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This article explores the organizational conditions under which dis-
crimination charges occur. Drawing on structural and organizational
theories of the workplace, the authors demonstrate how organiza-
tional conditions affect workers’ and regulatory agents’ understand-
ings of unlawful discrimination. Using a national sample of work
establishments, matched to discrimination-charge data obtained
from the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the
authors examine how characteristics of the workplace and institu-
tional environment affect variation in the incidence of workers’
charges of sex and race discrimination and in the subset of discrim-
ination claims that are verified by EEOC investigators. The findings
indicate that workplace conditions, including size, composition, and
minority management, affect workers’ charges as well as verified
claims; the latter are also affected by institutional factors, such as
affirmative action requirements, subsidiary status, and industrial
sector. These results suggest that internal workplace conditions af-
fect both workers’ and regulatory agents’ interpretations of poten-
tially discriminatory experiences, while institutional conditions mat-
ter only for regulatory agents’ interpretations of those events.

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 gave workers the right to file
charges of discrimination with a federal regulatory agency if they perceive
discrimination on the job. Despite this legal entitlement and the persis-

1 The data for this project were supplied by the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission; we thank Ron Edwards and Bliss Cartwright for facilitating access to
the data. We also thank Paul Burstein, Jennifer Edwards, Lowell Hargens, Becky
Pettit, Barbara Reskin, and the AJS reviewers for helpful comments and suggestions
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tence of sex and race discrimination in employment (Bertrand and Mul-
lainathan 2004; Fix and Struyk 1993; Neumark, Bank, and Van Nort
1996; Pager 2003), few workers who experience potential discrimination
mobilize their rights by filing formal charges (Bumiller 1988; Kessler,
Mickelson, and Williams 1999, pp. 211–13). Moreover, only a fraction of
charges that are filed with regulatory agencies are resolved with outcomes
favorable to complainants (EEOC 2004).

While the charge-filing process provides a legal framework for con-
testing employment discrimination, the extent to which workers and reg-
ulatory agents invoke the law to challenge discrimination is contingent
on their understanding of the law and on workplace norms and practices.
In this study, we examine how workplace conditions and institutional
environments affect variation in workers’ charges of race and sex dis-
crimination as well as in external validation of those charges. Our central
claim is twofold. First, we argue that discrimination is a socially con-
structed process, in which workers, employers, and regulatory agents ne-
gotiate what constitutes discriminatory behavior. Second, and more im-
portant, we claim that because this process is embedded in a larger
organizational environment, characteristics of that environment affect
how workers perceive discrimination and how regulatory agencies identify
unlawful behavior.

Our approach advances the study of employment discrimination in
several ways. First, our analysis is one of the few to systematically assess
the organizational contexts that give rise to discrimination charges. Al-
though previous research has explored the individual-level characteristics
that lead workers to mobilize their rights under antidiscrimination laws
(Bumiller 1988; Burstein 1990; Burstein and Monaghan 1986; Gwartney-
Gibbs and Lach 1994), few studies examine how discrimination disputes
are organizationally produced.2 In this project, we use a national sample
of work establishments, which we have matched to discrimination-charge
data obtained from the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC), to identify the organizational conditions that lead workers to
file formal complaints of discrimination as well as the conditions that lead
regulatory agents to uphold or fail to uphold their claims. We also spent
three months observing charge processing at an EEOC district office, and

at various phases of this research. We presented an earlier version of this paper at the
annual meeting of the American Sociological Association, San Francisco, August 2004.
Direct all correspondence to Elizabeth Hirsh, Department of Sociology, Cornell Uni-
versity, 323 Uris Hall, Ithaca, New York 14853. E-mail: ch347@cornell.edu
2 For a notable exception, see Edelman, Uggen, and Erlanger’s (1999) study of how
organizations construct rational responses to EEO law.
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we draw on insights from this experience to enrich our discussion of the
regulatory process.3

Second, our empirical approach represents an advance over previous
analyses of discrimination charges in that we distinguish between all
charges of discrimination and those that are verified by EEOC investi-
gators. As we will show, this distinction is important for understanding
how workplace conditions and institutional environments affect workers’
and institutional agents’ interpretations of discriminatory behavior. In
general, we find that while workplace conditions affect workers’ charges
and regulatory agents’ verification of those charges, institutional envi-
ronments matter only for regulatory agents’ verification of workers’
claims.

Finally, we build on recent research in stratification that emphasizes
the importance of organizational conditions for explaining variation in
ascriptive inequality (Edelman and Petterson 1999; Guthrie and Roth
1999; Haberfield 1992, p. 172; Kalev, Dobbin, and Kelly 2006; Petersen,
Saporta, and Seidel 2000, p. 8; Reskin 2000; Reskin and McBrier 2000;
Tomaskovic-Devey 1993) by identifying the organizational conditions un-
der which workers challenge existing regimes of inequality and those
challenges are upheld by regulatory agents.

We proceed as follows. First, we present our conceptualization of dis-
crimination, focusing on its dynamic and socially constructed nature.
Next, building on studies of legal consciousness as well as structural and
institutional theories of the workplace, we discuss the organizational con-
ditions that we think should lead workers to file formal discrimination
charges and the organizational factors that should lead EEOC investi-
gators to verify workers’ complaints. We then present the results of a
quantitative analysis of the effect of workplace conditions and institu-
tional environments on discrimination charges and verified claims. Fi-
nally, we discuss the implications of our analysis for research on orga-
nizations, antidiscrimination law enforcement, and ascriptive inequality.

CONCEPTUALIZING EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION

Sociologists often follow Merton (1972, p. 20) in defining discrimination
as the treatment of a functionally irrelevant status (such as race or sex)
as relevant for the distribution of some reward or penalty. While legal
standards of discrimination have changed since the passage of Title VII
(Blumrosen 1993, p. 110), legal scholars theoretically concur that discrim-

3 While a confidentiality agreement with the EEOC precludes us from disclosing in-
formation regarding specific cases, we draw on our experience at the EEOC in dis-
cussing the general charge investigation and resolution process.
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ination involves the disparate treatment of similarly situated individuals
because of their sex, race, color, national origin, religion or some other
protected characteristic (Belz 1991; Blumrosen 1993, p. 50). In addition
to disparate treatment, sociological and legal definitions also recognize
disparate impact discrimination—that is, the use of sex- or race-neutral
practices that systematically disadvantage members of a protected class
(Reskin 2001, p. 568), regardless of employers’ intent.

Despite this theoretical consensus, in practice, the boundary between
discriminatory and fair conduct is difficult to locate. Whether a particular
behavior or practice is deemed discriminatory is subject both to dispute
and to change (Burstein 1990, p. 473). For instance, in 1976, the Supreme
Court ruled that denying pregnant women opportunities on account of
their pregnancy status did not constitute sex discrimination under Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act. However, in response to overwhelming public
disagreement with the Court’s ruling, Congress soon passed legislation
that identified differential treatment based on pregnancy as sex discrim-
ination (see Burstein 1990), bringing the law into accordance with the
public’s understanding of discrimination.

As this example illustrates, interpreting a practice or set of practices as
discriminatory is a socially, historically, and legally contingent process. Of
the countless interactions in any workplace, many are potentially dis-
criminatory and subject to legal intervention. Given the subtle and com-
plex nature of discrimination in the post–Civil Rights era (Sturm 2001)
as well as variation in individuals’ understandings of the law, the extent
to which potential victims, perpetrators, and regulatory officials identify
such interactions as discriminatory varies. In this study, we show how
organizational factors shape the process by which workplace discrimi-
nation is identified, challenged, and remedied.

At the base of this process are workers’ perceptions of unfairness and
their willingness to mobilize their legal rights (Galanter 1983; Nielson and
Nelson 2005). Under Title VII, workers who suspect they have been sub-
ject to discrimination can seek legal redress by filing a formal complaint
of discrimination with the EEOC—the agency Congress created to enforce
federal equal employment opportunity (EEO) laws.4 However, individ-
uals’ suspicions of mistreatment do not automatically lead to formal
claims. Before they can file a formal complaint, workers must identify
their experiences as unlawful—rather than simply unfair—and subject to

4 With the exception of complaints filed under the Equal Pay Act, all federal antidis-
crimination laws (including Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Age Dis-
crimination in Employment Act, and the Americans with Disabilities Act) require that
workers file complaints of discrimination with the EEOC before taking further legal
action (EEOC 2003).
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legal redress (Bumiller 1988; Burstein 1990; Burstein and Monaghan 1986;
Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat 1981; Wakefield and Uggen 2004). In other
words, workers must “name” the workplace behavior as discriminatory,
“blame” the employer as responsible, and formally “claim” the injurious
event to regulatory agents in the hopes of remedial action (Felstiner et
al. 1981, pp. 635–36).

Reaching such an orientation depends in large part on the organiza-
tional environment in which the potentially discriminatory behavior is
embedded. If workers perceive an incident of race- or sex-based treatment
but workplace practices are generally fair, they may conclude that the
incident does not warrant legal action. In other cases, organizations may
actively pacify workers who perceive unfair treatment. For instance, Ed-
elman, Fuller, and Mara-Drita (2001) found that managers often depo-
liticized workers’ complaints of discrimination, recasting grievances in
terms of interpersonal rather than legal issues, thus dissuading workers
from taking formal legal action. Clearly, the organizational structure can
encourage or restrict the identification and claiming of employment
discrimination.

