Union (EU) are not only free to move to other member states to work
and study. EU citizenship also confers access to public services as well as certain political
rights. These rights, however, are not self-enforcing. To a large extent, the ability of mobile EU
citizens to exercise their rights in other member states depends on the behaviour and routines
inside their host country's public administration (Dorrenbacher, 2018; Blauberger and Schmidt,
2014). Since administrative procedures reflect a restricted interpretation of the rights associated
with EU citizenship, the ability of mobile EU citizens to fully exercise their rights is limited
(Heindlmaier and Blauberger, 2017; Martinsen et al., 2019; Sampson Thierry and Martinsen,
2018).

While research on the evolution and practice of EU citizenship has uncovered the struggles of
mobile EU citizens to profit from EU law in practice, it tends to discuss EU citizens as a
homogeneous group. Yet, in today’s EU, with 27 culturally and socio-economically different
member states, some EU citizens might be treated more equally to national citizens than other
EU citizens. After all, frontline bureaucrats' attitudes and behaviour can affect administrative
burdens, rendering access to social assistance, education, child care, and employment easier or
more cumbersome (Moynihan et al. 2015). Research has documented bureaucratic
discrimination by officials at the frontline of bureaucracy based on race, gender, or political
beliefs (e.g., Adam et al. 2020; Grohs et al., 2016; Hemker and Rink, 2017; Schitze and
Johansson, 2020; White et al., 2015).

We integrate both research perspectives by assessing potential patterns of differentiated
discrimination against mobile EU citizens. Discrimination refers to unequal treatment that
includes not only actions that directly harm or disadvantage certain groups, but also actions that
unfairly favour other groups (Dovidio et al. 2010: 9). We examine the preferential treatment,
or positive discrimination, of some mobile EU citizens relative to others by conducting a

conjoint experiment in Germany with a general population sample and a sub-sample of
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employees in the public administration. Both groups are confronted with hypothetical
bureaucratic choice settings in areas where EU citizenship ensures important social and political
rights: (1) access to social benefits and (2) the ability to vote in local elections. We ask
experimental participants to prioritize the handling of identical requests by various mobile EU
citizens. This way, we bring a behavioural perspective to the study of EU citizenship and free
movement that connects the literatures on policy implementation, bureaucratic discrimination,
and public accountability.

The study reported in this paper goes beyond extant research on bureaucratic discrimination in
two main regards. First, studies on bureaucratic discrimination typically focus on systematic
differences in the treatment of members of a minority as compared to members of the national
majority (e.g., Grohs et al., 2016; Hemker and Rink, 2017; White et al., 2015). In contrast, we
focus on whether within the non-German minority group certain EU citizens face greater risk
of discrimination than other EU citizens. In particular, we ask whether signalling cultural and
socio-economic similarity to the host country leads to preferential treatment within bureaucratic
choice settings. To answer this question within the German context, we assess whether Dutch
EU citizens are systematically prioritised over Romanian EU citizens and whether mobile EU
citizens with good knowledge of German are systematically prioritized over EU citizens with
no such language skills. Moreover, to dissect multiple dimensions of discrimination, we not
only vary EU citizens’ nationality and language skills but also their professional skills, age, and
gender.

Secondly, our participants include both bureaucrats and people from the broader population.
By asking whether bureaucratic discrimination is merely representative of societal
discrimination or better treated as a distinct phenomenon, the paper addresses an important gap
within research on bureaucratic discrimination and joins the few existing comparative
assessments aimed at analysing whether discrimination in the public sector is more or less

pronounced than in other contexts (e.g., Jilke et al. 2018).
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Our findings challenge optimistic expectations about public administration’s ability to suppress
or prevent discrimination. Despite a strong rule-of-law orientation in the German public sector,
we hardly find behavioural differences between the general population and respondents
working within public administration: we observe negative discrimination against Romanian
citizens as Dutch citizens are prioritized in bureaucratic choice settings. We also observe
negative discrimination against mobile EU citizens with poor language skills as mobile EU
citizens fluent in German are more likely to be prioritized. In both regards, discriminatory
behaviour by public administrators was representative of discriminatory behaviour within the
general population. This also holds for our attempt to reduce discrimination through an

accountability treatment, which proved ineffective across both groups of respondents.

