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Bureaucratic Decision-Making: A Multi-Method Study of Gender Similarity 

Bias and Gender Stereotype Beliefs

Abstract

Research finds evidence for bias in frontline workers’ decision-making affecting citizens, but 

important questions remain about the underlying causal logics: Which mechanisms may explain 

disparity in decision-making for different demographic categories of citizens? To what extent is 

frontline workers’ decision-making influenced by cognitive biases toward citizens similar to 

themselves (similarity bias) and by stereotypes? Focusing on gender bias and drawing on social 

identity theory and gender stereotype theory, this article examines how caseworker-citizen 

gender similarity and gender stereotypes shape caseworkers’ decision-making. Using (a) an 

experimental vignette, (b) measurement of gender stereotype beliefs from a Brief Implicit 

Association Test, and (c) quasi-experimental administrative data, we examine the effects of 

gender similarity and gender stereotypes in the policy area of child visitation in Denmark. We 

find support for both gender similarity and gender stereotype expectations. Moreover, the effect 

of gender stereotypes appears slightly larger than that of gender similarity.

KEYWORDS: decision-making, experiment, gender, implicit association, similarity, stereotype
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1 INTRODUCTION

Many public agencies make decisions affecting the lives of individual citizens. Yet public 

policies are rarely self-executing. In many areas of public administration, decision-making falls 

to frontline workers (Hupe and Hill 2007), public service workers who interact directly with 

citizens, and who have substantial discretion in the execution of their work (Lipsky 1980). 

Indeed, some frontline workers are caseworkers making decisions about the rights and 

entitlements of individual citizens to both benefits and services. The delegation of decision-

making authority—while a cornerstone of government and public administration (Bradbury and 

Kellough 2011; Hupe and Hill 2007)—does not come without condition or restraint. The 

caseworkers are obligated to ensure that all citizens receive fair and equitable treatment free from 

discrimination based on gender, race, or other attributes (Frederickson 1990). Adherence to the 

administrative principles of equity and impartiality is of societal importance. For example, 

perception of procedural fairness and equity is a key component for the legitimacy of public 

institutions in the eyes of citizens (Sunshine and Tyler 2003) and for the formation of public trust 

in government (Pedersen, Stritch, and Taggart 2017; Van Ryzin 2011). 

Understanding the ways in which bureaucratic discretion can lead to inequitable 

treatment of citizens is thus of public interest and scholarly concern. More research is needed on 

the mechanisms explaining why the exercise of bureaucratic authority is sometimes 

illegitimately biased for or against certain groups of citizens. Focusing on cognitive biases in 

caseworker decision-making, this article provides new insights as to why caseworkers make 

different decisions for otherwise comparable male and female citizens. In particular, this article 

expands our knowledge about the significance of two distinct causal logics in understanding 

gender bias in caseworker decision-making: We examine how (a) caseworker-citizen gender 
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similarity and (b) implicit gender stereotype beliefs shape a caseworker’s decision-making 

affecting male and female citizens. We address the following research question: To what extent 

is caseworker decision-making influenced by cognitive biases toward citizens similar to 

themselves (similarity bias) and by stereotypes?

Our study builds on and adds to social identity theory and gender stereotype theory. 

While both theories support the presence of gender bias in public decision-making and 

emphasize how internal social categorization processes shape attitudes and behavior, they differ 

in one key aspect. Social identity theory (Hogg, Terry, and White 1995; Tajfel and Turner 1986) 

explain gender-biased decision-making by an underlying causal logic in which cognitive biases 

make public employees act more favorably toward citizens with the same demographic 

characteristics (e.g., race or gender) as themselves. Referring to a basic tendency of people to 

give preferential treatment to others who are similar to, rather than dissimilar from, themselves, 

gender-biased decision-making occurs because of caseworker-citizen gender similarity bias. 

In contrast, gender stereotype theory (Basow 1992; Eagly, Beall, and Sternberg 2004; 

Lindsey 2010) presents another underlying causal logic whereby gender stereotypes may result 

in gender-biased decision-making—completely irrespective of the caseworkers’ gender or 

whether the caseworkers and citizens share the same gender. Positing that males and females are 

often stereotyped according to the traits they are assumed to possess by virtue of their biological 

makeup, the theory provides a sociocultural explanation for inequitable treatment of male and 

female citizens. In policy contexts in which gender stereotypes are salient, gender-biased 

decision-making occurs because of gender stereotype beliefs. 

The article provides novel insights of relevance to both research and practice. In terms of 

scholarly contribution, no study has investigated and compared how gender similarity and gender 
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stereotypes shape individual decision-making. Public administration research has tended to 

examine disparities in outcome for different demographic categories of citizens through the lens 

of representative bureaucracy theory (Dolan and Rosenbloom 2003; Selden 1997)—focusing on 

the link between passive and active representation (Bradbury and Kellough 2011). As we discuss 

later, representative bureaucracy theory essentially explains the association between the presence 

of female bureaucrats within public organizations and bureaucratic outcomes consistent with the 

interests of females in line with an underlying similarity logic matching that of social identity 

theory. In contrast, although gender stereotypes are found to influence behavior (Eagly et al. 

2004; Lindsey 2010), the impact of gender stereotypes on public decision-making is severely 

understudied. Stereotypes in general have primarily been a topic of sociological interest, not an 

integral part of public administration research (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011).

In terms of implications for practice, both policy makers and public service practitioners 

should be aware of and consider how gender is an ever-present demographic characteristic that 

may form the basis for discriminatory treatment of otherwise comparable male and female 

citizens. Gender-biased decision-making is at odds with formal rules and regulations. Gender 

does not constitute legitimate grounds for differential decision-making for individual citizens in 

most areas of public services delivery. Gaining insight into gender-biased decision-making and 

its underlying causes is thus of societal relevance. Knowledge about the underlying causal logics 

comprises a critical component for organizational efforts to minimize the occurrence of gender-

biased decision outcomes for citizens. For example, attenuating bias based on caseworker-citizen 

gender similarity may call for policies that differ substantially from those involved in attenuating 

bias based on gender stereotypes. This article thus adds a piece to a longstanding puzzle within 
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public administration: What are effective means of ensuring the responsible use of bureaucratic 

discretion?  

We conduct our investigation in an understudied, but gender-salient, empirical setting: 

The policy area of child visitation in Denmark. As we elaborate later, the visitation caseworkers 

whom we study interact with two disputing parents and make adjudicative decisions about the 

amount of time each parent can spend with their child. Decisions often favoring one of the 

parents and thus, often, a particular gender. Thus, decision-making in child visitation cases 

concerns a high-stakes and gender-salient issue, in turn creating a useful setting for unraveling 

the underlying causal underpinnings of gender bias in caseworker decision-making. 

Our study involves a unique research design combining multiple methods and data. For 

testing hypotheses that are inherently difficult to test robustly, we use visitation caseworker data 

comprising (a) an experimental vignette and (b) a Brief Implicit Association Test (BIAT) 

(Sriram and Greenwald 2009)—a cognitive-behavioral technique that uses response latencies in 

computer-administered categorization tasks for measuring implicit associations between 

concepts in people’s minds (Greenwald et al. 2009). As we elaborate later, our BIAT measures 

the extent to which caseworkers implicitly associate females more than males with evaluative 

concepts of “family.” Moreover, we use quasi-experimental administrative data involving a 

randomly drawn sample of real-life visitation cases with “as if” random allocation of cases to 

caseworkers. 

