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ARTICLE

Mapping discrimination in Europe through a field
experiment in amateur sport
Carlos Gomez-Gonzalez 1✉, Cornel Nesseler2 & Helmut M. Dietl1

Societies are increasingly multicultural and diverse, consisting of members who migrated

from various other countries. However, immigrants and ethnic minorities often face dis-

crimination in the form of fewer opportunities for labor and housing, as well as limitations on

interactions in other social domains. Using mock email accounts with typical native-sounding

and foreign-sounding names, we contacted 23,020 amateur football clubs in 22 European

countries, asking to participate in a training session. Response rates differed across countries

and were, on average, about 10% lower for foreign-sounding names. The present field

experiment reveals discrimination against ethnic minority groups, uncovering organizational

deficiencies in a system trusted to foster social interactions.
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Introduction

A ll contemporary societies host different cultural and eth-
nic groups in their population. Increasingly diverse
societies, however, do not necessarily become more tol-

erant of diversity. Social science research examines the behavior
of individual members (Berry and Sam, 2014) and identifies
ethnic and racial discrimination through field experiments in
several social domains (Gaddis, 2018; Harrison and List, 2004).

Finding a job, renting an apartment, and using the sharing
economy are examples of activities where discrimination is not
usually directly observable. However, using fictitious applications
that differ only in specific factors (e.g., ethnicity, gender, or race),
research shows that minority groups face a disadvantage when
accessing labor (Baert, 2018; Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004;
Kaas and Manger, 2012; Lancee et al., 2019; Midtbøen, 2016;
Pager et al., 2009; Quillian et al., 2017; Zschirnt and Ruedin,
2016), housing (Auspurg et al., 2019; Diehl et al., 2013; Flage,
2018), transportation (Ge et al., 2016, Liebe and Beyer, 2020),
politics (Gell-Redman et al., 2018), and the sharing economy
(Edelman et al., 2017; Tjaden et al., 2018).

Discrimination is traceable across occupations, regions, and
countries, and is present in a range of daily activities. Although
most discrimination studies focus on social domains with economic
impact (e.g., labor, housing), evidence of ethnic and racial dis-
crimination also exists in online dating (Jakobsson and Lindholm,
2014; Potârcă and Mills, 2015), shopping (Bourabain and
Verhaeghe, 2019), and sport participation (Nesseler et al., 2019).

The negative implications of discrimination in social activities
rely on Granovetter’s (1973) seminal idea of the strength of weak
ties. The connections and personal relationships acquired in relaxed
and friendly environments may result in broader social networks
that act as sources of employment (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005),
housing (van Eijk, 2010), health (Szreter and Woolcock, 2004), and
socioeconomic status (Campbell et al., 1986).

Participation in social activities can provide meaningful inter-
actions, but it requires reciprocity—a willingness of foreign
members to join activities and a willingness of native members to
grant access (Laurentsyeva and Venturini, 2017; Ward et al.,
2001). Research quantifying daily interactions between groups
frequently relies on self-report measures such as number of
mutual visits (Avitabile et al., 2013) or club membership (Hain-
mueller et al., 2017), but such measures tend to overlook the
actions of native members. Alternative measures such as ethnic
geographic clustering (Constant et al., 2013) and smartphone
usage (Dissing et al., 2018) suffer from similar limitations.

To focus on the actions of native members and measure ethnic
discrimination, in this study we use a field experiment approach.
Field experiments avoid the drawbacks of self-report measures
(e.g., social desirability bias; Hofmann et al., 2005) and secondary
data (e.g., omitted variable bias; Blank et al., 2004). Additionally,
the method eliminates the influence of external factors such as
appearance, attitude, and accent (Bertrand and Mullainathan,
2004). Accordingly, using mock email accounts with native-
sounding and foreign-sounding names, we contacted amateur
football (soccer) clubs in 22 European countries.