Theory and Hypotheses

Bureaucratic discrimination is discrimination by bureaucrats against clients and constitutes an
essential obstacle to equality before the law with far-reaching societal consequences
(Baumgartner et al. 2018; Epp et al. 2017; Thomann and Rapp 2018). We focus on
differentiated discrimination against different groups within the category of EU citizens.
Generally, discrimination can result from prejudice or stereotypes. Stereotypes are specific
beliefs about a group, for example, descriptions of what members of a particular group look
like (Vescio and Weaver 2013), while prejudice is a consequence or result of positive, negative,
conscious, or unconscious attitudes and feelings that people have about members of other
groups (Allport 1954). Typically, one distinguishes different forms and sources of
discrimination: e.g., statistical discrimination (stereotyping based on aggregated experiences;
Arrow 1998; Phelps 1972), taste-based discrimination (Allport 1954; Becker 1971), or
stereotyping based on socialization (Jilke and Tummers 2018; Schneider and Ingram 1993). We
focus on the extent to which different characteristics of migrants that display their degree of

integration, conformity with the prevailing culture, as well as their general phenotypical
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‘otherness’ can trigger discrimination (Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn 1991).

Research on ethnic hierarchies (Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn 1991), social identity theory
(Tajfel and Turner 2004), and on welfare chauvinism that is inspired by the idea of inter-ethnic
competition theory (Hjorth 2016) all make similar suggestions: if resources are scarce, such as
welfare benefits or administrative resources, individuals tend to adhere to in-group favouritism
and out-group discrimination. In this sense, the likelihood of discriminatory behaviour and
attitudes may thus depend on perceived similarities and differences between the outgroup and
one's in-group (Valentino et al. 2019). Consequently, we expect preferential treatment, meaning
positive discrimination against mobile EU citizens who come from a country that is culturally
and economically close to the host country when compared to EU citizens coming from more
— culturally, socially, and economically — distant member states. We assume that in terms of
cultural and economic similarity, the Netherlands are more similar to Germany than Romania

and hypothesize that bureaucratic choices will reflect this.

H1: Mobile EU citizens of countries that are more similar to the in-taking country are treated

more favourably than EU citizens of countries that are different from the country of destination.

Migrants’ nationality is not the only characteristic that may trigger discrimination. Language
skills, are considered a significant marker of integration (Ager and Strang 2008; Hainmuller
and Hopkins 2015). The language criterion also plays an important political role. Some civic
integration policies even tie access to social benefits or legal rights to language proficiency
(Goodman 2010). We thus expect that language proficiency in host country’s primary language

influences discrimination against mobile EU citizens.

H2: Treatment of mobile EU citizens will be more favourable when they are more proficient in

their host country’s language.



While extant research implicitly assumes that bureaucratic discrimination is a distinct
phenomenon, it remains an open question whether public bureaucrats really differ in their
degree of discrimination from the general public. Surely, bureaucratic discrimination takes
place within a very distinct empirical context — i.e., during interactions between public
administrators and citizens — but should we assume that this context brings forward
substantially different patterns and extents of discrimination? The optimistic expectation about
bureaucratic discrimination is that it is rare. This assumes that, on the one hand, legal rules
confine administrative behaviour, and that people who have self-selected to work in the public
sector display a common-good oriented public service motivation is opposed to discrimination
(Albrow 1992; Frederickson 1990; Romzek and Dubnick 1998). On the other hand, this
expectation takes into account that the general public remains highly critical of free movement
(Vasilopoulou and Talving 2019) and that competition between nationals and EU immigrants
over public services and rights can trigger anti-immigrant attitudes in the form of ‘welfare
chauvinism’ (Garand et al. 2017; Hjorth 2016; Thomann and Rapp 2018). We thus hypothesize

that:

H3: Street-level bureaucrats are less likely to discriminate against mobile EU citizens

compared to the general population.

