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ABSTRACT 

We highlight a feature of personnel selection decisions that can influence the gender diversity of 

groups and teams. Specifically, we show that people are less likely to choose candidates whose 

gender would increase group diversity when making personnel selections in isolation (i.e., when 

they are responsible for selecting a single group member) than when making sets of choices (i.e., 

when they are responsible for selecting multiple group members). We call this the isolated 

choice effect. Across four preregistered experiments (n=2,103) and an archival analysis of faculty 

hiring data at a business school, we demonstrate that the isolated choice effect has important 

consequences for group diversity. When making sets of hiring and selection decisions (as 

opposed to making a single hire), people construct more gender-diverse groups. A mediation 

study shows people do not think as much about group diversity when making isolated selection 

choices, which drives this effect.  

Link to OSF with Online Supplement and open data: 

https://osf.io/p2c8h/?view_only=96cb464b1b674750a3579a6228a89bdd  
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 Many organizations in the U.S. espouse a desire to increase their diversity and 

inclusiveness. The majority of Fortune 500 companies boast executives responsible for 

workplace diversity initiatives (Kwoh, 2012) and include diversity statements on their websites 

(Jones & Donnelly, 2017). In spite of this, many well-intentioned organizations remain 

remarkably homogeneous, which has prompted a large body of research on understanding why 

homogeneity persists and on developing tactics for increasing workplace diversity (Babcock, 

Recalde, Vesterlund, & Weingart, 2017; Bohnet, Van Geen, & Bazerman, 2015; Schroeder & 

Risen, 2016).  

Notably, diversity objectives are typically set by organizational leaders who have a 

bird’s-eye view of how hiring decisions shape the overall diversity of their organizations. 

However, the implementation of these objectives is often left to individual managers and teams 

who frequently make hiring decisions one at a time, making it challenging to take a global 

perspective on the impact each hire will have on organizational diversity. We propose that this 

common feature of hiring decisions–that they are often made in isolation–may have important 

and previously unappreciated implications. 

 In this paper, we show that people are less likely to choose candidates whose gender 

would increase group diversity when making personnel selections in isolation (i.e., when they are 

responsible for selecting only a single group member) than when making sets of choices (i.e., 

when they are responsible for selecting multiple group members). We call this phenomenon the 

isolated choice effect, and it means groups constructed through a series of isolated selection 

decisions will be less diverse than groups whose members are selected in sets.  

When people make hiring or selection decisions in isolation, we theorize that they attend 

less to how their selected candidate will affect the diversity of the group than when making sets 
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of such decisions. Past research has shown that people are able to rapidly and accurately form 

impressions of the diversity of a group of people (Phillips, Slepian, & Hughes, 2018). The 

diversity of a set of people selected together is therefore likely to be easy to assess and salient. 

However, because diversity is inherently a group-level property (Harrison & Klein, 2007) and 

any one individual cannot be “diverse,” diversity is less tangible and therefore likely to be less 

salient when making selection decisions in isolation. Past research has shown that salient 

attributes are over weighted when we make choices (Bordalo, Gennaioli, & Shleifer, 2012, 

2013). We therefore hypothesize that the decreased salience of diversity when selection 

decisions are made in isolation (instead of in sets) will produce the isolated choice effect.  

Past research on consumer choice provides suggestive evidence that making isolated 

selection decisions may lessen the gender diversity of constructed groups (Read, Loewenstein, 

Rabin, Keren, & Laibson, 1999). Specifically, people have been shown to select less variety in 

products when making consumption decisions one at a time (e.g., on a series of separate 

occasions) rather than simultaneously (Read & Loewenstein, 1995; Simonson, 1990; Simonson 

& Winer, 1992). In one canonical study, Simonson (1990) offered students snack choices at three 

meetings spread across three weeks. Students who were randomized to choose one snack each 

week were significantly more likely to choose the same snack each time (and thus a less diverse 

set of snacks) than students randomized to simultaneously choose snacks for all three meetings at 

the first weekly gathering. Importantly, however, these studies look only at product decisions, 

involve intertemporal choices, and attribute their effects to mechanisms that would not be 

expected to influence personnel selection decisions.1 

                                                 
1Past research has posited that one reason choosing products all at once rather than over time leads to product 
diversification is because people have uncertainty about forecasting their future preferences (Read & Loewenstein, 
1995; Simonson, 1990). Because some choices made in sets are made for future consumption periods (while isolated 
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In this paper, across four preregistered experiments (n = 2,103) and an analysis of 

archival hiring data from a business school, we provide evidence for the isolated choice effect. 