Amateur sports are supposedly an integration tool that enables
social interactions between individuals with different ethnic
backgrounds (Council of the European Union, 2010, 2020; Duarte
et al., 2012; Elling et al., 2001; Walseth, 2008). The literature on
sport participation, however, shows that ethnic minorities are less
likely to participate in sports than their majority counterparts
(van Haaften, 2019).

This underrepresentation is usually explained as a preference of
ethnic minorities for more familiar activities and relationships
with peers from their own communities (Elling and Knoppers,
2005; Peucker and Ceylan, 2017). Researchers have nonetheless

called attention to discriminatory actions within the club-
organized sport system (Collins, 2014). The typical use of quali-
tative methods and case studies prevent this research from
disentangling practices of exclusion from ethnic preferences (van
Haaften, 2019).

To anticipate our results, individuals with foreign-sounding
names received disproportionately fewer responses from amateur
football clubs (e.g., in England, “Jan” did worse than “John”). The
findings redirect attention from self-segregation to collective
exclusion mechanisms in daily interactions of ethnic minorities
(Boustan, 2013, Crozier and Davies, 2008; Peucker and Ceylan,
2017), especially in sports (van Haaften, 2019). Amateur football
may offer excellent opportunities for integration (UEFA, 2020),
but we find that the system is not equally accessible to everyone.

The amateur football system operates similarly in most Eur-
opean countries. It is based on a network of self-organized clubs
within overarching (regional) federations that organize competi-
tions (Bottenburg et al., 2005). As the organizational structure
lacks a regulated process of player admission, the task of inviting
a new player normally falls to coaches, players, and other staff
members.

The rules of football are universal and equally, apply to all
participants. Therefore, prejudices based on ethnic, racial, or
religious characteristics should be of little importance, as they
cannot impact the outcome of a match. Amateur football also has
the advantage of not being driven by economic interests (unlike
professional sports), and in most cases, there are no limits to
foreign participation.

The multi-country field experiment provides a detailed picture
of discrimination in Europe, but the design does not permit a
more refined analysis of the mechanisms that play a role in ethnic
discrimination, mechanisms such as cultural distance (Hofstede,
2001; Schwartz, 2006; Welzel, 2013), national hierarchies (Elliker,
2012; Hobson and Sharman, 2005; Juhasz and Mey, 2013), and
religion (Di Stasio et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the results from this
study establish a solid foundation for future research and for
individual and collective action.

Data
Experimental setup. We identified 25 countries that potentially
had enough amateur football clubs for empirical analysis. We
excluded countries that potentially did not have enough obser-
vations (e.g., Iceland, Luxembourg, and Slovakia). Additionally,
we had to exclude Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ukraine, and Belarus
due to insufficient data. Ultimately, 22 countries were selected:
Austria (n= 1,840), Belgium (n= 663), Croatia (n= 447), Czech
Republic (n= 1,598), Denmark (n= 1,135), England (n= 1,527),
Finland (n= 536), France (n= 1,847), Germany (n= 1,681),
Greece (n= 437), Hungary (n= 345), Ireland (n= 308), Italy
(n= 1,463), Norway (n= 999), Poland (n= 1,312), Portugal
(n= 791), Romania (n= 493), Russia (n= 1,143), Serbia
(n= 383), Spain (n= 1,410), Sweden (n= 1,493), and the Neth-
erlands (n= 715).

We gathered data only for amateur leagues. The goal was to
start with the lowest-level league and continue to the second-
lowest league and so forth until 1,500 observations had been
made for each country. However, several countries have a
limited number of amateur football clubs, and we could not
reach the intended number. To account for the different
number of observations across countries, we cluster all
regression analyses at the country level. The results are
consistent when clustering for ethnicities, which is also
reasonable. Figure 1 shows the geographic location of the clubs
included in the experiment.
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For each of the 23,020 clubs, we identified the contact email
address, normally the main coach or the responsible adminis-
trator. We made sure to contact each club only once (in <0.01%
of the cases, clubs were incorrectly contacted twice; we deleted
these observations from the sample). We refrained from
contacting a single respondent several times, as we expected that
respondents would modify their behavior (Sedgwick and
Greenwood, 2015).