Finally, behavioural assessments of discrimination should be concerned with the question of
how discrimination can be prevented. This relates to the general attempt to hold bureaucrats
accountable and thereby reduce discrimination (Andersen and Guul, 2018; Cantarelli et al.
2020; Tetlock and Mitchell 2009). We focus on accountability mechanisms that refer to
arrangements in which an actor is held accountable by a forum for discriminatory behaviour

(Bovens et al. 2014; Brodkin 2008; Lieberherr and Thomann 2019). Various accountability
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mechanisms have been suggested as a means to counter discriminatory practices as they
decrease bias in individual decisions, encourage extensive and conscientious information
processing and self-critical awareness of one's judgment processes (Cohen and Gershgoren
2016; Dobbs and Crano 2001; Epp et al. 2017; Paolini et al. 2009; Silitonga et al. 2019).

Bodenhausen et al. (1994: 621) find that individuals avoid ‘the influence of stereotypes in their
judgments when situational factors provide a motivational impetus for such effort’. Such an
effect ‘is most likely to be activated when decision-makers learn prior to forming any opinions
that they will be accountable to an audience a) whose views are unknown, b) who is interested
in accuracy, ¢) who is interested in processes rather than specific outcomes, d) who is
reasonably well-informed, and €) who has a legitimate reason for inquiring into the reasons
behind participants' judgements (Lerner and Tetlock 1999: 259). In this vein, we focus on a
simple intervention: managerial accountability, where street-level bureaucrats need to justify
their behaviour toward their managers as the relevant accountability forum. Managers’
authority is given by their formal position in the public administration, which formally does not
allow for discrimination. We thus assume that managers are seen to disapprove of
discrimination and hypothesize that knowing about the need to account for one’s decisions vis-

a-vis a manager will reduce discriminatory behaviour.

H4: The presence of a managerial accountability mechanism reduces discrimination.

Data and Methods
We conduct a conjoint survey experiment in Germany to test our hypotheses. The empirical
focus on Germany seems justified because it represents a founding EU member state as well as

the member state with the highest influx of migrants (from within and outside of the EU) over



the last years.* This has turned migration and mobility into highly salient and politicized topics
(Grande et al. 2019).

The design was preregistered (available at: https://osf.io/fgbxu).2 The extent to which survey
experiments are able to capture discrimination remains contested as, particularly, respondents
striving for socially desirable answers can undermine their external validity (see e.g., research
by Wulff and Villadsen 2020; but also see the discussion in Baekgaard and George 2018). In
our view, this method is the best available alternative to using field-based audit experiments,
which have come to be criticised as ethically problematic since they typically lack informed
consent by participants, deceive participants through fake interactions, and use up scarce public
resources (James et al. 2017: 107-110; Teele 2014). The conjoint experiment allows us to
consider the potentially multidimensional nature of discrimination. The experiment is
conducted with a general population sample as well as with a sub-sample of respondents
working within the public administration. This allows us to compare these groups' responses.
While this design exploits the advantages of experimental approaches, it complies with current
ethical research standards as it works based on participants' informed consent.

Our data stems from a representative survey of the general population conducted in March 2020
by YouGov in Germany.® The sample includes 2,974 respondents and is representative of the
general population. In addition, we include 779 oversampled respondents working within the
public administration. Respondents were recruited into the oversample based on a two-stage
procedure: first, they were asked in which sector they work. Those working in the public sector
then had to further specify the area within the public sector, i.e., police, schools, public
administration. We only focus on those working within the core part of the public
administration (Offentliche Verwaltung). This top-up sample of public administrators is not
representative of the general population of people working within the public administration in
Germany and does not only strictly include "frontline bureaucrats”. As it is impossible to obtain

a representative sample of street-level bureaucrats, our approach resembles the best available
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solution to approximate such a frontline bureaucrat sample. This approximation seems
legitimate as it can be plausibly assumed that frontline bureaucrats and public administrators
more generally share a considerable public service motivation and rule-of-law orientation as
key principles endorsed by the educational training for and on-the job in Germany.

Both samples (general public and public administration) are equally distributed in terms of
gender, political ideology, and migration background. However, the public administration
sample reveals a slightly higher level of both education and personal income as well as a
significantly lower average age (44 vs 49).* These differences are unsurprising as the sub-
sample only includes the working age population. Moreover, public administration employees
typically go through an education process that includes at least three years of vocational training
whereas the general population also includes individuals without vocational training or school
diplomas. We thus assume that behavioural differences between the general public and public
bureaucrats will be plausibly attributable to the latter being able to self-select into the specific

context of the public administration as hypothesized above.