2 THEORY

2.1 Similarity as biasing mechanism
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Why do caseworkers sometimes make different decisions for otherwise comparable male and 

female citizens? Prescribing one possible explanation, social psychological research emphasizes 

cognitive similarity-dissimilarity processes whereby public employees act in ways benefitting 

individuals of the social groups to which they themselves belong. In particular, social identity 

theory (Hogg et al. 1995; Tajfel and Turner 1986) stresses how social identity—individuals’ 

sense of who they are—is derived from perceived memberships in social groups. The idea is that 

a social category (e.g., nationality, race, or gender) into which a person falls, and to which the 

person feels he or she belongs, provides a definition of who the person is—a self-definition 

constituting a portion of that person’s self-concept. Each membership is represented in the 

individual’s mind as a social identity that both describes and prescribes his or her thinking, 

feelings, and actions. As the basis for self-regulation, a social identity may result in (a) self-

perception and conduct becoming in-group stereotypical and normative, (b) perceptions of 

relevant out-group members becoming out-group stereotypical, and (c) intergroup behavior 

attaining discriminatory properties (e.g., decision-making favoring the in-group). Manifesting a 

basic need for an evaluative positive self-concept, “groups and their members are strongly 

motivated to adopt behavioral strategies for achieving or maintaining in-group/out-group 

comparisons that favor the in-group, and thus of course the self.” (Hogg et al. 1995, p. 260). 

Noteworthily—especially to public administration research—representative bureaucracy 

theory operates with underlying similarity logic as that of social identity theory for explaining 

why minority bureaucrats tend to pursue policies or actions that benefit minorities in a society’s 

population. In essence, representative bureaucracy theory “examines the implications of how 

bureaucratic institutions socially or demographically reflect the communities they serve” 

(Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Jackson 2018, p. 506)—with the normative underpinning that the 
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public bureaucracies should be representative of the people they serve in terms of race, gender, 

etc. (Kingsley 1944). Rich reviews of the claims, development, and state of representative 

bureaucracy theory are provided elsewhere (e.g., Bradbury and Kellough 2011; Dolan and 

Rosenbloom 2003; Selden 1997; and more recently Riccucci and Van Ryzin 2017).

In brief, representative bureaucracy theory, as initially developed by Mosher (1968), 

specifies two ways in which a bureaucracy can be representative: Passive and active. Passive 

representation refers to the characteristics of the bureaucratic personnel—the extent to which the 

demographics of a bureaucracy reflects the demographics of the population that the bureaucracy 

serves. Active representation refers to bureaucratic behavior—the extent to which a public 

employee acts in a manner promoting the interests of his or her counterpart in the general 

population. According to the theory, passive representation facilitates active representation: The 

active representation of group interests occurs when bureaucracies are broadly representative of 

the population.    

Empirical public administration scholars have tended to examine this theory by looking 

for associations between the presence of racial minority or female employees within public 

organizations and bureaucratic outcomes consistent with the interest of those minority groups or 

women. In general, whether investigating representation for race or for gender, studies support 

the expected linkage between passive and active representation. Bradbury and Kellough (2011) 

provide discussion an overview of older studies, whereas recent contributions include Brunjes 

and Kellough (2018); Hong (2017); Nicholson-Crotty, Nicholson-Crotty, and Fernandez (2017). 

For gender parity, scholars have found active representation in child support enforcement 

(Wilkins 2007; Wilkins and Keiser 2006), law enforcement (Meier and Nicholson-Crotty 2006), 

and public education (Keiser et al. 2002).
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Importantly, in terms of causal mechanisms, representative bureaucracy theory explains 

active representation by group identities and similarity—an underlying causal logic like that of 

social identity theory. Demographic characteristics (e.g., race and gender) shape socialization 

experiences affecting the formation of identities, attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and values. 

Public employees may therefore share core identities, attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and values 

with the social groups to which they themselves belong (Andersen 2017; Dolan and Rosenbloom 

2003; Selden 1997).  

Drawing on these insights, we expect that whether caseworkers and citizens are of the 

same gender may shape caseworker decision-making. We theorize that caseworkers have 

cognitive biases making them tend to act more favorably toward citizens of their own gender: 

Caseworkers are inclined to make decisions favoring citizens of the same gender as themselves 

(Hypothesis 1).

2.2 Gender stereotypes as biasing mechanism

Stereotypes are widely adopted beliefs about particular types of individuals, things, or ways of 

behaving (McGarty, Yzerbyt, and Spears 2002), beliefs that may reflect a distorted or 

oversimplified portrayal of reality (Bordalo et al. 2016). Stereotypes are often implicit, that is, 

they operate without conscious awareness or intention (Greenwald and Banaji 1995).

According to gender stereotype theory (Basow 1992; Eagly et al. 2004; Lindsey 2010), a 

set of socially shared gender beliefs describes, and prescribes to, males and females distinct 

gender characteristics and traits, gender stereotypes that may translate into situations of gender-

differentiated decision-making in the workplace (Eagly et al. 2004; Meece, Glienke, and Burg 

Page 8 of 47Public Administration



9

2006). As gender stereotypes define and reflect how males and females are perceived, gender 

stereotyping may explain the occurrence of gender bias in caseworker decision-making. 

Gender stereotypes are deep rooted in cultures and societies, formed according to 

gendered division of labor, gendered division of social roles, and social categorization processes 

(Lindsey 2010). The formation of gender stereotypes begins in early childhood, with the family 

as the primary socializing agent (Leaper and Friedman 2007). 

The deep-rooted and self-reproducing nature of gender stereotypes may explain why 

people continue to stereotype males and females according to presumed personality traits and 

role behaviors (Haines, Deaux, and Lofaro 2016). Research shows that males are stereotyped as 

more aggressive, competitive, independent, and self-confident. Conversely, females are 

stereotyped as more affective in interpersonal relationships—more caring, child friendly, 

emotional, emphatic, helpful, gentle, and warm and more likely to take care of children, do 

household chores, and uphold moral values (Haines et al. 2016; Ridgeway and Balkwell 1997).

Given gender stereotypes and stereotyping, we expect that caseworker decision behavior 

will be gender biased. Gender stereotypes that are salient in the policy context may shape 

caseworker decision-making. In general terms, our hypothesis is the following: In policy contexts 

in which gender stereotypes are salient, caseworkers holding gender stereotypes are inclined to 

make decisions favoring citizens of a particular gender (Hypothesis 2).

In the policy area of child visitation, a salient gender stereotype relates to parental gender 

roles in the family—a core component of a safe and good childhood and upbringing (Bowes, 

Watson, and Pearson 2008). One gender stereotype identifies women as the primary caretakers 

of the family unit (Leeder 2004). Although some scholars theorize that this stereotype has 
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become less prevalent in recent decades (Jackson 2012), research shows that it still persists 

(Galinsky, Aumann, and Bond 2013) as strongly today as 30 years ago (Haines et al. 2016). 

The extent to which caseworkers hold this gender stereotype may shape their decision-

making. Caseworkers implicitly associating females more with the family unit than males may 

perceive females as more suitable caregivers and child nurturers. In decisions about child 

visitation, we thus expect that caseworkers who implicitly associate females more with the 

family unit than males are less inclined to reduce (more inclined to increase) child visitation for 

female parents than for male parents. 

2.3 Relative effects

Research supports that both causal logics—gender similarity and gender stereotypes—may 

explain the occurrence of gender-biased decision outcomes for citizens. We are aware of no 

research suggesting that the effects of gender similarity on decision-making is (or should be) 

substantially greater or smaller than that of gender stereotypes. We therefore see the two causal 

logics as independently supportive for understanding bias in frontline workers’ decision-making 

affecting citizens. 