In a few countries, some clubs also use social media networks
(e.g., Facebook or VK in Russia) to receive applications. We chose
not to contact clubs that work exclusively with social networks for
two reasons. First, we followed the guidelines of the ethical
commission of the University of Zurich and refrained from
creating fictitious friends. A profile with no friends is unconven-
tional, suspicious, and, therefore, likely to bias the results of the
experiment. Second, we discovered that some of these clubs use
their social network pages exclusively to communicate with
players who are already members and do not allow inquiries.

Method
The first step was to generate names for each group in each
country: five native-sounding names and six foreign-sounding
names (two names for each foreign group, representing each of
the three largest foreign groups in the respective country). Table
A1 in the Supplementary Information gives a complete list of
names and their respective response rate. We chose the largest
foreign groups as they represent the largest share of the popula-
tion. Discrimination against ethnic minority groups that repre-
sent a sizable part of the population is a threat for diverse
societies.

We defined “foreign” as having another citizenship than the
respective country. We split Belgium into French-speaking clubs
and Dutch-speaking clubs to provide a more extensive perspec-
tive (see Table A3). As in Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004), we
checked the distinctiveness of the names by conducting surveys in
various public areas in the respective countries, asking respon-
dents to categorize the names as either foreign or native. In most
cases, respondents successfully categorized the names.

In very few countries, however, respondents were not able to
distinguish between a native-sounding name and a foreign-
sounding name from one of the three largest groups. German-
sounding names in Austria, Swedish-sounding names in Norway,

and Ecuadorian-sounding and Colombian-sounding names in
Spain are examples. In these countries, we replaced the foreign
groups whose names could not be successfully identified with the
next largest foreign group in the respective country. Table A1
provides the full list of countries as well as included and excluded
foreign groups.

We used block randomization by the state for each country to
contact clubs (Gerber and Green, 2008). We assigned one name
to every club and assigned names for natives and foreigners
equally often. Using a random number generator, we created 330
seven-digit gmail.com accounts. In some cases, once the analysis
was finished for a given country, we changed the name of the alias
and used the same account for another country.

When the clubs were contacted, emails expressed interest only
in joining a trial training session. As in previous research, no
further details were provided regarding the place of residence,
education, or any other attribute (Nesseler et al., 2019). The
recipient could see the name twice: in the inbox and below the
body of the message. The language of the email coincided with
the language of the homepage of the club. The language depart-
ment of the University of Zurich provided us with expert trans-
lations for every country. SM 1 in the Supplementary Information
shows the full list of translated emails in the original language. In
English, the email read as follows:

Subject: Trial practice

Hello,

I would like to take part in a trial training session with your
team. I have already played at a similar level. Could I come
for a trial training session?

Many thanks,

Name

After sending the emails, we checked every account daily in the
first week and at least twice a week in the following 3 weeks. After
4 weeks, we stopped checking. Most of the responses were
received after 1 or 2 days.

Responses were answered promptly. The fictitious player told
the respondent that he was no longer interested and thanked the
club for their response. We sent 23,020 emails in 22 countries.

Fig. 1 Overview of amateur football clubs used.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00773-2 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |            (2021) 8:95 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00773-2 3



The total number of responses was 10,215 (5,729 for native-
sounding names; 4,486 for foreign-sounding names). Native-
sounding names generated 1,988 requests for more information;
foreign-sounding names generated 1,459.