Filing a complaint sets in motion the administrative process of legally
constructing discrimination. Upon receiving a complaint, the EEOC con-
ducts a preliminary interview with the complainant and serves a formal
charge of discrimination on the employer. For charges with moderate
prima facie evidence of unlawful behavior, the agency may offer some
complainants and employers the option to informally mediate the charge
through the EEOC’s Alternative Dispute Resolution program before a
formal investigation takes place. In an average year, the EEOC resolves
roughly one-third of all charges before an investigation has been com-
pleted (EEOC 2004).5 For all other charges, the EEOC pursues an in-
vestigation to determine the merit of the claim. The depth of the inves-
tigation varies considerably across cases. Cases with stronger prima facie
evidence of discrimination receive more thorough investigations, while
weaker cases may result in little more than notifying the employer of the
charge, dismissing the claim, and issuing the complainant the right to sue
privately in federal district court.

While there are no data available regarding the intensity of investi-
gations, the EEOC categorizes charges at intake according to strength of
prima facie evidence in order to prioritize cases for investigation. Roughly
20% of cases are identified as having strong evidence of discrimination
and thus receive thorough investigations; this might entail interviewing

5 This number includes alternative dispute resolutions as well as formal settlements
or cases closed for administrative reasons, such as a complainant’s failing to respond
to EEOC correspondence or requesting that the charge be withdrawn.



Context of Discrimination

1399

workplace actors involved in the claim (either by phone or on-site), ex-
amining personnel records, and analyzing workplace data if available.
Another 60% of cases show moderate evidence of discrimination; for these
cases, investigation might entail examining personnel records and tele-
phone interviews with workplace actors. The remaining 20% of com-
plaints have weak preliminary evidence and likely result in little more
than notifying the employer of the charge and asking for his or her position
on the claim.6

If an investigation yields sufficient evidence to suggest with “reasonable
cause” that the employer violated federal antidiscrimination law, the
agency concludes that discrimination occurred and moves to conciliate
between the aggrieved worker and his or her employer. By making these
reasonable-cause determinations, EEOC officials affirm or discount com-
plainants’ understandings of their experience as discriminatory and, in
doing so, construct the boundary between lawful and unlawful behavior.

Given the complexity of identifying discrimination, researchers inter-
ested in systematically studying discrimination face a conundrum: efforts
to operationalize the concept will inevitably be imperfect, but eschewing
the study of discrimination because of its operational difficulties forestalls
research that could have important implications for understanding as-
criptive inequality and policies to alleviate it. In light of this dilemma,
our empirical strategy is to observe two stages of the process of con-
structing behavior as discriminatory and examine how organizational fac-
tors affect each. First, we investigate how organizational factors affect
variation in all formal charges of discrimination filed with the EEOC.
This measure represents instances in which workers identify potentially
discriminatory behavior and seek legal remedies. Second, we examine the
organizational determinants of discrimination charges that EEOC inves-
tigators find to have reasonable cause. Reasonable-cause charges do not
capture all cases in which women or minorities are unlawfully treated,
but they represent an important set of cases in which regulatory agents
find sufficient evidence to support workers’ interpretations of employment
discrimination. Examining both formal complaints and reasonable-cause
determinations allows us to identify the extent to which organizational
factors affect how the primary enforcement agents of antidiscrimination
law—workers and regulatory officials—both construe and sanction dis-
criminatory behavior.

6 This breakdown of intake categories is based on an unpublished analysis of EEOC
charge data by the authors, available upon request.
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ORGANIZATIONS AND DISCRIMINATION DISPUTES

Classical studies of disputes emphasize the role social structures play in
the transformation of individuals’ perceptions of injurious behavior into
substantiated claims (Emerson 1983; Felstiner et al. 1981; Galanter 1983).
However, most empirical studies of employment disputes are individual
rather than structural in orientation, analyzing the effects of individuals’
ascriptive characteristics, social status, political attitudes, and worldview
on perceptions of injustice and rights mobilization (Bobo and Suh 2000;
Bumiller 1988; Burstein and Monaghan 1986; Gwartney-Gibbs and Lach
1994; Uggen and Blackstone 2004—but see Albiston 2005; Balser 2002).
Although this research demonstrates the importance of personal char-
acteristics for perceiving discrimination, the effects of these characteristics
differ across studies (Kaiser and Major 2006; Major and Kaiser 2005).
The most consistent effect is for workers’ education level. Reports of
discrimination generally increase with education (Bobo and Suh 2000, p.
529; Sigelman and Welch 1991), presumably due to increased rights aware-
ness among better-educated workers. Some research also suggests in-
creased reporting of discrimination among older workers (Bobo and Suh
2000; Sigelman and Welch 1991; Uggen and Blackstone 2004), though
others find no relationship between age and reports of discrimination
(Mueller, De Coster, and Estes 2001). With regard to socioeconomic status,
Sigelman and Welch (1991) find that those identifying with the working
class are more likely to report discrimination, yet Bobo and Suh (2000)
find no discernable pattern of perceived discrimination by occupational
status or income. Finally, studies of the relationship between political and
justice-related beliefs and perceptions of discrimination suggest that
variation in individuals’ political attitudes and endorsement of a merito-
cratic worldview can mediate the effect of ascriptive characteristics and
socioeconomic status on perceiving and claiming discrimination (Hafer
and Olson 1993; Kluegel and Bobo 2001; Major et al. 2002).

While recognizing the importance of personal characteristics for per-
ceiving and claiming discrimination, we move beyond an individual-level
etiology of discrimination disputes by examining how disputes are con-
stituted and legitimized across organizational settings. We argue that the
process by which individuals understand workplace behavior as discrim-
inatory depends not only on their personal characteristics but also on
characteristics of the work environment. Indeed, mixed findings at the
individual level may be due in part to the fact that the perception of
discrimination and the raising of disputes depend on the social context
in which individual workers are embedded. Our approach synthesizes
insights from both structural and institutional perspectives to generate



Context of Discrimination

1401

and test hypotheses about the relationship between workplace conditions,
external environments, and discrimination complaints.

Internal Workplace Conditions

Research evidence suggests that the organization of work within the firm
is important for determining the level of inequality between ascriptive
groups (Haberfield 1992, p. 172; Petersen et al. 2000, p. 8; Reskin and
McBrier 2000; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993). Building on this research, we
maintain that the internal organization of the work environment can
contribute to variation in sex and race discrimination charges by en-
couraging or restricting the extent to which workers and regulatory agents
recognize and challenge discrimination in the workplace. Characteristics
of the work environment, by providing context for workers’ experiences,
can affect whether women or minorities perceive discriminatory behavior
and decide it is sufficiently egregious or systematic to warrant a legal
claim. In addition, when making reasonable-cause determinations, in-
vestigators are responding to evidence related to the individual grievance
as well as more general indicators of discriminatory practices, behavior,
or intent. Because various workplace structures can suggest either sex-
and race-conscious or -neutral practices (Bisom-Rapp 1999), workplace
conditions can influence whether regulatory agents find workers’ charges
credible. This is not to suggest that regulatory agents are cursory in their
investigations of discrimination claims, but that given the complexity of
identifying discrimination, investigators must take into account myriad
forms of evidence, including the structural characteristics of the work
environment, in making reasonable-cause determinations. Our empirical
analysis examines four components of the internal structure of firms that
should contribute to variation in discrimination-charge filings and verified
claims.

Formalization.—First, workplaces vary in the extent to which they
formalize personnel and evaluation procedures. Because formalized per-
sonnel practices require employers to make decisions based on objective
criteria, the presence of such practices should reduce the influence of
irrelevant criteria, such as race and sex, in employment decisions (Baron
and Bielby 1980, p. 742; Baron and Pfeffer 1994; Pfeffer 1977). Research
links the formalization of personnel practices to greater opportunities in
terms of recruitment, hiring, and career advancement for racial minorities
and women (Guthrie and Roth 1999, p. 528; Reskin and McBrier 2000,
p. 222; Tomaskovic-Devey, Kalleberg, and Marsden 1996, p. 297). For
workers and regulatory agents, the presence of such formalized personnel
practices may signal that job assignment and remuneration decisions are
race and sex neutral, making discrimination charges and verified claims
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less likely (Bisom-Rapp 1999). Indeed, Mueller et al. (2001, p. 427) found
a negative relationship between reports of sexual harassment and levels
of formalization.

Although we cannot observe formalization directly, we use establish-
ment size as an indicator of the extent to which employment practices
are formalized. Considerable research identifies a positive relationship
between size and formalization (Bridges and Villemez 1991, p. 754; Dob-
bin, Sutton, Meyer, and Scott 1993, p. 397; Marsden, Cook, and Kalleberg
1994, p. 917; Pfeffer 1977, p. 360; Sutton and Dobbin 1996, p. 807; Reskin,
McBrier, and Kmec 1999, p. 340).7 Because larger establishments have
more formalized personnel practices, establishment size should be nega-
tively related to charges of discrimination and verified claims.