Theoretically unifying the expectations and predictions of the two causal logics, we 

theorize that gender similarity bias and gender stereotypes may simultaneously explain the 

occurrence of gender biased decision-making. While the two logics explain decision disparity by 

substantively different mechanisms, they may both and equally explain why caseworkers make 

decision favoring particular groups of citizens. Caseworker may discriminate based on both 

causal logics. Similarity bias effects do not rule out stereotype effects (and vice versa). 
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Absent theory and evidence suggesting otherwise, we thus theorize that gender similarity 

and gender stereotypes both have significant effects on gender bias in caseworker decision-

making—effects of statistically similar sizes: In policy contexts where gender stereotypes are 

salient, caseworker-citizen gender similarity and gender stereotypes among caseworkers both 

produce decision-making favoring citizens of a particular gender—with effect sizes of similar 

magnitude (Hypothesis 3). 

3 EMPIRICAL SETTING

Our empirical setting is the policy area of child visitation in Denmark. We focus on caseworker 

decision-making about “scheduled visitation”—the amount of time that the child will spend with 

each parent. In Denmark, issues concerning parental disputes over child visitation are handled by 

the State Administration (SA), a public agency within the Ministry of Children and Social 

Affairs. The administration and management of the SA is centralized at a national office. 

Individual visitation cases are resolved at local SA offices in eight cities geographically spread 

across Denmark. 

When parent couples divorce or separate and fail to agree on the distribution of parenting 

time, they contact the SA for assistance in reaching a settlement. Upon parental contact, the 

national SA office initiates a visitation case and typically invites both parents to a meeting at a 

local SA office. The national SA office assigns the case to a visitation caseworker at the local SA 

office. Visitation caseworkers, all of whom have law degrees, have the authority to make 

adjudicative decisions about scheduled visitation. The caseworker conducts the meeting with the 

aim of the parents reaching an agreement. Parental agreement is reached in 60 percent of 

visitation cases (Björk 2015). 
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If the meeting does not end in agreement, the caseworker makes a decision. Although the 

child has a legal right to visitation with the non-resident parent1 (Parental Responsibility Act 

§19) and the caseworker is obligated to resolve each case in “the child’s best interest” (Parental 

Responsibility Act §4), the law does not specify how this principle is to be enacted. What is in 

“the child’s best interest” must be determined by assessment of the individual child’s needs and 

interests. Thus, the visitation caseworkers have substantial room for discretion in decision-

making about scheduled visitation. 

4 DATA

We test our hypotheses using individual-level caseworker data. We visited seven local SA 

offices in early 2017.2 At each location, visitation caseworkers were invited to meet one-on-one 

with a researcher at a meeting room. Our sample population included all caseworkers with 

decision-making authority for scheduled visitation in child visitation cases, excluding middle 

managers and caseworkers on leave or suffering from long-term illness. Of a total of 58 

caseworkers, 52 agreed to participate (90 percent). Although our sample is small, it comprises 

close to the full population of visitation caseworkers in Denmark. 

The respondents were pre-informed that we were seeking to understand the factors for 

sound and successful procedures in child visitation cases, and that the one-on-one meeting would 

entail a few simple tasks. Respondents received an agreement form disclosing rights and 

confidentiality according to Danish standards for research ethics. At the end of each meeting, the 

respondents were debriefed and asked to wait to talk about the task details with their coworkers 

until all meetings at the local office were completed. They were informed that we would disclose 

the exact purpose of each task after completion of our visits at all the local SA offices.
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At the one-on-one meeting, the respondents were exposed to an experimental vignette 

and a BIAT (Sriram and Greenwald 2009).3 We use the vignette to examine the effect of gender 

similarity on decision-making and the BIAT to provide an implicit measure of gender stereotype 

beliefs (allowing us to examine the effect of gender stereotypes). Moreover, we examine the 

robustness of the gender similarity findings using quasi-experimental administrative data 

provided by the SA. Table 1 provides an overview of the data. We describe the collection and 

construction of each type of data in the following. 

[Table 1]

4.1 Experimental vignette

All respondents read a vignette presenting a summary of a real-life visitation case. We 

constructed the vignette based on an actual case file summarizing a visitation case. We piloted 

the vignette among two experienced SA consultants. Both found the vignette to represent a 

highly realistic portrayal of a visitation case. The consultants said that similar summaries were 

used at caseworker seminars for discussing grounds for decision-making.

Our vignette summarizes a visitation case with joint parental custody and a previous SA 

decision on the scheduled visitation: A “10/4” decision. In Denmark, decisions on scheduled 

visitation are formulated in terms of two figures signifying the number of days of parenting time 

for each parent for every two weeks. A “7/7” decision thus denotes an equal split of parenting 

time. In all other cases, the larger number denotes the parenting time for the resident parent, 

while the smaller number denotes the parenting time for the non-resident parent. A “10/4” 

decision thus represents that, for each two weeks, the resident parent is entitled to ten days of 

parenting time, while the non-resident parent is entitled to the remaining four days. We specify 
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the preexisting visitation arrangement because real-world decision-making about scheduled 

visitation is always based on information about the current split of parenting time.     

The vignette involves both parents contacting the SA because the child was not thriving 

under the “10/4” arrangement. However, both parents want more parenting time. 

To test our hypotheses, we manipulate the gender of the parents in the vignette. Some 

respondents were randomly assigned to a subgroup receiving a vignette having the mother as the 

resident parent and the father as the non-resident parent, while others were assigned to a 

subgroup receiving a vignette having the father as the resident parent and the mother as the non-

resident parent. For the purpose of brevity, we hereafter refer to the two subgroups as “non-

resident parent: father” and “non-resident parent: mother.” The two vignettes are identical in all 

other aspects. The vignette appears in the appendix.

After the respondents read the vignette, we asked them to report how they would decide 

the case. Although the response categories ranged from “9/5” to “12/2”, almost all respondents 

selected “10/4” or “11/3” (no one reported “9/5” and three reported “12/2”). For our main 

dependent variable capturing caseworker decision-making, we therefore employ a binary 

measure for decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent (“11/3” or “12/2”) or not 

(upholding the “10/4” arrangement).     

We also asked the respondents to evaluate (a) their extent of certainty about what decision 

to make and (b) the perceived realism of the case, that is, the extent to which the case accurately 

exemplifies a real-life visitation case. Responses were captured on an 11-point scale, anchored at 

0 = “Not at all certain/realistic” and 10 = “Highly certain/realistic.” 
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Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for the full sample (means, standard deviations, and 

range). The proportion of female caseworkers is 73 percent. Roughly 54 percent recommend 

reducing visitation for the non-resident parent. 

[Table 2]

Responses for the decision certainty item are distributed around the center of the response scale 

(mean = 5.17). This indicates that the caseworkers had neither a generally easy nor a generally 

difficult time deciding the case. Moreover, most caseworkers evaluate the vignette as highly 

realistic (mean = 8.67)—supporting the contextual realism of the caseworkers’ responses.

Table 2 also shows the distribution in respondent characteristics by experiment groups, 

with column “p > F” displaying the results of ANOVA tests for differences in means. Indicating 

that our randomization succeeded, the assignment of the gender of the parents (“non-resident 

parent: father” vs. “non-resident parent: mother”) appears balanced on covariates (including 

decision uncertainty, case realism, and decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent). 