Following prior research (Nesseler et al., 2019), we categorized
responses as (1) no response or rejection; (2) positive response
(i.e., an invitation to a practice session); and (3) positive response
with further inquiries (i.e., an invitation with additional questions;
typical questions concerned the position, age, and previous play-
ing experience of the applicant). We did not distinguish between
rejections and no responses because only a small percentage of the
responses were outright rejections. To analyze the results, we
combined positive responses and positive responses with addi-
tional inquiries into one group; thus a binary variable was con-
structed that distinguished between a positive and a negative
response. We also analyzed whether one’s name has an impact on
the type of positive response (categories 2 and 3 above), but no
significant differences were found. Figure A1 and Table A2
(Supplementary Information) show the positive response results.

Results
Responses. The overall response rate was roughly 44%. The
pooled results from all countries show that foreign-sounding
names received significantly fewer responses than native-sounding
names (0.495 vs. 0.391; average treatment effect (ATE) 0.102;
Mann–Whitney U, z=−15.92, P= 0.00, n= 23,020). We did not
find differences between the first-, second-, and third-largest
groups with foreign-sounding names (0.403 vs. 0.388 vs. 0.383;
Kruskal–Wallis H, χ= 2.52, P= 0.28, n= 11,462).

Figure 2 shows the response rate for native-sounding names
(yellow bar) and foreign-sounding names (blue bar) for each
country. The response rate clearly differed between countries. The
Netherlands had the highest response rate (all= 69.4%,
foreign= 64.5%, native= 74.3%), while Serbia had the lowest
(all= 12.0%, foreign= 9.3%, native= 15.1%). Notice that for
every country, the response rate was lower for foreign-sounding
names.

As in debates about poverty, it is important to look not only at
the absolute response rate but also the relative rate (Sen, 1983).
Table 1 reports the statistical significance of the difference in
response rates between native- and foreign-sounding names for
every country. Table A3 (Supplementary Information) shows the
regression results for the three different foreign-sounding groups
in every country.

The results again show differences between countries. Ireland,
France, and Portugal have the lowest differences (below 4%),
whereas Croatia, Hungary, and Austria have the highest
differences (above 20%). For most of the remaining countries,
the response rate difference is between 5% and 13%. Figure 3
ranks the difference in response rates between foreign-sounding
and native-sounding names by country. The results are shown
with a 95% confidence level bar.

In a randomized field experiment, the results should not be
influenced by other factors (Gerber and Green, 2008). To control
for the validity of the experiment and to understand how
potential factors may have influenced response rate, we included
net migration (M= 2.36, SD= 5.94, n= 20,955) and the size of
the population living in the local district (M= 743,171,
SD= 1,571,799, n= 20,955). To improve the readability of the
tables, we divided the population by 100,000. We used the
smallest district level that was available (viz., Nomenclature of
Territorial Units for Statistics 3). However, for several clubs, these
data were not traceable. Additionally, we included a control for
the league, as clubs from lower-level leagues might have a
different willingness to respond.

Thus, we ran three ordinary least-square regressions with
robust standard errors clustered at the country level: (1) without
covariates for the complete sample, (2) without covariates for the
limited sample, and (3) with covariates for the limited sample.
Table 2 reports the results. In all three models, foreign-sounding
names received approximately 10–11% fewer responses.

Similar to previous findings for Europe on diversity and
generalized trust (Hooghe et al., 2009), net migration has a
positive influence on the response rate. Population size has no
significant influence. Additionally, we analyzed if aggregated data
influences the results. For this, we focus on two indices: (1) the
Migrant Integration Policy Index score (mipex), which measures
policies to integrate migrants; (2) the cultural rights variable from
the Indicators of Citizenship Rights for Immigrants. Both indices
have a statistically significant influence, but they do not influence
response rate. The results are available in the Supplementary
Information (Table A4).

Discussion
The results of this study show that individuals with foreign-
sounding names face a barrier to participation in amateur football
in Europe. This evidence of discrimination challenges the notion
of equal access in sport regardless of ability, race, or gender
(UEFA, 2020), and contributes to the debate concerning collective
exclusion vs. self-segregation in social participation of ethnic
minorities (Crozier and Davies, 2008; Peucker and Ceylan, 2017;
Phillips, 2010; van Haaften, 2019).
While cultural preferences may still play a role in the complex

process of integration and sport participation (Elling and Knoppers,
2005), we find evidence of ethnic discrimination in European
amateur football. The field experiment approach extends previous
qualitative efforts to understand collective exclusion mechanisms in
sports (Collins, 2014; van Haaften, 2019).