Control structures.—In addition to size, establishments vary in the de-
gree to which supervisors coordinate the work of employees and the labor
process (Marsden, Cook, and Kalleberg 1994, p. 896; Scott 1981, p. 275).
To the extent that direct supervision structures interaction between su-
pervisors and subordinates as well as coordinates the allocation of labor,
it can shape workers’ perceptions of equity. While organizational scholars
have examined the consequences of control structures for several work-
place outcomes, prior research offers little guidance in terms of theorizing
the effect of control structures on perceptions of discrimination and griev-
ances. On the one hand, extensive supervision might imply that employ-
ment decisions are checked along the chain of command, reducing work-
ers’ perceptions of discrimination. Similarly, for regulatory agents, close
supervision may indicate that workplace practices are subject to consid-
erable monitoring, thus supporting employers’ claims of fair employment
practices.

On the other hand, employees subject to close supervision likely ex-
perience more direct and potentially contentious interaction with super-
visors, thereby increasing opportunities for disputes. Consistent with this
argument, Mueller et al. (2001) found that reports of sexual harassment
decreased as workers’ perceptions of autonomy on the job grew. For
regulatory agents, extensive control structures might signal coercive over-
sight, making them more likely to uphold workers’ claims. Thus, while
we investigate the effects of control structures on the filing of discrimi-
nation charges, we offer no directional hypotheses.

Composition.—The racial and gender composition of an establishment
and the extent to which females and minority groups are segregated within

7 Using data from the National Organizational Survey conducted in 1991, Marsden,
Cook, and Kalleberg (1994, p. 917) report that the number of employees and other
structural indicators of size explain about 50% of the variance in formalization of
personnel practices.
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the workplace can affect interpretations of discrimination by providing
evidence of sex- and race-biased or -neutral allocation practices. While
the concentration of ascriptive groups in different workplaces or different
lines of work is not inherently discriminatory, much research has inferred
ascriptive inequality from the sex and race composition of the workforce
(Baldi and McBrier 1997; Baron, Mittman, and Newman 1991; Carring-
ton and Troske 1998; Kilbourne et al. 1994; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993;
Tomaskovic-Devey and Skaggs 2002) and occupational segregation (Pe-
terson and Morgan 1995).

For workers, workforce composition and job segregation can provide
a rationale for filing complaints by exposing employers’ reliance on as-
criptive criteria in allocating workers. In predominantly male or white
workplaces or in settings where women and minorities are concentrated
in less desirable jobs, workers will be more likely to suspect biased al-
location practices. Alternatively, if the workplace is sex- and race-inte-
grated, employees should be more likely to assume fair employment prac-
tices, all else being equal. Thus, to the extent that skewed composition
and segregation suggest that race and sex serve as allocation criteria, we
expect increased representation of women and minorities in the workplace
to minimize workers’ perceptions of discrimination and willingness to file
charges, while sex and race segregation should positively affect these
outcomes.

For regulatory agents, the presence of women and minorities within
the workplace and across hierarchical occupational positions may provide
evidence of fair employment practices. In investigating claims, officials
often examine statistical data detailing workplace composition and oc-
cupational segregation to gauge employers’ use of ascription in allocation,
including, in some cases, the establishment reports used in this study. In
addition, when responding to charges, employers often provide evidence
of women’s or minorities’ representation in the workplace. For example,
in a case of race discrimination that we observed at the district EEOC
office, an employer provided the EEOC with a list of employees’ race/
ethnicity by job title along with a letter noting how persons of diverse
racial and ethnic backgrounds were represented across occupations. Such
evidence of race- and sex-neutral allocation practices should make reg-
ulatory agents less likely to determine that discrimination occurred, all
else being equal.

Minority management.—Finally, sex- and race-discrimination claims
should be less prevalent among establishments with female and minority
managers. From the perspective of both employees and regulatory agents,
the presence of female and minority managers provides evidence of equal
opportunity and guarantees that being male or white is not a prerequisite
for promotion into management positions. Previous research has linked
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the presence of female and minority leadership to greater gains for women
and minority workers (Baron et al. 1991; Carrington and Troske 1995;
Elliot and Smith 2004). Thus, we expect a negative association between
females’ and minorities’ share of management positions and numbers of
both discrimination charges and verified claims.

While the presence of female and minority managers suggests fair em-
ployment practices, much research shows that when women and racial
minorities hold managerial positions, they tend to be concentrated in less
authoritative positions and manage workers of similar sex and race char-
acteristics (Elliott and Smith 2001; Huffman 1999; Shenhav and Haberfeld
1992; Stainback and Tomaskovic-Devey 2007). Although we expect the
presence of female and minority managers to reduce perceptions and
charges of discrimination, this might depend on their relative social status
and characteristics of the employees they manage. Indeed, in a recent
study of female managers, Cohen and Huffman (2007) find that the pres-
ence of female managers does not close the gender wage gap unless those
female managers are in high-status positions. We explore a similar dy-
namic by examining how the effect of female or minority managers on
discrimination claims may vary depending on the sex and race of the
employees they manage. We expect the negative effect of female and
minority managers on discrimination charges and verified claims to be
weaker in establishments where these managers primarily oversee same-
sex and same-race workers, respectively.

External Institutional Environments

Institutional theory calls attention to the importance of the external in-
stitutional environment for shaping organizational processes. According
to institutional theory, work organizations are embedded in larger legal
and normative environments, and characteristics of these environments
influence workplace structures and behavior (see DiMaggio and Powell
1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977). Most empirical support for this perspective
comes from studies documenting organizations’ response to civil rights
law. For instance, researchers found that employers responded to changes
in EEO law by instituting affirmative action offices, internal labor mar-
kets, and due process procedures (Edelman 1992, p. 1594; Dobbin et al.
1993; Sutton and Dobbin 1996). While employers’ response to civil rights
law may reflect genuine interest in promoting equal opportunity, such
structural properties symbolize legal compliance and thus may protect
against injurious claims regardless of whether or not they actually improve
opportunities for women and minorities (Edelman 1992; Bisom-Rapp
1999). In this way, embeddedness in different institutional environments
may affect assessments of unlawful behavior.
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We expect institutional environments to produce variation in discrim-
ination-charge filings by affecting workers’ awareness of their rights and
regulatory agents’ assessments of legal compliance. Organizations that are
embedded in institutional environments that foster norms of equity and
awareness of civil rights should increase employees’ legal consciousness
by reminding them of their rights and thus making them more likely to
air formal grievances (Edelman et al. 1999, p. 420). However, regulatory
agencies may assume that organizations embedded in civil rights–con-
scious environments are more attentive to antidiscrimination law, ren-
dering them less likely to verify workers’ claims against such establish-
ments. Thus, we expect embeddedness in a civil rights–conscious
environment to positively affect workers’ willingness to file charges but
negatively affect the likelihood that claims are externally verified. We
examine three aspects of the institutional environment that should bear
on these relationships.

Affirmative action.—First, although all of the establishments in our
sample are subject to EEO law, only a subset are federal contractors and
thus subject to affirmative action requirements. Establishments holding
federal contracts are required to implement affirmative action plans that
entail taking positive steps to promote opportunities for protected groups
(Graham 1990, p. 42; Reskin 1998, p. 6). Given the increased sensitivity
to gender and racial bias that affirmative action programs necessitate,
such programs should also make employees more cognizant of their civil
rights. For instance, federal contractors are required to post information
on federal contract compliance and affirmative action mandates (U.S.
Department of Labor 2005). The visibility of such policies may lead some
workers to take legal action who would not otherwise have done so.

However, given the increased sensitivity to gender and racial bias that
affirmative action programs necessitate, coupled with empirical evidence
that demonstrates less discrimination among federal contractors (Leonard
1984), regulatory agents may interpret the presence of affirmative action
plans as evidence against discrimination and thus be less likely to verify
workers’ claims. During investigations, EEOC officials often ask em-
ployers to submit copies of their affirmative actions plans and timetables.
Employers may also voluntarily supply such information as a way to
demonstrate a general commitment to EEO goals. Schultz (1990) reports
a similar dynamic in a study of sex segregation cases; in defending law-
suits, employers often referenced affirmative action plans as evidence of
their efforts to comply with EEO law. Thus, while we expect affirmative
action requirements to increase workers’ propensity to file charges, these
programs should also minimize verified claims.

Subsidiary status.—Some work establishments are single, unaffiliated
firms, while others are subsidiaries or branches of larger, multiestablish-
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ment firms. This distinction is important for understanding the extent to
which establishments are embedded in larger organizational fields and
subject to external pressures. Because subsidiary and branch establish-
ments are subject to the policies and oversight of their parent organiza-
tions (Marsden, Cook, and Knoke 1994, p. 908), they are more likely to
have formal procedures and monitoring mechanisms in place than stand-
alone establishments of comparable size. In contrast, unaffiliated estab-
lishments are organizationally autonomous and thus subject to fewer pol-
icy, oversight, and performance pressures. The increased formalization
and oversight of subsidiaries might make their employees more aware of
their legal alternatives. However, it may also discourage regulatory agents
from validating workers’ claims, if they assume that subsidiary estab-
lishments are monitored by their parent organizations and are thus more
likely to comply with the law. A subsidiary establishment of a parent
organization that is known to have sound personnel policies may receive
less scrutiny than an unaffiliated establishment of similar size. Therefore,
we expect subsidiaries to elicit more complaints due to the rights-conscious
environment but have fewer validated claims as compared to stand-alone
establishments.