4.2 Brief Implicit Association Test

We use a BIAT (Sriram and Greenwald 2009) to examine the effect of gender stereotypes on 

decision-making. All respondents completed a stereotype BIAT providing a measure of the 

extent to which they implicitly associate females with evaluative concepts of “family” (home, 

parents, children, upbringing) more strongly than they do males. We thus operationalize implicit 

gender stereotypes relating to females having greater affinity with the family and family 

caregiving than males.
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The BIAT is a short version of the Implicit Association Test (IAT)—a cognitive-

behavioral technique, used in hundreds of studies, for measuring implicit associations between 

concepts in people’s minds (Greenwald et al. 2009). The technique assesses the strengths of 

associations by observing response latencies in computer-administered categorization tasks. The 

technique is presumably more robust toward social desirability bias or deception attempts than 

more direct (explicit) measurement approaches. Indeed, IATs display higher predictive validity 

than questionnaires for the measurement of socially sensitive constructs (Greenwald et al. 2009). 

As BIAT and IAT measures are highly correlated, the BIAT appears equally reliable (Sriram and 

Greenwald 2009). The ability of the BIAT to measure stereotypes has been previously 

established, and several studies have used it (Nosek et al. 2014). For further discussion of the 

general validity of IAT measures and elaboration on the BIAT procedure and setup, see the 

appendix.

We designed and conducted our BIAT in the Inquisit 5 software (www.millisecond.com). 

Using the scoring algorithm by Greenwald, Nosek, and Banaji (2003) and following Nosek et 

al.’s (2014) scoring practices and handling of error trials, measures of association strength were 

captured by the D measure (description of the D measure and the details of our BIAT appear in 

the appendix). 

The mean BIAT completion time was 7 minutes and 10 seconds. The mean D-score was 

0.23 (standard deviation of 0.43), indicating a slightly stronger association between “female-

family” than for “male-family.” Capturing the extent to which the association strength between 

“female-family” is stronger than for “male-family,” we use the D-score as our measure of gender 

stereotype beliefs relating to females’ affinity with the family (hereafter referred to as BIATFF). 
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ANOVA tests suggest that the distribution in BIATFF scores and completion time is 

balanced across the two experimental groups in the vignette (“non-resident parent: father” and 

“non-resident parent: mother”). Similarly, no significant differences in means are observed for 

these variables across male and female respondents. The mean BIATFF score is numerical larger 

for females than males (0.25 vs. 0.21), but the difference is not significant (p = 0.81). The simple 

correlation between gender and BIATFF score is 0.03 (p = 0.81). This null-finding minimizes 

concerns that our gender similarity results are confounded by differences between males and 

females in gender stereotypes (and that gender similarity bias confounds our gender stereotypes 

results).

4.3 Case file data

We triangulate our gender similarity findings with analyses based on quasi-experimental 

administrative data: Case file data involving a randomly drawn sample of real-life visitation 

cases with “as if” random allocation of cases to caseworkers.

The SA provided a list of 300 visitation cases involving formal decision about parents’ 

visitation rights. Clustered by caseworker gender, the list comprised a randomly drawn sample of 

150 cases decided by a male caseworker and 150 cases decided by a female caseworker. Given 

the “as if” random allocation of cases to caseworkers, differences in decision-making for “male 

caseworker” cases and “female caseworker” cases should be attributable to gender differences in 

decision-making. Further discussion of the “as if” assumption appears in the appendix.

The list of cases covered numerous aspects of parental visitation rights. Given this 

article’s focus on scheduled visitation decision-making, we screened the 300 cases and 
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eliminated those relating to other types of decisions. The screening process resulted in a final 

sample comprising 202 cases (96 female caseworker cases and 106 male caseworker cases).

We reviewed the agency documents for the 202 case and generated a data set comprising 

a range of variables (see the appendix) including “caseworker gender” and “change in scheduled 

visitation”—respectively, the independent and dependent variable in our case file analyses. 

Capturing how decisions deviate from the scheduled visitation arrangement at the time of the 

first visitation meeting, the “change in scheduled visitation”  is ordinally scaled with three 

values: “no change in scheduled visitation,” “more parenting time to the father” (favors father), 

and “more parenting time to the mother” (favors mother).

Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, and range) appear in the appendix, 

Table A-1. In terms of caseworker decision-making, 64 percent of decisions did not change the 

scheduled visitation arrangement, 19 percent gave more parenting time to the father, and 17 

percent gave more parenting time to the mother. Supporting “as if” random assignment of cases 

to caseworkers, ANOVA tests suggest balanced distributions in case characteristics prior to 

caseworker decision-making across female and male caseworker cases. 

5 RESULTS

5.1 Gender similarity

We test our gender similarity hypothesis using the experimental vignette data. Using a linear 

probability model (LPM) regression, we regress the decision to reduce visitation for the non-

resident parent on the assignment of the gender of the parents, caseworker gender, and an 

interaction term for the two variables. In contrast to logistic regression, the LPM produces 

parameter estimates that are directly interpretable as the mean marginal effect of covariates on 
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outcome (Greene 2012). Moreover, the LPM yields unbiased estimates when treatment status is 

binary (meaning that functional form is irrelevant) and randomly assigned (Deke 2014). 

Importantly, however, we check the robustness of findings using logistic regression.

Table 3, model 1, shows the results of the LPM analysis. The interaction term coefficient 

shows the extent to which female caseworkers are more inclined than male caseworkers to 

reduce visitation for the non-resident parent when the non-resident parent is female.

[Table 3]

Supporting the gender similarity hypothesis, female caseworkers are associated with a lower 

probability than male caseworker of reducing visitation for the non-resident parent when the 

non-resident parent is female of roughly 0.50. Caseworkers appear less inclined to reduce (more 

inclined to increase) visitation rights for the parent of the same gender as themselves. The result 

is robust when controlling for caseworker covariates (model 2) and when using logistic 

regression instead of LPM regression (Table A-2, model 1, in the appendix). 

5.2 Case file analyses

The vignette findings are striking but caseworkers were asked to make a decision based solely on 

the information that the vignette provided. In real life, caseworkers may seek or request 

additional information, and they meet face-to-face with the parents. Therefore, to reflect the real 

world of caseworker decision-making, we triangulate the vignette findings with analyses of the 

case file data.     
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Using multinomial logistic regression, we regress the ordinal measure capturing change 

in scheduled visitation on caseworker gender. We interpret the results by calculating marginal 

effects. The assumption of “independence of irrelevant alternatives” (IIA) was verified with the 

Hausman-McFadden test. 

Table 4 shows the average marginal effect of caseworker gender on decision-making, 

without and with control for case characteristics (models 1 and 2). 

[Table 4]

The decision to change the scheduled visitation arrangement differs by caseworker gender. The 

predicted probability of “no change” is 15 percentage points lower for female relative to male 

caseworkers. Moreover, the predicted probability of change in favor of the mother is 10 

percentage points higher for female caseworkers than for their male counterparts. We tested and 

verified the robustness of the analyses in a logistic framework, using binary outcome variables 

for each of the three change values.

Thus, the analyses of the case file data partially support the analyses of the vignette data. 

On the one hand, the probability of change in favor of the father does not differ significantly 

across caseworker gender. On the other hand, in line with gender similarity expectations, female 

caseworkers are more inclined (and male caseworkers less inclined) to make decisions favoring 

female parents. 

5.3 Gender stereotypes

We test our gender stereotype hypothesis using both the experimental vignette data and the BIAT 

results. Using LPM regression, we regress the decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident 
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parent on the assignment of the gender of the parents, caseworker BIATFF, and an interaction 

term for the two variables.

Table 5, model 1, shows the results of the LPM analysis. The interaction term coefficient 

shows the extent to which caseworkers with stronger implicit association strength between 

“female-family” than for “male-family” are more inclined to reduce visitation for the non-

resident parent when the non-resident parent is female.