Ethnic discrimination in sports is a threat for employment,
education, and related opportunities in local communities in
Europe (UEFA, 2020), limiting the potential of individuals to
create other ties and social networks (Granovetter, 1973). Barriers
to participation in social activities prevent ethnic minorities from
achieving successful integration in their host countries, including
political and economic mobility (Hainmueller et al., 2017).

Evidence of ethnic discrimination in sports aligns with tradi-
tional theories of social identity and in-group preferences (Byrne,
1971; Tajfel, 1982), and extends previous findings in the labor and
housing markets of European countries, including DenmarkFig. 2 Response rate for foreign-sounding and native-sounding names.
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(Hjarnø and Jensen, 2008), Finland (Öblom and Antfolk, 2017),
France (Duguet et al., 2010), Germany (Diehl et al., 2013; Kaas
and Manger, 2012), Greece (Drydakis and Vlassis, 2010), Ireland
(Gusciute et al., 2020; McGinnity and Lunn, 2011), the Nether-
lands (Andriessen et al., 2012), Norway (Midtbøen, 2016), Spain
(Bosch et al., 2010), and Sweden (Bursell, 2014), among others.

In the countries used in this study, the results show a lower
number of responses to foreign-sounding names. We do not find,
however, geographical patterns. Response rate differences
between native- and foreign-sounding names are not clustered in
culturally similar regions (e.g., Scandinavia or Eastern Europe) or
in regions with a similar percentage of foreign inhabitants (e.g.,
Romania and Italy have a very different share of foreign-born
citizens but similar response rates). The idiosyncrasies of the
names and perceptions of the largest foreign groups in each
country may influence the results.

In today’s diverse societies, name discrimination affects not
only individuals from foreign groups but also naturalized immi-
grants and their descendants. In some cases, foreign-sounding
names could be the names of second- or third-generation
migrants (e.g., Turkish-sounding names in Germany or
Algerian-sounding names in France). However, the present
experiment was not designed to investigate detailed differences
across names and nationalities.

In the experimental design, we used six names representing
three different nationalities (two names for each nationality) to
build the foreign groups in the respective countries. Greater
variability among foreign-sounding names would be more infor-
mative and would improve representability. While responses across
names vary considerably in some countries (e.g., Irish-sounding
names in Ireland or Italian-sounding names in Croatia), they do so
only marginally in others (see e.g., Norwegian-sounding names in
Norway or Polish-sounding names in Denmark).

The composition of foreign groups with nationalities that
represent a sizable part of the population in the respective
countries but differ in historical representation, cultural distance,
or size also has limitations. Well-established ethnic minority
groups are not distinguished from other historically less repre-
sented ethnic minority groups in the analyzed countries. This is
the case, for example, for Indian- and Polish-sounding names in
the UK and Algerian-sounding and Portuguese-sounding names
in France. Future research could focus on well-established and
known ethnic minority groups to analyze discrimination in sports
and other social activities.

Differences in customs and cultural values also play a role in
ethnic discrimination (Hofstede, 2001; Schwartz, 2006; Welzel,
2013) and may influence the number of responses. In our results,
we do not always observe the influence of cultural proximity. For
example, the cultural distance of individuals with Iraqi-sounding
and Polish-sounding names is different in Sweden, but the
number of responses is similar. Positive discrimination toward
individuals with foreign-sounding names from strong football
countries is also a possibility. However, this positive

Table 1 Response rate by country (Mann–Whitney test).

Country Response rate in % Diff. Z-value p-value Obs.