Tasks, Set-up, and Procedure

Respondents perform two tasks: in one task they handle a hypothetical application for the
welfare programme colloquially dubbed ‘Hartz 1V’; a means-tested benefit for (long-term)
unemployed job-seekers. In a second task, respondents handled a question about missing voting
documents needed to participate in municipal elections (see Figure 1). The right of EU citizens
to vote in local elections in their host member state is defined in Council Directive 94/80/EC.
We asked respondents to put themselves into the position of frontline workers who, due to time
constraints, have to prioritize the processing of the request of one EU citizen over the request
of another from a pair of EU citizens presented to them (see figure 1). In both contexts, we
describe that preferential treatment of one individual will have negative consequences for the

other individual. Per task (welfare benefits vs. political rights), each respondent was
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sequentially confronted with six pairs of EU citizens with randomized characteristics. To avoid
order effects, we randomized the order of the tasks.

We simultaneously randomized five characteristics of the applicant to investigate their causal
effect on the response. These characteristics could plausibly be part of an application procedure
in the two policy contexts for the situation of a resident newly arriving in a local area in
Germany. (1) nationality — Dutch vs. Romanian, with the latter being more culturally distant
and potentially subject to more discrimination compared to the former. In migration research,
gender, language proficiency, profession, and age are further essential aspects of migrants.
Consequently, we included following characteristics of the applicants: (2) gender — male vs.
female (3) language proficiency — broken vs. fluent German (4) profession — nurse vs. medical
doctor (to capture the difference in the professional status of the applicant) and (5) age — 25 vs.
40 vs. 55 (to examine differences across three main categories of working age). The list of
attributes represents information typically required for identification in real world applications
for welfare benefits (i.e., nationality, age, gender, profession). Overall this renders 48 possible
combinations of personal traits.> Figure 1 displays the five characteristics as well as their
attributes. The order of the attributes was not randomised as research has shown that there are
no order effects in conjoint analyses, except in complex settings with eight or more attributes
(Auspurg and Jackle 2017: 525). Research using eye-tracking methodology further suggests
that participants do not merely look at attributes listed first but visually search across the list of

attributes; particularly when this list is as short as just five attributes (Jenke et al. 2021).
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Figure 1: Conjoint design

Social benefits example

‘Please consider a scenario in which you have a job working for the local government in your
municipality. You receive two applications for a social benefit, the so-called Hartz IV. As EU-
citizens, both applicants are eligible to apply for this social benefit. Due to personal time constraints,
you are required to make a choice of which applicant you process first, which will lead to a delay in
the payment to the other applicant.’

Voting rights example

‘Please consider a scenario in which you have a job working for the local government in your
municipality. You receive two requests concerning missing vote documents for the upcoming local
election. As EU-citizens, both persons are eligible to vote in this election. However, without the
necessary documents, they will not be able to cast their vote. Due to personal time constraints, you
are required to make a choice of which request you process first, which will lead to the other person
cannot vote in the upcoming election.”

Applicant (Request) 1 Applicant (Request) 2
Nationality Dutch Romanian
Gender female male
Language broken German fluent German
proficiency
Profession nurse medical doctor
Age 25 years old 40 years old

Which of the two applications (requests) will you process first?
<1>  Applicant (Request) 1
<2>  Applicant (Request) 2

Additionally, we introduced an accountability treatment. Specifically, we inform a treatment
group that they will have to afterwards justify their decisions toward their putative manager.
The control group receives no such information. We randomly assigned respondents to either
treatment or control group: 1,875 (49.96%) respondents received the treatment, and 1,878
(50.04%) did not receive the treatment. The median time taken to read the information with the
treatment is approximately one second longer for both tasks, which by itself is unlikely to affect

participants' interaction with the experimental materials.