Furthermore, consistent with our theorizing, we find that the salience of group diversity mediates 

the effect.  

STUDY 1 

Study 1A 

In Study 1A, we examined how the isolated choice effect influences the gender diversity 

of job candidates chosen in hypothetical hiring scenarios. We predicted that participants tasked 

with hiring for a single position (i.e., those randomized to an isolated choice condition) would 

choose a lower proportion of women than participants tasked with hiring for multiple positions 

(i.e., those randomized to a set choice condition).  

Methods 

 Participants. We decided in advance to recruit 525 participants through Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk. After excluding participants who did not follow directions (following our 

preregistration plan), we were left with 493 participants (48.9% of whom identified as men). 

Participants were paid $0.70 to take a survey that took about five minutes to complete. This 

study was preregistered on AsPredicted.org (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=4kg79v). 

 Procedure. Participants were asked to imagine they were hiring for a technology 

company that was looking to fill five different roles: software engineer, product manager, user 

experience designer, marketing analyst, and sales representative. 
                                                                                                                                                             
choices are made at the moment of consumption), people may overestimate how much their tastes will change or 
how satiated they will be by the same product, or they may choose variety to reduce the risk of consuming 
something undesirable repeatedly. In personnel selection decisions, however, these factors are unlikely to play a role 
because the same person cannot be hired for multiple positions, and people are not “consumed” like products. 
Further, our studies do not involve an intertemporal component. However, while leading explanations for these past 
findings about consumer choice cannot easily explain our findings, the mechanism we explore–the salience of 
group-level diversity–may help explain these patterns in consumer choice data. 
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 Participants were randomly assigned to either the isolated choice condition or the set 

choice condition. In the isolated choice condition, participants were told they would be hiring 

one person to fill one of these five roles. In the set choice condition, participants were told they 

would be hiring five people, one person to fill each role. As a result, participants in the isolated 

choice condition made one hiring decision, while participants in the set choice condition made 

five hiring decisions. To balance the number of hiring decisions made across conditions, we 

assigned five times as many participants to the isolated choice condition as the set choice 

condition. 

Before making hiring decisions, participants were shown descriptions of each of the five 

roles the organization was seeking to fill (e.g., “A software engineer writes computer code to 

design, develop, maintain, test, and evaluate computer software.”). In the isolated choice 

condition, participants were shown the same five job descriptions but were randomly assigned to 

fill just one of the five roles. After reading these job descriptions, participants were asked to 

make hiring decisions for the role(s) they were responsible for filling. 

For each role, participants were asked to choose among three candidates who had prior 

work experience in a relevant job. The candidates were held constant across conditions, so the 

decisions participants had to make were identical across conditions; all that differed was the 

number of decisions participants were responsible for making. Because participants in both 

conditions always chose among three candidates for each position, participants in both 

conditions were engaging in joint evaluation (as opposed to separate evaluation) for each 

decision (Bohnet et al., 2015), as will be the case across all studies in this paper. The three 

candidates for each job always included at least two men, and we varied candidate quality such 

that the woman always had a moderate amount of experience. In addition, for one job, we 
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included three men to obscure our study’s focus on gender diversity. Participants were provided 

with each candidate’s picture (taken from the Chicago Face Database; Ma, Correll, & 

Wittenbrink, 2015), most recent job, and number of years of experience. All study materials are 

available in our Online Supplement. 

Results 

Our dependent variable of interest was whether a woman was selected in each hiring 

decision.2 In the isolated choice condition, women were chosen in 7.3% of all hiring decisions; 

in the set choice condition, women were chosen in 17.9% of all hiring decisions (if participants 

had chosen at random, women would have been selected in 26.7% of the hiring decisions). 