[Table 5]

Supporting the gender stereotype hypothesis, caseworkers with higher BIATFF scores of 0.1 are 

associated with a lower probability of reducing visitation rights—when the non-resident parent is 

female—of 0.09. Translated to standard deviations, a one standard deviation increase in BIATFF 

decreases the probability of reducing visitation rights when the non-resident parent is female by 

0.21 of a standard deviation. 

Figure 1 illustrates the marginal effect of assignment to “non-resident parent: mother” 

(vs. “non-resident parent: father”) on the decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent 

(Y-axis) at different levels of BIATFF (X-axis). The vertical lines represent a 95 percent 

confidence interval. We see that assignment to “non-resident parent: mother” does not have a 

significant effect on decision-making for caseworkers with none to moderate stereotype beliefs 

associating a particular gender more with the family than the other gender (BIATFF scores 

around zero). However, caseworkers with moderate to strong “male-family” associations 

(negative BIATFF scores) appear significantly more likely to reduce visitation for female non-

resident parents than for male non-resident parents. Conversely, caseworkers with moderate to 

Page 21 of 47 Public Administration



22

strong “female-family” associations (positive BIATFF scores) appear significantly less likely to 

reduce visitation for female non-resident parents than for male non-resident parents.

[Figure 1]

The results are robust when controlling for caseworker covariates (model 2) and when using 

logistic regression instead of LPM regression (Table A-2, model 2, in the appendix).  

 In sum, the analyses support expectations for gender stereotypes. In policy contexts in 

which stereotypes about gender roles in the family are salient—such as in case decisions about 

child visitation—caseworkers who implicitly associate females more with the family than males 

are inclined to make decisions favoring female parents. Irrespective of their own gender, 

caseworkers with higher BIATFF scores are less inclined to reduce (more inclined to increase) 

child visitation for female parents than for male parents. 

5.4 Gender similarity and gender stereotype beliefs

The preceding analyses suggest that both gender similarity and gender stereotypes may result in 

gender-biased decision-making. However, the questions arise as to whether these effects operate 

independently of one another, and to whether one of these two predictors of gender-biased 

decision-making have a greater effect than the other? We examine these questions in a LPM 

framework using the experimental vignette data and the BIATFF measure. Table 6 shows the 

results.

[Table 6]
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Models 1 and 2 repeat the analyses of gender similarity, but with control for caseworker BIATFF. 

Models 3 and 4 repeat the analyses of gender stereotypes, but with control for caseworker 

gender. The results are qualitatively similar to those reported previously (Tables 3 and 5), 

indicating that gender similarity and gender stereotypes remain significant predictors when one 

controls for gender and BIATFF, respectively. 

Models 5 and 6 simultaneously test the importance of gender similarity and gender 

stereotypes on the decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent when the non-resident 

parent is female (relative to male)—without and with control for caseworker covariates (models 

5 and 6). The results continue to support our hypotheses about gender similarity and gender 

stereotypes.

Are the effects of gender similarity and gender stereotypes different in terms of effect 

size? Likelihood-ratio tests comparing goodness of fit suggest that model 5 offers a better model 

fit than model 1 (p < 0.01), whereas model 5 does not provide a better model fit than model 3 (p 

= 0.06). The Akaike information criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian information criterion (BIC)—

common measures of goodness of fit accounting for model complexity—display similar findings. 

AIC statistics for models 1, 3, and 5 are, respectively, 79.78, 76.34, and 75.85, suggesting similar 

fit for models 3 and 5, but “considerably less” empirical support for model l relative to models 3 

and 5 (Burnham and Anderson 2002, p. 70). BIC statistics for models 1, 3, and 5 are, 

respectively, 95.39, 91.95, 93.41, again suggesting similar fit for models 3 and 5, but better fit 

for models 3 and 5 relative to model 1 (Raftery 1995, p. 139). These results indicate that the 

effects of gender similarity and gender stereotypes on gender bias in caseworker decision-

making may be slightly larger for gender stereotypes.
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6 DISCUSSION

Our analyses lend support to hypotheses 1 and 2. In line with gender similarity expectations, 

female caseworkers are more inclined, whereas male caseworkers are less inclined, to make 

decisions favoring female parents. In line with gender stereotype expectations, caseworkers who 

to a greater extent implicitly associate females more with the family than males appear more 

inclined to make decisions favoring female parents. 

We find no support for hypothesis 3, which expected the effects of caseworker-citizen 

gender similarity and gender stereotypes among caseworkers to be statistically similar in size. 

Our analyses indicate that the effect of gender stereotypes may be slightly larger than that of 

gender similarity.  

Our analyses are based on caseworker responses to a vignette with experimental 

manipulation of citizen gender, a BIAT, and quasi-experimental administrative data. Our 

findings therefore have a claim to internal validity. Nonetheless, inferences should be made 

cautiously. In terms of statistical conclusion validity, our caseworkers’ responses are potentially 

marked by some degree of measurement error—possibly resulting in underestimation of the size 

and significance of the “true” effects.

The size of our samples constitutes a particular main point of attention. Both our 

caseworker sample and case file data sample are small, in turn raising concerns about (low) 

statistical power. Our findings should be interpreted with caution and considered in light of this 

important caveat.

In terms of ecological validity, our primary measure of decision-making is based on 

caseworker responses to a vignette. In real-life child visitation cases, decision-making occurs in a 
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more natural environment, involving access to more information. The effects of gender similarity 

and gender stereotypes in real-life visitation cases are therefore potentially different from those 

that we observe. However, different study features help to minimize this concern: We examine 

real-life caseworkers, our vignette reflects an actual visitation case that caseworkers perceive as 

highly realistic, and we supplement our analyses with analyses of case file data. 

In terms of external validity, our results appear highly generalizable to visitation 

caseworkers in Denmark. But to what extent do our findings hold over variations in persons, 

settings, and situations? In support of the generalizability of our findings, similarity bias and 

stereotypes are examples of deep-rooted cognitive biases affecting human judgments and 

decision-making in general (Kahneman 2011). Moreover, we find no substantive reasons as to 

why our findings should be largely non-generalizable to other groups of frontline workers who 

operate in policy domains in which gender is a salient issue.

7 CONCLUSION

Despite these limitations, this article provides new insights into gender bias in public decision-

making—insights with implications for public administration research. 

Our findings expand our knowledge about the ways that bureaucratic discretion may lead 

to inequitable treatment of citizens. Unifying two separate theory perspectives, we find novel 

evidence that caseworker decision-making may be gender biased as the result of two causal 

logics—caseworker-citizen gender similarity and gender stereotypes—having significant and 

independent effects. Similarity bias and stereotypes may simultaneously shape how frontline 

workers make decisions affecting citizens.
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This result calls for a renewed focus of public administration research on bias in public 

decision-making. Scholars have tended to investigate disparity in public employees’ exercise of 

discretion through the lens of representative bureaucracy theory, i.e., a causal logic referring to 

similarity bias. However, our results suggest that research attention to the employees’ stereotype 

beliefs may be equally important and warranted as research attention to the employees’ 

demographic characteristics. The characteristics of our empirical setting support this notion. 

Child visitation represents a gender-salient policy issue, thus fulfilling a necessary condition for 

gender similarity effects to occur (Keiser et al. 2002). At the same time, our study relates to 

Denmark—a Scandinavian country ranked among the top in the world for gender equality (WEF 

2016) and for overlap in gender roles (Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov 2010). Therefore, 

Denmark may serve as a “least-likely” case (Gerring and Seawright 2007) for observing gender-

biased decision-making based on gender stereotypes. 