Analysis

For each task, we compare respondents’ choices between successively presented pairs of EU
citizens. These choices are made under three different conditions: (1) they are made by different
kinds or respondents (public administrators vs. general population), (2) with and without an

accountability treatment (treatment shown vs. not shown), and (3) in two different policy
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contexts presented by the two different tasks (welfare benefits vs. political rights). Across both
samples, we have a total of 3,753 individuals who have prioritized a total of 12 pairs of profiles
(6 for each task). We thus obtain a total of (3,753 individuals * 12 decisions * 2 EU citizen
profiles =) 90,072 binary responses. These responses are not independent, but rather depend on
the three conditions aforementioned. Therefore, we employ a hierarchical structure (population,
treatment and outcome) to partially pool the responses of the logistic regression, allowing all
groups to borrow strength from the main effects.

We follow Hainmueller et al.'s (2014) approach to estimate the Average Marginal Component
Effects (AMCEs) for the effects of interest. This allows us to estimate effects without having
to rely on a specific decision-making process and functional form assumptions. In other words,
we do not have to assume that individuals follow a particular behavioural model (e.g., the utility
maximization or bounded rationality). We make the assumption of stability and no carryover
effects (this assumption implies that in the course of the experiment previous decisions do not
alter following ones), as the profiles are randomized. We do, however, control for profile-order
effects and find that, on average, by outcome, population, and treatment situation, profiles that
are presented first in the pair are 36% more likely to be prioritized. We employ Bayesian
inference to get the posterior distributions of the parameters of interest (Fernandez-i-Marin

2016).

Results

Figure 2 shows the posterior distributions of the main 6 parameters of interest. The dot
represents the median expected effect, and the band covers 95 percent of the credible interval
containing that percentage of probable values (also called the highest posterior density, HPD).
The parameter estimates are analogous to the Average Component Marginal Effects (AMCES)
in Hainmueller et al. (2014), defined as the ‘causal quantity of interest’, and are effects of each

of the individual treatment components. To present our results graphically, we use the treatment
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of a reference profile, which is a 40-year-old Romanian female with broken German and
working as a doctor, as the intercept. As long as the credible intervals for an attribute (e.g.,
nationality) overlaps with the intercept, there is no differential treatment between the reference
profile and a person who is different in terms of this attribute (e.g., has a different nationality).
We present odds ratios. Values >1 indicate higher odds of positive discrimination (preference
for prioritization) over the reference profile, whereas values <1 point towards higher odds of
negative discrimination (preference against prioritization).

Figure 2 presents the results concerning preferences in the policy field of welfare distribution
(i.e., welfare benefits) on the left side and the preferences in the policy field of political rights
on the right-hand side. Above this, the upper part of Figure 2 refers to the results under the non-
treatment condition, and the lower part shows the results for respondents who received the
managerial accountability treatment. Overall, our model correctly predicts 62% of the
hypothetical decisions made in the context of voter registration (political rights) and 60% of the

decisions on processing unemployment benefits (social policy).
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Figure 2: Posterior distributions of the main 0 parameters of interest.

Welfare Rights
Nationality Netherlands - —_— —_—
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Notes: Dots represent the expected odds, and thick and thin lines, the 90 and 95 percent Bayesian credible intervals, respectively. Colours represent different population groups.

The upper row corresponds to effects without treatment and the lower row to the treatment group. The columns separate the different policies (welfare/rights).
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As hypothesized (H1) and independent of the responding group — general public vs. public
administration — the results support our first hypothesis: there is a clear tendency to prefer Dutch
applicants over Romanian applicants. This is shown in Figure 2 by the larger than 1 odds ratio
of the nationality variable in the four conditions (both policy fields and treatment/non-treatment
condition). Table 1 presents the combined expected effect magnitude of all attributes; again
across all four conditions: Dutch applicants are 44% more likely to be prioritized than
Romanian applicants.

The attribute with the largest effect on the odds of being prioritized is language proficiency (see
table 1). Profiles with full German proficiency are 2.1 times (117%) more likely to be prioritized
than profiles with little knowledge of German. This supports hypothesis 2 and its underlying
assumption that the degree of integration, as demonstrated by language proficiency, is a crucial
trigger for discrimination. This is also reflected in figure 2: Irrespective of the policy sector, the
responding group, or treatment condition, language proficiency triggers discrimination (odds

ratio >1).