Following our preregistered analysis plan, we ran an ordinary least squares regression with 

robust standard errors clustered by participant to predict whether a female candidate was chosen 

in each hiring decision. Because the unit of analysis was a single hiring decision, each participant 

in the isolated choice condition was included once, while each participant in the set choice 

condition was included in the regression five times. Our only predictor variable was an indicator 

variable for being in the isolated choice condition. We found that the effect of being in the 

isolated choice condition on the likelihood of selecting a female candidate was significant 

(bisolated_choice = -0.106, SE = 0.026, p < 0.001; 95% CI: [-0.158, -0.054]). In other words, making 

isolated choices produced less gender-diverse groups of hires than making sets of choices. 

Study 1B 

In Study 1B, we replicated our results from Study 1A in a different hypothetical 

organizational context: selecting professors to serve on a prestigious university task force.  

Methods 
                                                 
2 For decisions where all three candidates were men, the dependent variable was coded as zero in both conditions. 
Our results are identical regardless of whether we include these decisions in our analyses. 
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 Participants. We decided in advance to recruit 525 participants through Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk. After excluding participants who did not follow directions (following our 

preregistration plan), we were left with 510 participants (48.8% of whom identified as men). 

Participants were paid $0.70 to take a survey that took about five minutes to complete. This 

study was preregistered on AsPredicted.org (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=84zt5f). 

 Procedure. Participants were asked to imagine they had to select professors to serve on a 

prestigious university task force. They were told that the university had five different academic 

divisions and the task force would include one professor from each division. 

 Participants were randomly assigned to either an isolated choice condition or a set choice 

condition. In the isolated choice condition, participants were told they would have to select one 

professor from one of the academic divisions to join the task force. In the set choice condition, 

participants were told they would have to select all five members of the task force, one from each 

academic division. Since participants in the isolated choice condition made one selection and 

those in the set choice condition made five selections, we assigned five times as many 

participants to the isolated choice condition. 

 After reading instructions about their selection task, participants read a description of the 

task force’s mission and were shown a list of the university’s academic divisions. In the isolated 

choice condition, participants then were instructed to select a professor from just one of these 

five academic divisions (selected at random), while in the set choice condition, participants 

selected a candidate from each of the five academic divisions. After reading these descriptions, 

participants saw the faculty candidates and were asked to make their selections. For each 

academic division, we presented participants with three professors who were candidates for the 

task force. The candidates from each division were held constant across conditions, so the 
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decisions participants made were completely equivalent across conditions; the only thing that 

differed across conditions was the number of decisions participants made. All decisions were 

made under joint evaluation since participants in both conditions were choosing among three 

candidates from each division. At least two of the candidates were always men, and for two of 

the five divisions, we included only male candidates to obscure our focus on gender diversity. 

Participants were provided with each candidate’s picture (taken from the Chicago Face Database; 

Ma, Correll, & Wittenbrink, 2015), academic division, professorial title, department, and number 

of years at the university. All study materials are available in our Online Supplement. 

Results 

Our dependent variable of interest was whether a woman was selected in each task force 

decision.3 In the isolated choice condition, 12.9% of the professors selected were women; in the 

set choice condition, 19.5% of the professors selected were women (if participants had chosen at 

random, 20% of the professors selected would have been women). Following our preregistered 

analysis plan, we ran an ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors clustered 

by participant to predict the selection of a female professor in each task force decision. The unit 

of analysis was a single selection decision, so participants in the set choice condition contributed 

five times as many data points to the regression as participants in the isolated choice condition. 

Our only predictor variable was an indicator for random assignment to the isolated choice 

condition. Replicating our results from Study 1A, we found that participants in the isolated 

choice condition were significantly less likely to select female professors for the university task 

force (bisolated_choice = -0.066, SE = 0.028, p = 0.0205, 95% CI: [-0.121, -0.010]) than were 

                                                 
3 As in Study 1A, for decisions where all three candidates were men, the dependent variable was coded as zero in 
both conditions. Our results are identical regardless of whether we include these decisions in our analyses. 
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participants in the set choice condition. This study provides further evidence that making isolated 

choices produces less gender-diverse groups than making sets of selection decisions. 