Although scholars should continue to improve our understanding of similarity biases in 

public employees’ exercise of discretion, our findings thus emphasize the need for more research 

into stereotypes among public employees. Representative bureaucracy research should more 

actively consider the role of stereotypes, while direct examination of stereotype effects should be 

more prevalent in research within street-level bureaucracy and behavioral public administration.

Moreover, our findings call for research into the relative effects of the two causal logics. 

Our analyses indicate that the effect of gender stereotype is slightly larger than that of gender 

similarity. Are stereotypes really more important? And, if so, why? 

In line with the replication guidelines (Pedersen and Stritch 2018), studies should 

examine whether our findings hold in other contexts, ideally employing larger samples and 
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looking at decision-making as it naturally occurs in public organizations. Replication research 

may also examine other attributes than gender, e.g., race.

Future research should also develop theory and test how contextual factors moderate the 

explanatory power of the two causal logics and their relative effects. Are there policy areas and 

settings in which similarity bias shapes decision-making to a larger degree than stereotypes (and 

vice versa)? And, if so, which contexts and why? Examining the scope conditions of the two 

causal logics is both of scholarly interest and practical concern, and we hope that our findings 

provide a useful baseline for such endeavors.

As for implications for practice, policy makers need to know, and factor into their 

decision-making, that while present welfare arrangements may appear ostensibly gender neutral, 

the employees who carry them out may be influenced by similarity effects and stereotyping, 

causing gender disparity in official decision-making. Public service practitioners should be 

cognizant that their decision-making may be unconsciously biased by similarity effects and 

stereotyping. Awareness of cognitive biases can be a step toward bias correction (Nasie et al. 

2014). 

Nonetheless, public administration research should provide more tangible guidance to 

practitioners about how to mitigate the presence of illegitimate biases in public decision-making 

(Pedersen, Stritch, and Thuesen 2018). Professional training may be one way of debiasing 

decision-making among caseworkers (Morewedge et al. 2015). However, effective debiasing 

policies require knowledge about the underlying mechanisms. Different causal logics call for 

non-trivial distinctions in the design and focus of debasing interventions. To this end, our 

findings suggest that efforts for attenuating gender bias should directly address the influence of 
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both gender similarity bias and gender stereotypes. Effective means of ensuring the responsible 

use of bureaucratic discretion must consider both causal logics.   

.

ENDNOTES

1The “non-resident” parent is the parent spending the fewest nights with the child. In case of an 

equal split, the non-resident parent is the one not receiving child benefits.

2Our inquiry excluded one of the eight local SA offices—and office at a small island (Bornholm) 

employing only one visitation caseworker (working part-time on child visitation cases).   

3In between the vignette and the BIAT, the respondents listened to an audio recording of a 

visitation meeting. This intermediate task serves to minimize the risk of post-treatment bias. 

ANOVA testing suggests that the BIAT results are balanced across treatment assignment in the 

vignette (p = 0.39).
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TABLE 1 Overview of data
Data Content Hypotheses testing
Experimental 
vignette

Responses to a vignette involving a 
summary of a real-life visitation case 
with experimental assignment of the 
gender of the parents in the vignette

Test of gender similarity (H1). 
Merged with the BIAT data for 
tests of gender stereotypes and 
relative effects (H2 & H3)

BIAT BIAT providing an implicit measure of 
gender stereotype beliefs

Merged with the vignette data for 
tests of gender stereotypes and 
relative effects (H2 & H3)

Administrative 
data

Case file data comprising a randomly 
drawn sample of real-life visitation cases

Test of gender similarity (H1)

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics, full sample and by experiment group 
Full sample Non-resident 

parent: father
Non-resident 

parent: mother
Means 
(S.D.)

Min/
max

Means  (S.D.) Means (S.D.) p > F

Female 0.73 (0.45) 0/1  0.72 (0.46) 0.74 (0.45) 0.87
Ethnicity, non-Dane 0.06 (0.24) 0/1 0.04 (.20) 0.07 (0.27) 0.61
Age:

≤ 30 0.09 (0.29) 0/1 0.05 (.21) 0.14 (0.35) 0.30
31–40 0.32 (0.47) 0/1 0.27 (.46) 0.36 (0.49) 0.53
41–40 0.41 (0.50) 0/1 0.50 (.51) 0.32 (0.48) 0.23
51–40 0.09 (0.29) 0/1 0.09 (.29) 0.09 (0.29) 1.00
≥ 60 0.09 (0.29) 0/1 0.09 (.29) 0.09 (0.29) 1.00

Additional education 0.36 (0.48) 0/1 0.40 (.50) 0.32 (0.48) 0.59
Local SA:

Ringkøbing 0.12 (0.32) 0/1 0.12 (.33) 0.11 (0.32) 0.92
Aalborg 0.10 (0.30) 0/1 0.12 (.33) 0.07 (0.27) 0.58
Copenhagen 0.31 (0.47) 0/1 0.28 (.46) 0.33 (0.48) 0.68
Ringsted 0.08 (0.27) 0/1 0.12 (.33) 0.04 (0.19) 0.27
Odense 0.10 (0.30) 0/1 0.12 (.33) 0.07 (0.27) 0.58
Aarhus 0.19 (0.40) 0/1 0.16 (.37) 0.22 (0.42) 0.58
Aabenraa 0.12 (0.32) 0/1 0.08 (.28) 0.15 (0.36) 0.45

Decision to reduce visitation 0.54 (0.50) 0/1 0.48 (.51) 0.59 (0.50) 0.43
Decision certainty 5.17 (2.44) 1/10 4.72 (2.37) 5.59 (2.47) 0.20
Case realism 8.67 (1.78) 4/10 8.84 (1.43) 8.52 (2.06) 0.52
N 52 25 27
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TABLE 3 Linear probability model regression, effects of gender similarity on decision to reduce 
visitation for the non-resident parent

(1) (2)
Non-resident parent: mother    0.44* (0.18)  0.66* (0.24)
Female    0.05   (0.26)  0.23   (0.34)
Non-resident parent: mother × Female  -0.50* (0.19) -0.75* (0.27)
Controls No Yes
R2 (adj.) 0.09 0.10
N 52 52
†p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Coefficients with standard errors clustered by local SA office 
(in parentheses). The reference groups are “non-resident parent: father” and “male.” 
Caseworker controls include ethnicity, age, additional education, and local SA office.

TABLE 4 Multinomial logistic regression, effects of caseworker gender on decision to change 
the schedule visitation

 (1)  (2)
Favors the 

father
No change Favors the 

mother
Favors the 

father
No change Favors the 

mother
Female     0.06    

   (0.06)
    -0.16**   
    (0.06)

   0.10*   
  (0.04)

0.04
(0.06)

     -0.14* 
     (0.06)

   0.10* 
  (0.04)

Controls No Yes
Pseudo R2 0.02 0.15
N 202 202
†p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Marginal effect coefficients with standard errors clustered by 
individual caseworker (in parentheses). The reference group is “male.” Case controls include 
years of first visitation meeting, children involved (number, gender, age), and initial 
visitation arrangement (days, type).
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TABLE 5 Linear probability model regression, effects of gender stereotype beliefs (BIATFF) on 
decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent

(1) (2)
Non-resident parent: mother 0.26     (0.13) 0.35*   (0.12)
BIATFF 0.69*   (0.21) 0.95†   (0.42)
Non-resident parent: mother × BIATFF -0.90** (0.21) -1.35** (0.39)
Controls No Yes
R2 (adj.) 0.13 0.20
N 52 52
†p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Coefficients with standard errors clustered by local SA office 
(in parentheses). The reference group is “non-resident parent: father.” Caseworker controls 
include gender, ethnicity, age, additional education, and local SA office.