Table 1: Odds ratios of expected grand-effects

Feature OddsRatio Expected effect
Language — fluent 2.17407 A 117%
Nationality — Dutch 1.44029 A 44%

Gender — Male 0.73550 V 26%
Profession — Nurse 1.14477 A 14%

Age 55 0.86526 V¥ 13%

Age 22 0.92439 V 7.6%

First shown 1.35513 A 36%
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While the patterns of discrimination are quite similar within both policy sectors, there remain
interesting differences between them. E.g., the prioritization of Dutch applicants as well as the
prioritization of applicants fluent in German, is more pronounced when processing voter
registration requests (political rights) than when processing welfare benefits (welfare).
Moreover, while men are generally less often prioritized than women in both policy sectors, the
unemployment requests of nurses are generally prioritized over those of doctors. While results
for the effect of age are less consistent, applicants in the middle age group tend to be prioritized
over older and younger applicants (age 55 and 25).

In contrast to hypothesis 3, we find no behavioural differences between the general population
and people working within the public administration. Figure 2 displays distinct credible interval
bands for these two groups in different shades to allow for easy comparison between two
groups. Unsurprisingly, public administration effects have wider uncertainty bands, as their
sample is smaller compared to our general population sample. Generally, effects for the two
populations overlap, indicating similar distributions of the estimated parameters (e.g., no
differential effect).

Finally, we also find no support for hypothesis 4, which dealt with the potential impact of
holding people accountable for their decisions vis-a-vis a manager or supervisor. We rearrange
the findings displayed in figure 2 with in figure 3 for better visual assessment of this question.
Our accountability treatment does not influence discriminatory behaviour: the parameter
distributions stay almost identical across both conditions. The only observable difference
occurs when respondents of the general population are asked to process welfare benefit
requests. Here, the accountability treatment seems to reduce the extent of discrimination against
non-fluent speakers to some extent. However, the accountability treatment does not result in an
overall behavioural change within either population. In some regards, bureaucrats and the
general population react differently, with bureaucrats reacting more to the treatment stimulus

but in a non-intended way, by making their preferences slightly more marked in the case of age.
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More specifically, when the accountability treatment is shown, discrimination in voter
registration contexts increases on nationality (with 92% certainty, against our expectations) but
decreases for the professional characteristics (88.5% certainty) and language (72% certainty).
On the other hand, discrimination when processing welfare benefit requests decreases on
nationality (74% certain) when the accountability treatment is shown. For the rest of the cases,

including public administration, the evidence of differential effects is fragile.
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Figure 3. Posterior distributions of the main 6 parameters of interest

General population Public administration
Nationality Netherlands - g : _—
Language Full -

Profession Nurse -

aJejjdam

Age 25 - =
Age 55 - _
Gender Male -

Treatment
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* Shown

Parameter

Nationality Netherlands -
Language Full -

Profession Nurse -

ty

Age 25 -
Age 55 -
Gender Male - ===

0.7 1.0 15 2.0 0.7 1.0 15 2.0
Odds Ratio (HPD)

Notes: Dots represent the expected odds, and thick and thin lines, the 90 and 95 percent Bayesian credible intervals, respectively. Shades of colour represent different treatment

situations. The upper row corresponds to effects on welfare and the lower row on rights. The columns separate the two populations (general population and public administration).
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Conclusion

This paper pursued two main objectives: (1) to assess whether some mobile EU citizens face a
greater risk of discrimination than others and (2) to analyse whether discrimination patterns
vary between the general population and public administrators. Our findings show that the
strongest triggers of discrimination are migrants' nationality and language skills. Dutch
migrants are more likely to receive preferential treatment than Romanian migrants. This
supports the argument that cultural, social, and economic similarity gives rise to ethnic
hierarchies that result in differential patterns of discrimination. Also, migrants fluent in the host
country's language are more likely to receive preferential treatment than less proficient
migrants. Interestingly, discrimination is slightly more pronounced when processing voter
registration than unemployment requests. This might suggest that political rights cut deeper into
the fear that immigrants from more culturally and economically different countries may get
more rights and, as a consequence thereof, more influence in one's country (Vernby 2013).
Moreover, a simple accountability treatment administered during the experiment proves unable
to suppress discrimination. In all of these regards, respondents working within public
administration show strikingly similar patterns of discriminatory behaviour as respondents
representing the general public. This finding challenges the implicit assumption underlying
existing research that bureaucratic discrimination is a distinct phenomenon. While bureaucratic
discrimination takes place within a distinct setting — i.e., within the public administration — and
therefore warrants explicit analysis, we find no evidence for a distinct pattern of magnitude of
discrimination within the public sector compared to the general public. Overall, this provides
no support for an optimistic view, which expected that a rule-of-law orientation and public
service motivation would reduce or even prevent discrimination.