Discussion 

 Across two studies in different organizational contexts, we found that people selected 

lower proportions of women in personnel decisions made in isolation rather than in sets. 

However, one potential concern about the design of Studies 1A and 1B is that participants in the 

set choice conditions had to make five times as many decisions as those in the isolated choice 

conditions, so fatigue or depletion could be responsible for our findings. To address this concern, 

we ran a preregistered replication of Study 1A where participants in the isolated choice condition 

made four additional unrelated decisions (e.g., choosing between couches) in order to hold the 

number of decisions constant between conditions. We replicated our results (see Online 

Supplement), suggesting that this phenomenon cannot be explained by fatigue. 

STUDY 2 

In Study 2, we explored how the isolated choice effect influences the gender diversity of 

candidates selected for inclusion in a group using a study paradigm that did not rely on a 

hypothetical scenario.  

Methods 

 Participants. We decided in advance to recruit 600 participants through Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk. After excluding participants who did not follow directions (following our 

preregistration plan), we were left with 598 participants (53.0% of whom identified as men). 

This study was preregistered on AsPredicted.org (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=6sw3eg). 

 Procedure. Participants were told we were interested in understanding which authors 

Americans think students should be exposed to in high school. They were told they would see a 
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list of 25 authors whose books are commonly read in American high schools and that they would 

be asked to recommend some number of those authors for inclusion in a high school English 

course. Eight of the 25 authors were women. The authors were chosen by combining 

recommendations from GoodReads and Buzzfeed (Althouse, 2013). 

 Participants were randomly assigned to either an isolated choice condition or a set choice 

condition and saw a list of the names and photos of the same 25 authors in each condition. In the 

isolated choice condition, participants were asked to select one author to recommend. They were 

asked to select this individual author by ranking all of the authors in their mind and selecting the 

#1, #2, #3, #4, or #5 ranked author for inclusion in a high school English course. We randomly 

assigned participants in the isolated choice condition to tell us either their #1, #2, #3, #4, or #5 

ranked author. In the set choice condition, participants were asked to recommend five authors to 

high school students. They were asked to formulate this set of recommended authors by ranking 

all of the authors in their mind and selecting the top five authors they thought should be included 

in a high school English course. Thus, in both conditions, participants were asked to rank all 25 

of the authors and select either their top five or one member of their top five at random to report. 

Since participants saw all 25 authors in both conditions, all decisions were made under joint 

evaluation.  

Our procedure ensured that the aggregation of isolated decisions across participants was 

equivalent in overall quality to the aggregation of set decisions across participants, as both sets of 

decisions should contain equal numbers of #1, #2, #3, #4, and #5 ranked authors. However, in 

the set choice condition, the gender diversity of the set of five authors chosen should be more 

salient because participants are asked to report their full list. We theorize that the act of reporting 

a set of author selections (rather than a single author selection), will cause the global diversity of 
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the set selected to stand out to participants, causing them to shift (and diversify) their 

recommendations. 

All study materials are available in our Online Supplement. 

Results 

Our outcome of interest was whether participants recommended female authors for 

inclusion in an American high school English course. In the isolated choice condition, 24.0% of 

the recommended authors were women; in the set choice condition, 29.5% of the recommended 

authors were women (if participants had chosen at random, 32% of the recommended authors 

would have been women). Following our preregistered analysis plan, we ran an ordinary least 

squares regression with robust standard errors clustered by participant to predict the selection of 

a female author. As in past studies, the unit of analysis was a single author recommendation, so 

participants in the set choice condition contributed five times as many observations to our 

regression as participants in the isolated choice condition. Our only predictor variable was an 

indicator variable for being in the isolated choice condition. We found that being in the isolated 

choice condition significantly decreased participants’ likelihood of selecting a female author 

(bisolated_choice = -0.0545, p = 0.047, 95% CI: [-0.108, -0.0008]). This study offers further evidence 

that isolated choices lead to the selection of less gender-diverse groups than choices made in sets. 

STUDY 3 

 In Study 3, we tested our proposed mechanism for why the isolated choice effect leads to 

the selection of less gender-diverse groups. Specifically, we tested whether diversity (a property 

of groups but not individuals) is less salient when making isolated choices than when making 

sets of choices and whether the salience of diversity mediates people’s decisions. 