Industrial sector.—Finally, different industries have different institu-
tional norms and expectations regarding equal opportunity. As Charles
and Grusky (2004, p. 28) argue, norms of equality are more stringent in
the nonmanual sector, as compared to manual industries, because non-
manual employers experience more public scrutiny and face greater social
costs for discriminating. The public visibility of professional, white-collar
positions, coupled with the high skill and education levels of their incum-
bents, render nonmanual firms subject to greater demands for equity.
Thus, nonmanual employees should be more cognizant of EEO law and
more likely to file grievances. However, due to relaxed norms against
discrimination in the manual sector, regulatory agents may focus their
attention on blue-collar industries, making them more likely to verify
claims against manual than against nonmanual employers.

In addition, while the nonmanual sector should generate more griev-
ances overall, differing conventions regarding professional interaction and
labor processes may contribute to variation in discrimination complaints
even within the nonmanual sector. For example, in client-intensive, sales-
based industries, women are routinely excluded from certain “male-typed”
client-entertaining activities (Roth 2003, p. 785; Blair-Loy 2001), and con-
ventions regarding homophily often guide client assignment, leading em-
ployers to match minority employees to minority clients, female employees
to female clients, and so on (Collins 1989).8 These practices are consistent

8 To the extent that some client bases generate more revenue than others, such employee
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with the allegation in a race-discrimination lawsuit filed in 2001 against
Xerox Corporation, in which plaintiffs charged that African-American
employees were assigned to sales territories based on their race (EEOC
2005). To the degree that norms of homophily proliferate in client-intensive
industries, we expect relatively more discrimination claims from workers
in these industries. Additionally, the prevalence of sex- and race-typical
norms regarding professional interaction may affect regulatory agents’
expectations of legal compliance in such industries, making them more
likely to uphold workers’ claims of discrimination.

DATA AND METHODS

The data for this study come from federally mandated surveys of private
work establishments, which we matched to discrimination-charge data,
both obtained from the EEOC. To monitor employers’ compliance with
antidiscrimination law, the EEOC requires all private work establish-
ments with at least 100 employees and all federal contractors with at least
50 employees to submit annual EEO-1 reports documenting the gender
and racial composition of their workforce and other workplace charac-
teristics. EEO-1 reports cover just over 40% of private sector employment
nationally (Robinson et al. 2005, p. 16) and are representative of mid-
sized to large private firms.

The data we use in our analyses come from a sample of these EEO-1
reports matched to workers’ discrimination charges, compiled as part of
a larger study of employers’ compliance with EEO law. To construct the
data set, we drew a national random sample of 2,166 establishments that
filed EEO-1 reports with the EEOC in 2002; this constitutes a 1% sample
of the roughly 200,000 establishments that reported in that year.9 Next,
to create a longitudinal dataset, we extracted retrospective EEO-1 reports
for these establishments dating back to 1990, producing a total of 19,992

channeling can also translate into considerable earnings disparities across race and
gender lines (see Grodsky and Pager 2001, p. 560–61).
9 We used a sampling technique in which the probability of inclusion is proportional
to establishment size. Because larger establishments are more likely to remain in the
EEO-1 database for multiple years, this sampling strategy allowed us to more reliably
extract longitudinal information. We used weights in all analyses so that our results
can be generalized to the population of private establishments. In addition, following
the advice of EEOC personnel, we did not sample cases from Hawaii because of its
relatively homogeneous racial composition.



American Journal of Sociology

1408

establishment-years.10 We dropped 201 observations that had incomplete
data for key independent variables, leaving a total of 2,163 establishments
and 19,791 establishment-year observations.11 Finally, we matched these
establishment-level data to discrimination-charge data, from the years
1990 to 2002, taken from the EEOC’s Charge Handling Database. This
database includes all complaints of discrimination filed with the EEOC
as well as complaints filed with state and local agencies that also fall
under federal jurisdiction.

Complaints received during the 1990–2002 period identify the charged
establishment by name and address. In order to match a complaint to
the establishment that was charged, we examined a list of all establish-
ments charged with discrimination located within the five-digit zip code
of the establishment in question and identified the matching establishment
by name and address. These matching procedures ensured accuracy in
matching charges to establishments and resulted in a novel dataset con-
taining information on workplace characteristics and institutional envi-
ronments (our independent variables) and the number of complaints and
verified claims (our dependent variables) filed against each establishment
annually from 1990 to 2002.12

Dependent Variables

Because different mechanisms may generate sex and race discrimination
charges, we estimate separate models predicting the prevalence of charges
of sex discrimination and charges of race, color, or national-origin dis-
crimination. For sex discrimination, we analyze charges filed by women
under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or the Equal Pay Act of
1963, including claims of sexual harassment, pregnancy discrimination,
and discrimination in personnel-related matters such as hiring, firing,
promotion, and other terms and conditions of employment. For race and

10 Some establishments did not report every year, either because they fell below federal
reporting requirements or because they were newly founded after the first sample year.
Had all establishments been present in all years, the total number of establishment-
years would have been 28,158. Missing data do not complicate our analyses, however,
because our models do not require an equal number of measurement occasions for all
observations (Hox 2002, p. 73).
11 We dropped 65 observations that reported zero or one as the total number of em-
ployees, because such cases are likely the result of reporting or coding errors; we also
dropped three cases that had inaccurate values for establishment size. We dropped an
additional 111 cases that lacked information regarding federal contractor status, 13
cases that lacked information on organization size, and 9 cases that lacked information
on workforce composition.
12 The EEOC supplied separate EEO-1 and charge files. We obtained access to these
data through an Intergovernmental Personnel Agreement issued to the first author.
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national origin discrimination, we include charges filed by nonwhites un-
der Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, citing discrimination on the basis
of race, color, or national origin and alleging racial harassment or dis-
crimination in personnel-related matters.13

We employ two dependent variables for both the sex and race models.
To assess the organizational characteristics that lead workers to identify
discrimination and file formal charges, our first dependent variable is the
total number of sex- or race-discrimination charges filed against an es-
tablishment in a given year. To assess how organizational characteristics
affect regulatory agents’ interpretation of discrimination claims, our sec-
ond dependent variable is the number of sex- or race-discrimination
charges filed against an establishment in a given year for which the EEOC
found with reasonable cause that discrimination occurred.

As table 1 shows, although workers filed a total of 12,813 formal com-
plaints of sex and race discrimination against the 2,163 work establish-
ments we analyze, regulatory agents found reasonable cause in only a
fraction of these cases. The small proportion of reasonable-cause cases is
largely a reflection of the EEOC’s administrative process, its limited in-
vestigative resources, and the difficulties faced by investigators in uncov-
ering unambiguous evidence of discrimination, rather than an indication
that workers predominantly bring grievances in error. Roughly one-third
of all charges filed with the EEOC are resolved prior to a full investigation
and thus never come up for a cause decision (EEOC 2004). The majority
of these are cases resolved through alternative dispute-resolution pro-
grams or closed for administrative reasons, such as the complainant’s
withdrawing the charge or failing to pursue the complaint. Reasonable-
cause determinations reflect cases in which the EEOC investigates and
finds sufficient evidence of discriminatory behavior.14 Thus, our empirical
analyses of reasonable-cause cases explore the organizational character-
istics that lead regulatory agents to determine that discrimination has
occurred among cases that are investigated.

13 Because we are interested in discrimination against persons in historically subor-
dinate groups, we exclude charges of sex discrimination filed by males and those filed
by whites citing race, color, or national origin discrimination. While the inclusion of
such charges does not affect our results, we assume that charges filed by males and
whites represent the distinct process of “backlash discrimination” and therefore omit
them from our analysis.
14 While charges can result in other outcomes, we focus on cause determinations because
they indicate instances in which regulatory investigators unequivocally designate the
given workplace behavior as unlawful discrimination. In a separate paper (Hirsh, in
press), the first author investigates the determinants of additional charge outcomes and
types of settlements. Findings with regard to other charge outcomes are consistent
with the general argument presented here.
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TABLE 1
Breakdown of Discrimination Charges by Reasonable-Cause Determination

Type of
Discrimination All Complaints

Reasonable-Cause
Findings % Reasonable Cause

Sex . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,520 213 4.7
Race . . . . . . . . . . 8,293 269 3.2

Total . . . . . . . 12,813 482 3.8

Independent Variables

We test hypotheses regarding internal workplace conditions using six mea-
sures. First, to gauge the extent of formalization in the workplace, we
include a measure of the total number of permanent employees (full- and
part-time) at the establishment. Second, since many small to mid-sized
establishments that are subsidiaries of larger firms may have formalized
policies required by the parent organization rather than the informal
practices that might be typical in stand-alone establishments of similar
size, we include a measure of the total number of workers (full- and part-
time) employed by the parent organization. We employ the log transfor-
mation of establishment and organization size, because levels of formal-
ization increase with size but at a decelerating rate (Marsden, Cook, and
Kalleberg 1994, p. 915). Third, following Marsden, Cook, and Knoke
(1994, p. 896), we assess the extent of supervisory control within the
workplace using a measure of the proportion of managerial positions
within the total number of employees. Fourth, to assess workplace com-
position, we include measures of the proportions of nonmanagerial work-
ers that are female and those that are members of racial or ethnic minority
groups (including African Americans, Hispanics, Asians, and American
Indians), for models predicting sex and race charges respectively.15 Fifth,
we include a measure of the degree of occupational segregation within
each establishment using the index of dissimilarity, D (Massey and Denton
1988, p. 284), for sex and race models respectively. The index of dissim-
ilarity summarizes how similarly two groups are distributed across nine

15 We compute the gender and race composition of the nonmanagerial workforce in
order to make the composition measure definitional independent of our measure of
female and minority managers, discussed below.
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broad occupational categories within each establishment.16 For sex seg-
regation, the dissimilarity index is calculated between female and male
workers, and for race segregation, the index is calculated between whites
and nonwhites. Finally, we measure the prevalence of female and minority
managers by computing the proportion of officials or managers who are
females and the proportion of officials or managers who are racial
minorities.