TABLE 6 Linear probability model regression, effects of gender similarity and gender 
stereotype beliefs (BIATFF) on decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Non-resident 
parent: mother

  0.44† 
(0.19)

  0.65* 
(0.24)

  0.26† 
(0.14)

  0.35* 
(0.12)

  0.63* 
(0.19)

   0.95*  
 (0.26)

Female 0.05 
(0.26)

0.22 
(0.35)

 -0.22   
  (0.18)

    -0.17  
    (0.19)

0.03 
(0.19)

 0.26 
 (0.23)

BIATFF 0.06 
(0.14)

-0.02 
(0.17)

 0.73* 
     (0.20)

  0.95†
    (0.42)

  0.73* 
(0.22)

   1.05*  
 (0.34)

Non-resident 
parent: mother 
× Female

-0.50* 
(0.19)

-0.75* 
(0.29)

- -  -0.50*
    (0.18)

 -0.83*
(0.29)

Non-resident 
parent: mother 
× BIATFF

- -    -0.93**
(0.23)

    -1.35*   
    (0.39)

  -0.93** 
(-23)

   -1.43** 
(0.38)

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes
R2 (adj.) 0.07 0.07 0.15 0.20 0.18 0.32
N 52 52 52 52 52 52
†p < 0.1, *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Coefficients with standard errors clustered by local SA office 
(in parentheses). The reference groups are “non-resident parent: father” and “male.” Caseworker 
controls include ethnicity, age, additional education, and local SA office.
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APPENDIX

EXPERIMENTAL VIGNETTE*

You will now be presented with a summary of a real child visitation case. To maintain 
anonymity, we have depersonalized the names and changed the dates. Please read the text 
carefully. You will subsequently be asked, i.a., which decision you would have made in this 
case.

INFORMATION ABOUT THE CASE
Both the child’s father and mother have filed a petition for modifications to the existing 
Scheduled Visitation Agreement concerning a girl, born on December 21, 2010. 

 The mother has had the residential custody since the parents stopped living together in 
December 2013. The parents have joint legal custody of the child.

 Visiting rights were established on May 7, 2014, as a “10/4” arrangement, according to 
which the child is to stay with the father during even-numbered weeks from Friday 
afternoon until Monday morning (weekend visitation) and during odd-numbered weeks 
from Wednesday afternoon until Thursday morning (weekday visitation). 

Both parents have been invited to a visitation meeting at the State Administration scheduled on 
September 15, 2016.

 The parents agree that the weekday visitation during odd weeks does not work for the 
child. They agree that this should cease, as it is stressful for the child. 

 The mother wants a “12/2” arrangement, according to which the child is to stay with 
the father during even weeks from Saturday until Monday morning. 

 As the reason for this, the mother refers to worries about the father’s instability 
regarding visitations as he has often stayed away or has not returned the child after 
visitation, and the child has often been absent from daycare. She also states that the 
child does not like the father’s cohabiting partner, who often scolds the child. The 
mother also expresses worries about the father’s housing situation. The mother reports 
that the cooperation is very difficult because the father does not respond to phone calls 
or text messages and that the cooperation is challenged by his cohabiting partner. 

 The father wants a “5/9” arrangement, according to which the child is to stay with him 
during even weeks from Wednesday after school until Monday morning. As the reason 
for this, he states that the weekend visitation does not cover his and the child’s needs to 
be together. They have a close bond, and he is always at home during the visitations. 
He wants them to be together as much as possible. The father states that he lives in a 
temporary home, but he is looking for a permanent apartment. He refuses that the child 
and his cohabiting partner have problems getting on with each other. There are no 
problems between them. The father acknowledges that the visitations have been 
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unstable a couple of times when he was abroad in connection with work. He does not 
agree that this has happened as often as the mother claims. The father says that he has 
sometimes kept the child at home from daycare because she did not want to go and 
preferred to be with him.

The child’s perspective is represented in statements from the daycare center and the school.

 In the statement made by the child’s previous daycare center, the child is described as 
sensitive and insecure. The child is also described as trusting and comfortable in 
everyday life. She likes both of her parents, but she is most strongly attached to her 
mother. The daycare center states that the father’s presence in the daycare center 
varies, and there have several times been doubt about his appearance when he was 
picking up. The daycare center has experienced that the father did not deliver the child 
there and that he thereby did not comply with the parental agreement. The daycare 
center states that the child has expressed that she has looked forward to being with her 
father, except for a few times when she was upset about going to his place. 

 In the statement made by the school, where the child has been enrolled since August 
2016 (one month), the child is described as a sweet, but quiet and timid girl. She 
functions academically and is well liked by children and adults, but the school also 
states that she often needs affirmation from the adults. The school states that they have 
no knowledge of the child’s attachment and interaction with the parents. They state that 
the child keeps track of when she is staying with her father and when she is staying 
with her mother. When she stays with her father, she is often 10–15 minutes too late 
for school, just as her pick-up time from the after-school center varies considerably. 
The school states that the parents do not communicate and that there is bad 
coordination between the parents. 

* For brevity, we only show the vignette received by the caseworkers in the “non-resident parent: 
father” condition. Caseworkers in the “non-resident parent: mother” condition received identical 
text, except for the substitution of the words “father/he/him/his” with the words 
“mother/she/her/hers,” and vice versa. The vignette was translated from Danish to English by a 
language editor.

The BIAT

Validity of IAT Measures. We recognize how some studies question the extent to which changes 

in IAT measures of implicit bias necessarily translate into changes in explicit bias or behavior 

(Forscher et al. 2017; Oswald et al. 2013). However, even if the average effect size for the 

relationship between implicit constructs and behavior is small, in the aggregate, effects may still 

be socially and societally consequential (Greenwald, Banaji, and Nosek 2015). Moreover, 
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although the effects of implicit bias may not generalize to all samples and topics, IAT measures 

of implicit bias may still account for discriminatory impacts in particular areas and domains 

(Fisher and Borgida 2012; Forscher et al. 2017).

BIAT Procedure and Setup. The BIAT uses a focal stimuli design involving two target 

categories (e.g., “male” and “female”) and two attribute categories (e.g., “family” and “career”), 

with one of the attributes being focal throughout the test (e.g., “family”). The BIAT is composed 

of a two trial blocks: A “hypothesis-consistent” block and a “hypothesis-inconsistent” block. In 

the “hypothesis-consistent” block, one of the target categories is paired with the focal attribute to 

form a focal pair (e.g., “female” and “family”). The opposite pair of concepts (e.g., “male” and 

“career”) is defined as the non-focal pair.  In the “hypothesis-inconsistent” block, the target 

category is switched, thereby forming a new focal pair (e.g., “male” and “family”) and new non-

focal pair (e.g., “female” and “career”). The order of the trial blocks is counterbalanced. 

In both trial blocks, participants are presented with exemplars of the four categories (e.g., 

male names, female names, words representing evaluative concepts “family” and “career”) and 

asked to rapidly classify them by pressing one of two keys on a computer keyboard. They are 

asked to respond to exemplars of categories in the focal pair with the same key (e.g., “Press ‘E’ 

for focal stimuli”) and respond to exemplars of non-focal categories with another key (e.g., 

“Press ‘I’ for all other stimuli”). For example, say that the focal pair in a trial block is “female” 

and “family,” while the non-focal pair is “male” and “career.” All exemplars of “female” and 

“family” (e.g., female names and words representing evaluative concepts of “family”) should be 

categorized as focal stimuli, whereas all exemplars of “male” and “career” should be categorized 

as non-focal. The underlying assumption is that when the target category (e.g., “female”) and the 
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focal attribute (e.g., “family”) are associated and represent the focal pair (e.g., “female” and 

“family”), this will facilitate the responses. In contrast, response latencies will be longer when a 

focal pair comprises non-associated concepts (e.g., “male” and family”). The difference in 

response latencies between the categorization tasks in the “hypothesis-consistent” block and 

those in the “hypothesis-inconsistent” block represents an implicit attitude or stereotype estimate 

(e.g., a gender stereotype “female-family” association).   