Moreover, our findings support extant research on discrimination against migrants, which
highlights that not all migrants face the same challenges but face differential treatment based

on arbitrary characteristics such as provenance (Dancygier et al. 2015; Zschirnt and Ruedin
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2016) or religious orientation (Di Stasio et al. 2019, Valentino et al. 2019). Our results thus
seem to align more with a pessimistic view, which observes a transformation of the unique idea
of free movement of persons in the EU to just another form of “immigration” which can be
subject to selectivity and exclusion (Barbuescu and Favell 2020).

Our study yields certain policy implications: if nationality is a crucial trigger of discrimination,
anonymity in bureaucratic encounters could be of value. This is, however, very difficult to
implement in bureaucratic encounters. After all, eligibility for voter registration and welfare
benefits is established based on people's identity. While changes towards more anonymity in
the process might not be impossible, directing efforts at quick and proficient language
acquisition is likely a more fruitful approach. Our results thus support calls promoting quick
language acquisition (Goodman 2010). Since it is mainly in the early period after their arrival
that immigrants have to interact with the administration, assistance from specialized
international offices might help to reduce the burdens for newly arrived immigrants and mobile
EU citizens by providing information in English, or sometimes even in their native languages.
Multilingual information has been shown to be an important instrument to facilitate equal
access, e.g., to voting rights (Filindra and Manatschal 2019).

Limitations of this study create the need for future research. Whilst our findings caution against
accountability as a panacea, we need to assess the effectiveness of different accountability
treatments within field experiments and within survey experimental settings before discarding
accountability as not important; particularly, as accountability is shown to be an important
treatment in other contexts (e.g., Christensen and Moynihan 2020). Second, although we were
unable to conduct our experiment in the field with actual frontline bureaucrats who process
voter registration and welfare benefit requests, we were able to use an oversample of people
working within the public administration. This is a major advance on representativeness
compared to using student samples or exclusively general population samples. However, if non-

trivial problems of access can be overcome, future research’s external validity would benefit
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from assessing bureaucratic discrimination in the field at the administrative frontline without
recurring to ethically problematic audit experiments. This requires, however, significant
political efforts to gain access to these organizations. Moreover, the pattern that Dutch enjoy
preferential treatment over Romanians in the German context might have other or additional
causes than cultural and socio-economic similarity. Future research could further support the
relevance of the similarity-mechanism by including several countries with varying degree of
similarity. Finally, the study has not looked at potentially heterogeneous effects based on
individual and contextual characteristics. Future research should explore whether regional

differences and place-based stereotyping affect discrimination patterns.
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Notes

1. See https://data.oecd.org/migration/permanent-immigrant-inflows.htm,

https://migrationdataportal.org/data?i=inflow_freemovement&t=2017 (last accessed: April 30,

2020).

2. We commit to our preregistered plan. However, we branched out one hypothesis to be
addressed within its own paper dealing with potentially heterogeneous effects for different
kinds of respondents. This decision was not made based on the results obtained but due to space
constraints and conference feedback.

3. Data collection took place between February 21 and March 16. The survey was fielded at the
same time as the COVID-19 crisis accelerated in Germany but finished before Germany issued
strict social distance measures on March 22.

4. Average age of public sector workers in Germany is 44.5 years: http://bit.ly/3sFKaNF; last
accessed 15 Oct 2020.

5. We conducted a pre-test based on 101 respondents to test the understanding of the wording

of the questions as well as the quality of responses.
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