We test hypotheses regarding the influence of the external institutional
environment on discrimination charges using four measures. First, we
identify establishments holding federal contracts and thus subject to af-
firmative action requirements using a binary variable, coded 1 for federal
contractors. Second, we distinguish between subsidiary and stand-alone
establishments using a binary variable, coded 1 for subsidiary establish-
ments. Third, to assess the degree to which different norms against dis-
crimination in the manual and nonmanual sectors may affect how workers
and regulatory agents identify discrimination, we include a binary variable
that identifies establishments in manufacturing, construction, transpor-
tation, and mining industries based on two-digit North American Industry
Classification System (NAICS) codes. Fourth, to examine whether client
interaction affects variation in discrimination charges, we include a binary
variable that identifies establishments in client-intensive sales industries,
including financial sales, real estate sales, and wholesale.

Finally, we include controls to account for variation in charge filings
across time and local labor markets. To control for fluctuations in charge
filings and reasonable-cause findings by year, we include a covariate for
time. Because previous research indicates that sex-charge filings have
increased in recent years, while race-based charges have decreased (Wake-
field and Uggen 2004), we code the time variable from 0 to 12, corre-
sponding to the years 1990 to 2002, and use both linear and quadratic
specifications to assess filing trends.17 We also control for the possibility
of variation in charge filings due to the gender and race composition of
the local labor market in models predicting complaint filings. For instance,
racial complaints may be more prevalent in racially diverse areas, as

16 The nine categories include officials and managers, professionals, technicians, sales
workers, office and clerical, craft workers, operatives, laborers, and service workers.
Because the index of dissimilarity, D, is sensitive to variation in the size of occupational
categories, in additional analyses we also tried measuring occupational segregation
using a margin-free index, A, that is unaffected by variability in occupational size (see
Charles and Grusky 2004). Results using A are similar to those using D, except that
the standard errors for A are slightly larger than those obtained using D in models
predicting race charges. For ease of interpretation, we present results using D.
17 Analyses using 12 dummy variables for years produced results similar to those pre-
sented below.
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compared to predominantly white areas, and sex complaints may be more
likely in areas of high female labor force participation. Thus, in models
predicting charge filings, we include a control for the proportion of work-
ers in the state labor force who are female and racial minorities, for sex
and race models respectively. We computed this measure by dividing the
number of female or minority workers by the total number of workers
in the state’s annual EEO-1 labor force.18

Models

We model discrimination charges as a function of workplace conditions
and institutional environments using hierarchical generalized linear mod-
els with Poisson error distributions.19 Because both dependent variables
take the form of counts—the number of charges or verified claims per
establishment year—generalized linear models using Poisson error distri-
butions and logarithmic-link functions are appropriate (Hox 2002, p. 122).
Since we observe each establishment annually over a 13-year period, we
include a random intercept term for establishment to account for depen-
dence among repeated measures.

We estimate two sets of models. The first set of models predicts the
total number of sex- or race-discrimination charges filed against each
establishment per year. In practice, the number of charges any establish-
ment receives is related to the number of potential complainants (see
Edelman et al. 1999, pp. 425–26). Our complainants are women, racial
minorities, or both; all else equal, establishments with large numbers of
women or minority employees should face more charges simply because
there are more potential complainants.20 To build this dependence into
the model, we include an exposure term that takes into account variation
in the number of potential complainants (Cameron and Trivedi 1998, pp.
303–4; Raudenbush and Bryk 2002, p. 309; StataCorp 2003, pp. 208–9).

18 In additional analyses, we used 1990 and 2000 census data to compute measures of
the percentages of women and minorities at the zip code level. While results using zip
code–level data produced similar results to those presented below, we use the state-
level EEO-1 measures because they are available on an annual basis.
19 In supplementary analyses, we also modeled variation in charge filings and verified
claims using fixed effects for establishments. However, because fixed-effects models
estimate variation within establishments over time, we could not include information
on establishments that did not receive any discrimination charges from 1990 to 2002.
To retain information on both establishments that did and those that did not experience
charges, we employ mixed-effects models.
20 Charges of discrimination in hiring can be brought against firms that employ no
minorities or no females. However, disputes involving hiring comprise only 4% of all
allegations filed with the EEOC (according to additional analysis of EEOC charge
data, available from the authors upon request).
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Formally, this term enters the model as a multiplicative constant, c, and
measures the number of female employees and the number of racial mi-
nority employees, for sex and race models respectively.21 Finally, because
the variances of the dependent variables exceed their means, we include
a dispersion parameter to adjust the variance parameters for overdisper-
sion. The model predicting all charges is written as

E(Y Fl ) p c l ,1ti ti 1ti 1ti

where is the number of discrimination charges for year t in establish-Y1ti

ment i, is the exposure parameter (measured as the number of womenc1ti

or minorities in the establishment), and is the charge rate, estimatedl1ti

as

l p exp (b � b X � b Z � b T � u � e ),1ti 00 p0 pti 0q qi 10 ti 0i ti

where X is a vector of p time-varying covariates at the measurement-
occasion level, Z is a vector of q time-constant covariates at the estab-
lishment level, is a random intercept term for establishment i, andu0i

is a residual error term.eti

Our second set of models predicts the number of reasonable-cause find-
ings for sex and race charges per establishment-year. Because the number
of cause findings depends on the number of complaints made, we restrict
analysis to only observations where at least one complaint was made and
set the exposure parameter to the number of sex or race charges filed for
each establishment-year. The model is written

E(Y Fl ) p E[Y l ] p c l ,2ti 2ti 1ti 2ti 2ti 2ti

where is the number of reasonable-cause charges, is the exposureY c2ti 2ti

parameter (measured as the number of charges filed, ), and is theY l1ti 2ti

rate of reasonable-cause findings, estimated by

l p exp (b � b T � b X � b Z � u � e ),2ti 00 10 ti p0 pti 0q qi 0i ti

with all other terms defined as above.22

We extracted retrospective EEO-1 reports dating to 1990 for all estab-
lishments sampled in 2002, but some establishments do not appear in the
dataset for the entire 1990 to 2002 time series. To ensure that selection
into the retrospective sample is not driving results, we conducted sensi-

21 If an establishment has no female or minority employees, the exposure term is 1.
22 We also tried setting the exposure parameter, , to the expected value of chargesc2ti

generated from the model predicting all charges, , rather than theE[Y Fl ] p c l1ti 1ti 1ti 1ti

observed number of charges, . Using the expected value, the model is written:Y1ij

. This specification generated results consistent with those pre-E(Y Fl ) p c l l2ti 2ti 1ti 1ti 2ti

sented below. We chose to use the observed value, , rather than expected value,Y1ij

, to facilitate substantive interpretation of the regression coefficients.E[Y Fl ] p c l1ti 1ti 1ti 1ti
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tivity analyses (available upon request) using subsamples of the data. First,
we estimated models predicting the number of discrimination charge fil-
ings including only observations from 2002; second, we estimated com-
parable models including establishments that have data for at least 10
years. This allowed us to assess whether establishments included in the
2002 sample differ from those that remain in the sample for the majority
of the time series. The results of these analyses are similar to those pre-
sented below, suggesting that selectivity into the retrospective sample is
not driving results. Finally, although some of our independent variables
are moderately correlated, diagnostics indicate that multicollinearity is
not a problem.

RESULTS

Descriptive Results

Over the 13-year period from 1990 to 2002, over 40% of the establishments
in our sample were formally charged with sex discrimination, and roughly
half were formally charged with race discrimination (see table 2). During
a typical year, 13% of establishments received at least one charge of sex
discrimination, while nearly 20% of establishments received at least one
charge of race discrimination.23 Charges in which the EEOC determines
reasonable cause are rare; less than 1% of establishments received rea-
sonable-cause sex or race charges in any given year.