Measures of association strength are typically captured using the D measure (Greenwald, 

Nosek, and Banaji 2003), an effect-size-like measure with a possible range of -2 to +2. D is 

computed as the difference between mean latencies of the two trial blocks divided by the 

inclusive standard deviation of latencies in the blocks. D-scores are sometimes classified as 

indicating a “slight”, “moderate”, or “strong” association. The respective cutoff values are 0.15, 

0.35, and 0.65—roughly corresponding to conventional criteria for effect size characterizations 

(Cohen 1977). For further detail about the BIAT procedure and setup, see Sriram and Greenwald 

(2009).

BIAT Design. Our BIAT comprises three pairs of trial blocks (six blocks in total). To ensure 

respondents’ task understanding, the initial block pair comprised two practice blocks. The 

response latencies for these blocks were not included in the D-score computation. The 

consecutive block pair comprised a “hypothesis-consistent” block and a “hypothesis-

inconsistent” block, with the block order being randomized and each involving 20 trials 

(individual sorting tasks). The final block pair was identical to the former pair. Both pairs of 

blocks produce a separate BIAT measure. As suggested by Sriram and Greenwald (2009), we 

average the two BIAT measures to increase measure reliability and sensitivity.    
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Our two target categories are “male” and “female.” The focal attribute is “family,” the 

non-focal attribute is “career.” In our “hypothesis-consistent” blocks, the focal pair is “female” 

and “family.” In our “hypothesis-inconsistent” blocks, the focal pair is “male” and “family.” 

Using data from Statistics Denmark, we use the four most common Danish female first names as 

category exemplars for “female” (Anne, Kirsten, Hanne, and Mette) and the four most common 

Danish male first names as exemplars for “male” (Peter, Jens, Lars, and Michael). Drawing on a 

pilot test, we use the words “home,” “parents,” “children,” and “upbringing” as category 

exemplars for “family,” and the words “occupation,” “company,” “promotion,” and “office” as 

exemplars for “career.”
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Case file data

Case Assignment Procedure. Differences in decision-making between the “male caseworker” 

cases and the “female caseworker” cases should be attributable to differences in male and female 

caseworkers’ decision-making only if specific types of visitation cases (e.g., highly divisive 

cases) are not systematically assigned to caseworkers of a particular gender. 

To examine this issue, we conducted a set of interviews with visitation caseworkers, 

supervisors, and experts in the field about the administrative process guiding the assignment of 

cases to caseworkers. These interviews revealed that case assignment is not systematically 

related to caseworker gender. First, the national SA office assigns visitation cases to caseworkers 

according to caseload. Second, a case is forwarded to the caseworker (at a local SA office) who 

has the first available time for a meeting with the parents. In addition, although employees at the 

national SA office know the overall topic of the parental dispute, caseworker access to more 

detailed case information is rare. These procedural factors limit the likelihood of systematic 

assignment of specific case types to caseworkers of a particular gender—thereby minimizing the 
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risk that differences in decision-making across the “male caseworker” and “female caseworker” 

cases are attributable to case type rather than to differences in male and female caseworkers’ 

decision-making. 

Agency Documents. We retrieved the following documents from the SA electronic databases for 

each of the 300 sample cases: (1) a case file summarizing the case decision, the grounds for the 

decision, and the decision process timeline; (2) the official Decision Resolution form; and (3) 

summary minutes of parents’ meetings with the caseworker.

For reducing the risk of rater bias, we blinded the names (and thereby gender) of the 

caseworker in each case prior to our reading and coding of the agency documents. As the last 

step in the data generation process, we unblinded the caseworker names and constructed a binary 

variable signifying whether the caseworker making the decision about scheduled visitation was 

male (0) or female (1).

The final data set include the following variables: Caseworker gender, date of first 

visitation meeting at the local SA office, number of children involved in the case and their 

gender and birth date, scheduled visitation arrangement at the time of the first meeting (mother’s 

parenting time in days for each two weeks), type of scheduled visitation arrangement at the first 

meeting for the non-resident parent (days and nights, days, none), and change in scheduled 

visitation.
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APPENDIX TABLES

TABLE A-1 Descriptive statistics, full sample and by caseworker gender
Full sample Male 

caseworkers
Female 

caseworkers
Means (S.D.) Min/max Means (S.D.) Means (S.D.) p > F

Year of first visitation meeting:
2013 0.09 (0.29) 0/1 0.05 (0.22) 0.13 (0.34) 0.06
2014 0.54 (0.50) 0/1 0.55 (0.50) 0.54 (0.50) 0.90
2015 0.37 (0.48) 0/1 0.40 (0.49) 0.33 (0.47) 0.32

Children involved, number:
One 0.60 (0.49) 0/1 0.62 (0.49) 0.57 (0.50) 0.47
Two 0.34 (0.48) 0/1 0.31 (0.47) 0.38 (0.48) 0.34
Three 0.05 (0.22) 0/1 0.05 (0.21) 0.05 (0.22) 0.87
Four 0.01 (0.10) 0/1 0.02 (0.14) 0 (0) 0.18

Children involved, female1 0.45 (0.46) 0/1 0.45 (0.46) 0.44 (0.46) 0.86
Children involved, age2 6.97 (3.62) 0.33/14.82 7.05 (3.76) 6.89 (3.48) 0.76
Initial visitation arrangement, days3 10.75 (3.38) 0/14 11.01 (3.30) 10.47 (3.45) 0.26
Initial visitation arrangement, type:4

Day and night time 0.58 (0.49) 0/1 0.52 (0.50) 0.65 (0.48) 0.07
Daytime only 0.21 (0.41) 0/1 0.25 (0.43) 0.18 (0.38) 0.24
None 0.21 (0.41) 0/1 0.24 (0.43) 0.18 (0.38) 0.31

Change in scheduled visitation:
No change 0.64 (0.48) 0/1 0.72 (0.45) 0.55 (0.50) 0.01*
Favors the father 0.19 (0.39) 0/1 0.16 (0.37) 0.22 (0.42) 0.29
Favors the mother 0.17 (0.38) 0/1 0.12 (0.33) 0.23 (0.42) 0.05*

N 202 106 96
*p < 0.05. 1 Proportion of visitation cases involving female children. Means in visitation cases involving two or 
more children. 2 Age of the child at the first visitation meeting. Means in visitation cases involving two or more 
children. 3 Scheduled visitation arrangements at the first visitation meeting, reported as mothers’ parenting time in 
days for each fortnight. 4 Type of scheduled visitation arrangement for the non-resident parent at the first visitation 
meeting. 

TABLE A-2 Logistic regression, effects of gender similarity and gender stereotype beliefs 
(BIATFF) on decision to reduce visitation for the non-resident parent

(1) (2)
Non-resident parent: mother  2.46* (1.19)  1.28*   (0.64)
Female  0.22   (1.16) -
Non-resident parent: mother × 
Female

                  -2.79* (1.34) -

BIATFF -  3.54*   (1.38)
Non-resident parent: mother × 
BIATFF

- -4.64** (1.32)

Pseudo R2 0.14 0.16
N 52 52
†p < .1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Logit coefficients with standard errors clustered by local SA office (in 
parentheses). The reference groups are “non-resident parent: father” and “male.” 
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