Methods 
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 Participants. We decided in advance to recruit 520 participants through Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk. After excluding participants who did not follow directions (following our 

preregistration plan), we were left with 502 participants (43.8% of whom identified as men). 

Participants were paid $0.60 to take a survey that could be completed in about five minutes. This 

study was preregistered on AsPredicted.org (http://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=q76fa4). 

 Procedures. We used the same stimuli and a similar study design to Study 1A. As in 

Study 1A, participants were asked to imagine they were hiring for a technology company that 

was looking to fill five different roles. Participants were randomly assigned to either the isolated 

choice condition or the set choice condition. Those in the isolated choice condition were told 

they would be tasked with hiring one person to fill one of these five roles. Those in the set choice 

condition were told they would be tasked with hiring five people, one for each role. 

For each role, participants were asked to choose among three candidates who had prior 

work experience in a relevant job. The candidates were held constant across conditions. Since 

participants in both conditions always chose among three candidates for each role, all decisions 

were made under joint evaluation. The three candidates for each job always included at least two 

men (and we included three men as candidates for one job to obscure the fact that our study was 

focused on gender diversity). Given our focus on gender diversity, in order to avoid wasting 

participants in this study, we did not assign any participants in the isolated choice condition to 

hire for the role where it was impossible to select a woman, and to maintain parallelism in our 

design, we discarded hiring decisions made by participants in the set choice condition for this 

role in our analyses (as per our preregistration). Participants were provided with each candidate’s 

picture (taken from the Chicago Face Database; Ma, Correll, & Wittenbrink, 2015), most recent 

job, and number of years of experience.  
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Finally, to test for our mechanism, we asked participants to what extent they agreed with 

the following statement: “I considered how my choice(s) would influence the diversity of the 

tech team hired when making my decision(s)” on a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Extremely). All 

study materials are available in our Online Supplement. 

Results 

Our dependent variable of interest was whether a woman was selected in each hiring 

decision. In the isolated choice condition, women were chosen in 15.3% of the hiring decisions; 

in the set choice condition, women were chosen in 21.1% of the hiring decisions (if participants 

had chosen at random, women would have been chosen 26.7% of the time). Consistent with our 

previous results, we found that the effect of being in the isolated choice condition on the 

likelihood of selecting a female candidate was marginally significant (bisolated_choice = -0.058, SE = 

.030, p = 0.054; 95% CI: [-0.117, 0]). Participants also reported that diversity was less salient to 

their decision-making process in the isolated choice condition (Misolated_choice = 3.32, SD = 2.09) 

than in the set choice condition (Mset_choice = 4.03, SD = 2.02; t(500) = 3.02, p = 0.0027). 

We next tested whether considering diversity mediated the relationship between making 

isolated choices and selecting female candidates. First, we documented a significant main effect 

of assignment to the isolated choice condition on how much participants considered diversity 

(bisolated_choice = -0.704, SE = 0.232, p = 0.0023). Second, we note that the relationship between 

considering diversity and selecting a female candidate was also significant (bconsidering_diversity = 

0.059, SE = 0.0070, p < 0.001). Consistent with mediation, the effect of assignment to the 

isolated choice condition on selecting a female candidate (bisolated_choice = -0.061, SE = 0.030, p = 



 

 

14

0.040)4 was eliminated when controlling for diversity considerations (bisolated_choice = -0.020, SE = 

0.028, p = 0.49). A Sobel test confirmed that this reduction in effect size was significant 

(breduction= -0.042, SE = 0.015, p = 0.0046), and a 5,000-sample bootstrap analysis (MacKinnon, 

Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007; Shrout & Bolger, 2002) also produced a bias-corrected 95% confidence 

interval for the size of the indirect effect that excluded zero (95% CI: [-0.073, -0.015]). The 

results of Study 3 provide evidence for our hypothesis that diversity is less salient when making 

isolated choices. Further, the lowered attention to diversity considerations when making isolated 

choices led participants to select fewer female candidates than they did when making sets of 

hiring decisions. 