In terms of organizational characteristics, the typical establishment in
our sample employs 255 workers, while the typical parent organization
employs almost 50,000 workers (see table 3). The mean level of race
segregation across nine broad occupational categories is .33 for each es-
tablishment year, while sex segregation is higher, at .38. Although women
constitute about half of nonmanagerial workers, they comprise only one-
third of managers. Racial minorities constitute almost one-third of non-
managerial workers but hold only 13% of managerial positions. With
regard to institutional environments, about 40% of our establishments are
federal contractors and thus subject to affirmative action policies; almost

23 As shown in table 2, a few observations had outlying values with respect to the
number of discrimination charges received per year. To ensure that these discrepant
cases are not exerting undue influence on the models, we trimmed the outlying cases
back to a maximum of five charges per establishment-year and re-estimated all models.
The results were consistent with those presented below. In addition, we also tried
estimating receiving charges as a binary outcome; results from this specification are
consistent with the Poisson models.



TABLE 2
Percentage of Establishments Receiving Charges, 1990–2002

Charges None 1–5 6–10 11–20 Over 20

Per establishment:
Sex . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58.1 32.4 5.5 2.8 1.3
Race . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50.7 34.1 6.2 5.0 4.0

Per establishment-year:
Sex . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87.0 12.6 .3 .1 .03
Race . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80.9 18.0 .8 .2 .2

TABLE 3
Descriptive Statistics

Mean SD Range

Dependent variable:
All charges . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Sex charges (per female employees) . . . . . . . .002 .08 (0, 8)
Race charges (per minority employees) . . . .004 .05 (0, 7)

Reasonable-cause charges . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Sex (per sex charge filed) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .03 .16 (0, 1)
Race (per race charge filed) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .02 .14 (0, 1)

Independent variable:
Establishment size . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255 469
Organization size . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49,362 116,743
Proportion managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11 .09 (0, 1)
Occupational sex segregation (D) . . . . . . . . . . . . .38 .23 (0, 1)
Occupational race segregation (D) . . . . . . . . . . . .33 .23 (0, 1)
Proportion female managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32 .26 (0, 1)
Proportion minority managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13 .19 (0, 1)
Proportion female nonmanagers . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49 .25 (0, 1)
Proportion minority nonmanagers . . . . . . . . . . . .27 .25 (0, 1)
Federal contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42 .49 (0, 1)
Subsidiary establishment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .89 .31 (0, 1)
Industrial sector:

Manual . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .30 .46 (0, 1)
Sales . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11 .32 (0, 1)

Proportion female in state . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .47 .02 (.38, .58)
Proportion minority in state . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .26 .13 (.02, .52)
Time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7.08 3.70 (0, 12)

Note.— The establishments in this analysis ranged in size from 3 to 29,389 em-N p 19,791.
ployees; parent organizations ranged from 50 to 1,124,972 employees.
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90% of establishments are subsidiaries of multiestablishment firms.24 Fi-
nally, about one-third of establishments are in the manual sector, and just
over one-tenth are in client-intensive industries. Thus, roughly 60% of
establishments are in the reference category of nonmanual industries that
are not client intensive.

Tables 4 and 5 present estimates of the effects of workplace and insti-
tutional conditions on all discrimination charges and on the subset of
charges that EEOC investigators determine to have reasonable cause,
respectively. We first discuss models estimating all discrimination charges,
and then turn to models predicting reasonable-cause findings.

Workplace and Institutional Determinants of Workers’ Charges

In table 4, we present generalized linear model estimates of the effects of
workplace conditions and institutional environments on the incidence of
all discrimination charges, for sex and race charges separately. Overall,
the results show that while characteristics of the workplace matter for
explaining variation in discrimination-complaint filings, institutional en-
vironments do not systematically affect workers’ identification of dis-
crimination in the workplace and their willingness to file formal
complaints.

In terms of internal workplace conditions, our results identify several
characteristics of establishments that minimize or exacerbate workers’
reports of discrimination. First, we expected formalization of employment
practices to curb the incidence of discrimination by assuring workers of
objective decision making. As hypothesized, the size of an establishment
(our measure of formalization) is negatively related to discrimination
charges, indicating that larger establishments—with presumably more
formalized practices—elicit fewer charges of discrimination, for both sex
and race models. Indeed, a one-unit change in the log of establishment
size is associated with a 12% decrease in the sex-charge rate and a 17%
decrease in the race-charge rate, net of all other terms in the model.25

However, while establishment size minimizes both sex and race com-

24 While the majority of the establishments in our sample are subsidiaries of multies-
tablishment organizations, most have a unique parent organization with respect to the
sample. Of the 2,166 establishments drawn in the 2002 sample, 83% come from unique
organizations; 96% come from organizations that have only one or two other estab-
lishments in the sample. Thus, despite the large proportion of establishments that are
subsidiaries, there is minimal clustering by parent organization in the sample.
25 We obtained the percentage change in the dependent variable associated with a unit
change, d, in an independent variable, k, by applying the following formula (see Long
1997, p. 225): 100 # [exp (B d) � 1].k
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TABLE 4
The Effects of Workplace Conditions and Institutional Environments

on All Discrimination Charges

Variable

Sex Race

b SE b SE

Workplace conditions:
Establishment size (log) . . . . . . . . . . . �.13*** .03 �.18*** .03
Organization size (log) . . . . . . . . . . . . .03 .02 .10*** .02
Proportion managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.61*** .29 2.16*** .25
Occupational segregation (D) . . . . . .14 .17 .45** .17
Proportion female/minority man-

agers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �2.80*** .41 �1.39** .38
Proportion female/minority non-

managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �3.37*** .25 �2.30*** .20
Female/minority managers #

nonmanagers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.57*** .59 1.37* .55
Institutional environments:

Federal contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.02 .06 �.06 .05
Subsidiary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12 .11 �.12 .10
Manual sector . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.10 .11 .14† .08
Sales sector . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .01 .13 .04 .12

Proportion female or minority in
state . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.14 1.71 �1.28*** .34

Time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12*** .02 .09*** .02
Time # time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.01*** 0 �.01*** 0
Intercept . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �7.02*** .84 �5.57*** .23
t2

u0i . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.79*** .09 1.47*** .07
j2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42*** 0 .54*** .01
Deviance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,409 5,945

Note.— .N p 19,791
† .P ! .10
* .P ! .05
** .P ! .01
*** .P ! .001

plaints, the size of the parent organization is positively associated with
allegations of race discrimination.

Second, we suggested that close supervisory control could either de-
crease charge filings, by ensuring decisions were checked along the chain
of command, or increase charges, by generating more potential conflict
between workers and supervisors. The results presented in table 4 suggest
the latter. The proportion of managers among employees is positively
related to the rate of charge filings for both sex and race models. This
finding suggests that close managerial supervision may increase oppor-
tunities for dispute, leading to more discrimination-charge filings.

Third, we find mixed support for our hypothesis regarding the influence
of occupational segregation. We hypothesized that sex and race occupa-
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tional segregation would elicit charges by providing evidence of sex- and
race-based allocation practices. Occupational segregation by race is pos-
itively related to the incidence of race charges, yet occupational segre-
gation by sex is unrelated to the incidence of sex-discrimination charges.
Indeed, a 1-SD increase in the dissimilarity index for race is associated
with an 11% increase in the race-charge rate.26 One possible explanation
for the lack of a sex-segregation effect is that the sexual division of labor
is a taken-for-granted property of the workplace, such that women in-
terpret it as “business as usual” rather than as an indicator of unlawful
sex discrimination.

Despite these mixed results for occupational segregation, we find sup-
port for our hypothesis regarding the sex and race composition of the
workforce. The negative coefficients on the proportions of nonmanagerial
workers who are female and those who are racial minorities indicate that
as the representation of these groups in the workplace increases, the in-
cidence of sex and race charges decreases. However, the strength of these
effects depends on the presence of women and minorities in managerial
positions. For establishments with average levels of female representation
in management (32%), a 1-SD increase in the proportion of females among
nonmanagers is associated with a 43% percent decrease in the sex charge
rate.27 In establishments with average levels of minority representation in
management (13%), a 1-SD increase in the proportion of minorities among
nonmanagers is associated with a 41% decrease in the race-charge rate.
These results confirm that increased representation of females and mi-
norities in the workplace minimizes the extent to which workers perceive
and report sex and race discrimination.

Fourth, our results point to the minimizing effects of female and mi-
nority management on allegations of discrimination. Women’s and mi-
norities’ shares of managerial positions are negatively related to sex and
race discrimination charges, respectively. However, as expected, the
strength of these effects depends on the sex and race composition of non-
managerial workers. The significant positive interaction between the pro-

26 .100 # [exp (.45 # .23) � 1] p 10.9
27 To estimate the effect of female nonmanagerial composition for an establishment
with average representation of females among managers, we summed the coefficient
for the additive term for proportion female nonmanagers and the product of the co-
efficient for the proportion female managers by the proportion female nonmanagers
interaction term multiplied by the mean level of the proportion female managers. So
the predicted effect of female nonmanagers on the charge rate is �3.37 � (3.57 #

. We then applied the following formula to obtain the percentage change.32) p �2.23
in the charge rate associated with a standard deviation change, d, in the proportion
of females among nonmanagers: 100 # [exp (�2.23 # d) � 1] p 100 # [exp (-2.23 #

..25) � 1] p �42.7
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portion of female or minority managers and the proportion of female or
minority nonmanagers indicates that the effects of female and minority
management are weakest in workplaces where female and minority man-
agers predominantly supervise same-sex and same-race workers, respec-
tively. Figures 1 and 2 display the predicted sex and race charge rates
given by the regression equations in table 4. The predicted charge rates
are generated by varying levels of sex and race representation in mana-
gerial and nonmanagerial positions while holding all other variables at
their means or modes. As shown in figure 1, as the proportion of female
managers increases, the sex charge rate declines; however, this decline is
less pronounced as female representation in the nonmanagerial workforce
increases. Likewise, in figure 2, the race charge rate declines as the rep-
resentation of racial minorities in management increases, yet the decline
is smallest in settings where racial minorities manage fellow minority-
group members. These results confirm our hypothesis that the presence
of female and minority management reduces discrimination claims, but
to a lesser extent in settings where they manage same-sex or same-race
workers.