Native-sounding names Foreign-sounding names

Austria 53.61 33.15 20.46 −8.85 0.00 1,840
Belgium 52.39 44.90 7.49 −1.86 0.06 663
Croatia 39.25 15.88 23.37 −5.55 0.00 447
Czech Republic 54.61 46.72 7.89 −3.15 0.00 1,598
Denmark 67.54 56.11 11.43 −3.97 0.00 1,135
England 41.21 34.29 6.92 −2.79 0.01 1,527
Finland 55.19 42.11 13.08 −3.03 0.00 536
France 47.69 44.12 3.57 −1.54 0.12 1,847
Germany 66.87 53.61 13.26 −5.55 0.00 1,681
Greece 30.95 25.11 5.84 −1.36 0.17 437
Hungary 53.67 33.00 20.67 −5.89 0.00 798
Ireland 50.00 46.95 3.05 −0.53 0.59 308
Italy 28.69 20.19 8.50 −3.78 0.00 1,463
Netherlands 74.29 64.54 9.75 −2.82 0.00 715
Norway 65.79 55.27 10.52 −3.40 0.00 1,000
Poland 40.15 29.61 10.54 −4.01 0.00 1,312
Portugal 18.48 14.50 3.98 −1.47 0.14 791
Romania 40.42 31.62 8.80 −2.03 0.04 493
Russia 28.70 22.61 6.09 −2.36 0.02 1,143
Serbia 15.08 9.31 5.77 −1.73 0.08 383
Spain 49.29 36.06 13.23 −5.02 0.00 1,410
Sweden 72.05 59.26 12.79 −5.20 0.00 1,493
All countries 49.57 39.14 10.43 −15.92 0.00 23,020

Fig. 3 Response rate difference between foreign-sounding and native-
sounding names.
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discrimination would be based on subjective and dynamic per-
ceptions, which are difficult to trace in the multi-country
experiment. Future research could use these perceptions to
understand the hierarchy of nationalities and measure positive
discrimination in specific social contexts.

The size of the foreign group is another macro perspective that
cannot explain the number of responses. While in some countries
the largest foreign group received the fewest number of responses
(e.g., Denmark), in other countries it is the second-largest (e.g.,
Germany), or third-largest foreign group (e.g., Croatia). The
different number of football clubs in the samples (from 308 clubs
in Ireland to 1847 clubs in France) should be considered when
making comparisons. The deviations between names vary as the
number of emails sent from an account differs per country.

The cross-national experiment is also bound to neglect the
potential intersections of nationality and ethnicity with religion,
race, and perceived status. Future studies may focus on these
intersections in selected countries and attempt to disentangle the
moderating factors. The design allows for several modifications
and establishes the grounds for interdisciplinary research. Beyond
the nationalities that compose the foreign groups, the level of
education, language skills, and previous experience of applicants
can easily be altered by modifying the content of the email.

Future studies should focus on demographic groups, which are
missing in our experiment. The limited number of female clubs in
Europe did not allow us to analyze the influence of gender.
However, a few countries are suited to extend this line of research
(e.g., the Netherlands, Germany, and Sweden). Moreover, amateur
football is a popular social activity but directed to a certain age
group, which excludes older adults. Future research may consider
examining other sport disciplines as well as social activities (e.g.,
choral singing) with deeply rooted domestic traditions.

Raising awareness is important to reduce biases against min-
ority groups (Pope et al., 2018), but research should examine the
influence of additional factors; for example, slight modifications
in individual behavior such as being persistent (Dietl et al., 2020).
Information nudges—effective in improving the access of min-
ority groups to social benefits (Hotard et al., 2019)—may be a
feasible way to reduce ethnic discrimination in amateur sports.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study is publicly
available in HarvardDataVerse, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
FOXODW. Due to the conditions of the ethics committee of
the University of Zurich, we deleted all information that identi-
fied clubs’ individual responses. A list of all names, foreign

groups, and the emails in their original language are given in the
Supplementary Information.
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