Despite these significant effects of internal workplace conditions, we
find little support for our hypotheses regarding the effect of external in-
stitutional environment on the incidence of charge filings. Surprisingly,
neither federal contractor status nor subsidiary status is significantly re-
lated to workers’ willingness to file discrimination complaints. In addition,
industrial sector is of little consequence for charge filings. While being in
the manual sector is positively related to race-charge filings, this effect is
only marginally significant at traditional levels. Otherwise, workers in
manual and client-intensive industries are no more likely to file charges
than those in other industrial sectors. Thus, on balance, variation in es-
tablishments’ external institutional environments does not make workers
more or less inclined to invoke their civil rights by filing charges.

The results in table 4 also suggest variation in charge filings across time
and local labor market conditions. The linear and quadratic effects of
time are significant in both the sex and race models but in opposing
directions, indicating that charge filings increase in the early years of the
time series but then trail off. The random-effect terms in table 4 are
instructive for understanding variation in charge rates across establish-
ments. The variances of the random intercept term for establishment
indicate the amount of variability around the average establishment in-
tercept. In both the sex and race models, the random intercept terms for
establishment are significant, indicating that discrimination-charge rates
vary significantly across establishments.



Fig. 1—The effect of proportion female managers on sex charges for varying levels of
female representation among nonmanagers.

Fig. 2—The effect of proportion racial minority managers on race charges for varying
levels of minority representation among nonmanagers.
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Workplace and Institutional Determinants of Verified Charges

While the above results provide an account of the organizational char-
acteristics that lead workers to file charges, we are also interested in how
organizational factors influence regulatory agents’ assessments of alleged
discrimination. To identify the conditions under which regulatory agencies
define workplace behavior as discriminatory, we examine the effect of
workplace and institutional factors on the likelihood of the EEOC’s de-
termining with reasonable cause that unlawful discrimination occurred.
In this analysis, the dependent variable is the number of reasonable-cause
findings conditional on the number of charges received.

The results displayed in table 5 suggest different organizational deter-
minants of regulatory agents’ interpretations of discriminatory behavior
than of workers’ decisions to file complaints. While many measures of
the internal organization of work remain important for predicting the
incidence of reasonable-cause charges, the most notable difference be-
tween tables 4 and 5 is that institutional environments are shown to have
a strong effect in the latter. First, for both the sex and race models,
establishments holding federal contracts and thus subject to affirmative
action requirements have significantly lower reasonable-cause rates as
compared to noncontractors. For federal contractors, the rate of reason-
able-cause findings is 32% lower for sex discrimination charges and 74%
lower for race charges as compared to noncontractors, net of other terms
included in the model. This suggests that, on average, regulatory agents
are more forgiving toward federal contractors than toward noncontractors
in determining the legitimacy of discrimination claims. In addition, es-
tablishments that are subsidiaries of multiestablishment firms are less
likely to receive reasonable-cause findings than are stand-alone establish-
ments. The reasonable-cause rate for subsidiary establishments is roughly
60% lower for both sex and race charges than that of stand-alone
establishments.

Finally, industrial sector is a significant predictor of variation in rea-
sonable-cause findings. For sex discrimination, establishments in the man-
ual sector are more likely to receive substantiated claims, although this
effect is marginally significant at traditional levels. In the case of race,
establishments in both manual and client-intensive industries are much
more likely to receive substantiated charges of race discrimination, relative
to establishments in other industrial sectors. Indeed, being in the manual
sector is associated with a 225% increase in the rate of verified race claims,
and being in client-intensive industries is associated with a 270% increase
in the reasonable-cause rate. These significant findings regarding indus-
trial sector support our hypothesis that industry-specific expectations
about employment practices influence regulatory agents’ interpretations
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TABLE 5
The Effects of Workplace Conditions and Institutional Environments

on Reasonable-Cause Determinations

Variable

Sex Race

b SE b SE

Workplace conditions:
Establishment size (log) . . . . . . . . . . . .38*** .08 .15 .09
Organization size (log) . . . . . . . . . . . . .03 .06 .29*** .07
Proportion managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �3.77*** .92 �2.75*** .81
Occupational segregation (D) . . . . . 2.16*** .47 2.46*** .58
Proportion female/minority man-

agers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8.61*** 1.18 8.43*** 1.14
Proportion female/minority non-

managers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.26 .84 5.39*** .66
Female/minority managers #

nonmanagers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �10.15*** 1.81 �14.88*** 2.08
Institutional environments:

Federal contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.39* .19 �1.33*** .15
Subsidiary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �1.09*** .27 �.93* .39
Manual sector . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .58† .35 1.18*** .31
Sales sector . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .30 .44 1.31** .43

Time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.19*** .04 .09* .04
Time # time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .01*** 0 �.01 0
Intercept . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �8.52*** .88 �11.30*** .83
t2

u0i . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.45*** .43 6.75*** .55
j2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .04*** .001 .05*** .001
Deviance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80 132
N . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,582 3,790

† .P ! .10
* .P ! .05
** .P ! .01
*** .P ! .001

of discrimination, particularly in the case of race. Taken together, the
results presented in table 5 support our hypotheses that regulatory agents
are sensitive to policy and institutional environment in making decisions
about the validity of workers’ claims.

In addition to the institutional effects, table 5 also identifies several
aspects of the internal workplace environment that affect variation in the
rate of verified charges. As expected, many of the same workplace char-
acteristics that affect the incidence of all charges also affect the incidence
of reasonable-cause determinations. First, establishment and organization
size are significant predictors of verified claims. Yet while establishment
size is a negative predictor of all complaints, it positively affects the in-
cidence of verified sex claims. In the case of race, organization size con-
tinues to have a positive effect on the race-charge rate. This may be
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because regulatory agents are likely to keep a closer watch over larger
and more publicly visible organizations.

Second, while the proportion of employees that are managers was pos-
itively related to all charges, it is negatively related to reasonable-cause
findings. This suggests that while extensive managerial supervision en-
courages workers’ complaints, it discourages validation of those claims
by regulatory agencies. One possible explanation for this is that although
close supervision may create opportunities for disputes between workers
and managers, for regulatory agents more extensive supervisory control
indicates that the workplace is well-managed and personnel decisions are
checked along the chain of command.

Third, as expected, sex and race segregation significantly increase the
incidence of verified sex and race charges, respectively. Thus, reasonable-
cause findings are more likely among workplaces that are sex and race
segregated. This finding suggests that regulatory agents consider the dis-
tribution of female and minority workers across the occupational struc-
ture—perhaps by consulting EEO-1 reports or personnel records obtained
during investigations—when making reasonable-cause decisions.

Finally, in contrast to our expectation, we find that female and minority
representation in management increases the rate of substantiated claims,
although this effect diminishes as the representation of female and mi-
norities in nonmanagerial positions increases. In other words, the positive
effect of female and minority management on reasonable-cause findings
is strongest in workplaces where females manage male workers and mi-
norities manage white workers. One possible interpretation of this finding
is that in such establishments it is the female and minority managers who
are bringing the complaints. To the extent that female and minority man-
agers have more authority, resources, and know-how than the average
worker, they likely have more access to evidence relevant to their cases
and thus may be better prepared to navigate the charge-resolution system.
Additionally, regulatory agents may consider managers more credible
sources than the average employee—especially if they manage higher-
status male or white employees—and may therefore be more likely to
verify their claims. This interpretation is consistent with research on dis-
crimination lawsuits that suggests that women in higher-status occupa-
tions are more likely to win gender discrimination lawsuits (Burstein
1989).

DISCUSSION

Overall, our analysis demonstrates that organizational environments af-
fect workers’ perceptions of discrimination and willingness to file charges
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as well as the extent to which regulatory agents uphold workers’ under-
standings of their experiences as discriminatory. However, the organiza-
tional conditions that give rise to workers’ charges differ from those that
lead regulatory agents to affirm their allegations. In general, we find that
while workplace characteristics are important for explaining variation in
discrimination as well as in verified claims, the external institutional en-
vironment matters only for verified claims.

Our analysis of workers’ charges suggests that the immediate work
environment constructs how workers understand discriminatory behavior
and whether they determine it to be worth addressing. Specifically, we
find that workers are less likely to file formal charges when the workplace
opportunity structure is suggestive of equitable employment practices. For
instance, minority and female workers are less likely to bring grievances
if employment practices are formalized, if the workplace is diverse with
respect to sex and race, and if women and minorities are well represented
among top-level management positions—all characteristics that indicate
sex- and race-neutral allocation practices. Thus, although the EEOC
charge-adjudication process is often viewed as a weak regulatory frame-
work (see Pedriana and Stryker 2004), these results suggest that workers
generally target organizations that exhibit sex- or race-typed employment
conditions. In other words, workers effectively regulate those organiza-
tions whose compliance with Title VII and related antidiscrimination laws
may be in question.

However, while we expected rights-conscious environments to encour-
age workers to mobilize their legal rights, we find that establishments’
external institutional and policy environments have little effect on work-
ers’ complaints. This suggests that the external institutional environment
has little influence on workers’ assessment of fair employment practices
and their willingness to mobilize their rights. Evidently, as institutional
theory would suggest (see Edelman 1992), institutional pressures such as
affirmative action requirements are largely decoupled from workers’ ev-
eryday perceptions of discrimination and civil rights. In sum, our analysis
of discrimination complaints suggests that workers base their decisions
about when to seek legal redress on the objective conditions of their
immediate work environment and the opportunity structure these con-
ditions imply.

Our analysis of reasonable-cause claims suggests that both workplace
conditions and characteristics of the external institutional environment
affect the incidence of verified claims. We find that establishments em-
bedded in institutional environments that have policies and norms against
discrimination have fewer verified claims of discrimination. Apparently,
regulatory agents are cognizant of the norms associated with the policy,
organizational, and industrial environments in which establishments are
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embedded, and they make reasonable-cause decisions in light of these
expectations. These findings are consistent with legal research docu-
menting how defense attorneys and personnel consultants advise em-
ployers to implement certain EEO policies and practices to safeguard
against discrimination lawsuits (Bisom-Rapp 1999; Dobbin and Kelly
2007; Edelman et al. 1999; Schultz 2003). Institutional conditions, such
as the presence of affirmative action requirements, affect how the legit-
imacy of discrimination claims is understood by regulatory officials. This
is not to suggest that regulatory agents are hasty in their investigations
or tacitly defer to employers’ compliance strategies. Rather, discrimination
is a complex and emergent process, and the cultures and expectations of
certain environments constitute a critical frame that outsiders employ to
make sense of a murky social process.

An alternative explanation of these institutional effects on reasonable-
cause determinations is that establishments that are embedded in insti-
tutional environments with norms and policies against discrimination ac-
tually engage in less discriminatory behavior, and accordingly, regulatory
officials find little evidence of discrimination during investigations. While
we cannot rule out this possibility, our analysis of workers’ complaints
provides some purchase on this issue. If characteristics of the institutional
environment reduced the amount of discrimination in the workplace, then
we would expect workers to respond to such conditions by bringing fewer
grievances. However, we find that workers’ complaints of discrimination
are unrelated to institutional conditions. Moreover, we find that institu-
tional effects hold net of characteristics of the work environment, such
as sex and race composition, occupational segregation, and female and
minority representation among management, which themselves are sug-
gestive of ascriptive biases in workplace processes and indeed are often
used by researchers as indirect measures of “discrimination.” Thus, we
can be reasonably confident that the observed relationship between in-
stitutional environment and verified claims is evidence that institutional
conditions—policies, norms, and expectations—affect when and how reg-
ulatory actors define employment discrimination.

In sum, the foregoing results confirm the importance of an organiza-
tional approach to the study of employment discrimination disputes. We
find that while definitions of discrimination are constructed in relation to
the internal work environment and external institutional conditions, the
organizational origins of workers’ complaints are not identical to the
factors that affect whether those claims are upheld by regulatory officials.
In general, the local conditions of the workplace affect local actors’ in-
terpretations of potentially discriminatory experiences, while local con-
ditions as well as institutional environments affect regulatory agents’ de-
cisions regarding the lawfulness of those same events.
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CONCLUSIONS

Our goal in this study was to better understand the process by which
discrimination is defined, challenged, and remedied in organizational set-
tings. While previous studies of employment disputes document the role
individual-level factors play in whether workers mobilize their legal rights,
we show that workers’ decisions to seek legal redress reflect the structural
conditions of their local environment. Moreover, regulatory agents’ in-
terpretations of potentially discriminatory behavior are shaped by work-
place conditions as well as the institutionalized policies and expectations
of the extraorganizational environment. As legal observers point out,
much dispute resolution transpires outside the courtroom but in the
“shadow of the law” (Mnookin and Kornhauser 1979), meaning that al-
though actors often resolve disputes informally, resolutions are structured
according to how the disputes would turn out if formally adjudicated.
Here we empirically demonstrate that workers’ and regulatory agents’
understandings of discrimination and legality emerge not only in the
shadow of the law but also, as Albiston (2005) suggests, in the “shadow
of organizations.” Workers’ disputes over fair treatment interact with
organizational environments to construct the meaning of discrimination
for enforcement agents.

The implication of this finding for studies of ascriptive inequality is
that organizational conditions can help or hinder enforcement agents’
attempts to remediate sex and race inequities. Just as recent research in
stratification has demonstrated that organizational factors contribute to
variation in myriad measures of ascriptive inequality—including occu-
pational segregation, wage gaps, and the representation of women and
racial minorities in management—we have shown that the identification
and remediation of ascriptive inequality is also organizationally variable.
Employers can construct work environments that minimize perceptions
of discrimination by altering workforce composition, segregation, and
structures of control and formalization. Moreover, to ensure full legal
redress, regulatory agents must be mindful of the ways in which orga-
nizations can draw attention to organizational factors, such as affirmative
action plans, as evidence of fair employment practices to avoid liability
in discrimination claims. In these ways, elucidating the process by which
actors understand and substantiate discrimination claims can facilitate
progress toward equal employment opportunity.

From a legal perspective, the findings presented here urge a reconcep-
tualization of employment discrimination. Title VII and other antidiscri-
mination laws consider discrimination a discrete event in which an em-
ployer uses sex, race, or another protected characteristic in making an
employment decision. Our results complicate such static definitions of
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discrimination. To the extent that organizational context affects how en-
forcement agents identify discriminatory behavior, what constitutes em-
ployment discrimination depends, at least in part, on the organizational
environment in which it occurs. A potentially discriminatory act in an
otherwise equitable environment may not be defined as discrimination,
while a comparable act in a sex- or race-segregated environment may be
unequivocally identified as discrimination by enforcement agents. Thus,
the distinction between lawful and unlawful employment behavior is dy-
namic; organizational contexts imbue potentially discriminatory actions
with legal meaning for potential victims of discrimination as well as for
those responsible for regulating it. This suggests a conceptualization of
employment discrimination that takes both individual-level behavior and
work environment into account.

We see this research as a first step in identifying the organizational
context of discrimination disputes, and its limitations warrant future
scholarship on several topics in the area. First, while our analysis identifies
the organizational determinants of discrimination claims, our data do not
permit an examination of how contextual factors might operate in the
presence of workers’ personal characteristics. Future research might in-
vestigate the extent to which personal and organizational features interact
to produce discrimination claims. It is plausible that many of the orga-
nizational factors identified here mediate the impact of personal char-
acteristics, such as gender, race, social status, and political attitudes, on
claiming behavior.

Second, because our data are restricted to medium- and large-sized
private establishments, future research might examine discrimination
claims in the context of small establishments and public-sector organi-
zations. Because Title VII does not cover establishments with fewer than
15 employees, workers employed by very small establishments do not
have the option of filing formal discrimination charges with the EEOC.
In such contexts, the process by which discrimination is identified and
remedied must take place informally and without the threat of federal
law enforcement. Even for small establishments that are subject to EEO
law (those with 15 to 50 employees), norms of informality and personal
contact might discourage workers from bringing formal claims. In ad-
dition, to the extent that the public sector is subject to additional anti-
discrimination law and generally seen as a more hospitable employer for
traditionally disadvantaged groups (Grodsky and Pager 2001), we might
expect fewer claims of discrimination in the public sector as compared to
the private. Thus, in restricting our analysis to private establishments,
we cannot observe how the process of identifying and claiming discrim-
ination might vary between public and private establishments.

Third, given our gross measure of formalization, additional research is
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needed to identify the specific personnel practices that minimize percep-
tions of discrimination and ascriptive inequality. Recent work by Kalev
et al. (2006) addresses this important question—how specific personnel
practices, including diversity training, affirmative action, and mentoring
programs, affect variation in the sex and race composition of managers.
Similar research is needed to understand how such policies affect workers’
interpretations of discrimination and their claiming behavior.

Finally, future research should examine how the organizational deter-
minants of discrimination complaints may vary depending on the nature
of the grievance and the basis of the claim. For instance, the local con-
ditions that give rise to sexual harassment claims may differ from those
that produce disputes over promotion or termination. In addition, given
that discrimination based on other ascriptive characteristics, including
age, disability and religion, now accounts for roughly one-third of all
discrimination complaints filed with regulatory agencies, future research
should explore the organizational contexts surrounding these claims. With
additional research in these directions, we can better understand the or-
ganizational basis of workplace discrimination and the conditions under
which enforcement agents identify and challenge unlawful behavior.
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