STUDY 4 

 In Study 4, we analyzed historical hiring data from a U.S. business school to extend our 

studies of the isolated choice effect to a policy-relevant setting. We examined whether 

departments at this business school hired a lower proportion of women when they made a single 

hire in a given year than when they made multiple hires in a given year.  

Methods 

 Data. Our historical hiring data come from the Wharton School at the University of 

Pennsylvania. As of 2017, 23.8% of the standing faculty were female, but the school is working 

hard to increase its gender diversity and hires one or more new faculty in most departments each 

year, making it an ideal setting for the exploration of our hypothesis. The business school 

publicly posted historical data on the gender composition of tenure-track faculty for all 

departments at the school for the years 2009 to 2013, 2016, and 2017 in gender equity reports 

that are publicly available online (University of Pennsylvania, 2009, 2014, 2017, 2018). As a 
                                                 
4 Due to bootstrapping standard errors in the mediation analysis, estimates from the mediation analysis vary slightly 
from estimates from the main regression. 
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result, we were able to infer the number of faculty hired and the gender composition of those 

hires in the years 2009 to 2012 and 2016.5 These data include 50 unique faculty hires, 22 of 

whom were women, over 24 department-year observations. 

 Analysis Strategy. Following the analysis strategy used in our experiments, we relied on 

an ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors clustered by department to 

predict the likelihood that each hire made was a woman. Our primary predictor variable was an 

indicator for whether the business school department in question hired a single person in a given 

year (i.e., whether the hiring decision was made in isolation). We ran our analyses both without 

controls and with fixed effects for department (to control for field-level differences in gender 

diversity) and year (to control for school-wide policy changes over time in the emphasis placed 

on diversity, the ability to expand aggressively, etc.). 

Results 

 Roughly half of the department-year hiring observations in our sample involved isolated 

hires (11 out of 24), while the rest involved sets of hires (13 out of 24). In summary terms and 

consistent with our findings in Studies 1–3, the proportion of women hired by departments in 

isolated choice hiring years was 18.2%, but in years when multiple new faculty were hired, the 

proportion of women hired was 51.3%. As shown in Table 1, Model 1, a regression without 

controls indicates that departments hired women at a significantly lower rate when they made a 

single, isolated hire in a year than when they made multiple hires in a year (bisolated_choice = -0.331, 

p = 0.043, 95% CI: [-0.650, -0.012]; see Model 1). Adding fixed effects for department provides 

marginally significant results of a similar estimated magnitude (bisolated_choice = -0.436, p = 0.058, 

95% CI: [-0.889, 0.017]; see Table 1, Model 2). Adding fixed effects for year to account for time 

                                                 
5 This is a noisy outcome measure because our inferences about hiring decisions are wrong whenever changes in a 
department’s gender composition were due to a combination of departures and hires.  
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trends (e.g., external initiatives that may have influenced the push for gender diversity in a 

particular year) substantially strengthens these results (bisolated_choice = -0.622, p = 0.001, 95% CI: 

[-0.918, -0.327]; see Table 1, Model 3). Adding in both fixed effects for department and year 

provides significant results with the largest estimated magnitude of the isolated choice effect 

(bisolated_choice = -0.724, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [-1.031, -0.417]; see Table 1, Model 4). 

Table 1. Regressions Predicting Female Faculty Hires in Business School Departments as a 

Function of Whether an Isolated Choice Was Made in a Given Year 

  Was a Given Hire a Female? (1 = Yes, 0 = No) 
  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Isolated Choice 
-0.331* -0.436† -0.622** -0.724*** 
(0.143) (0.203) (0.133) (0.138) 

Department Fixed Effects  No Yes No Yes 

Year Fixed Effects:         

2010 
    -0.568*** -0.372* 
    (0.111) (0.131) 

2011 
    0.179 (0.393) 
    (0.471) (0.467) 

2012 
    -0.321 -0.215 
    (0.178) (0.275) 

2016 
    -0.357 -0.295 
    (0.196) (0.304) 

Observations 50 50 50 50 
R2 0.076 0.39 0.24 0.46 
Note. This table shows ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions predicting whether a given faculty 
hire was a woman using an indicator for whether an isolated choice was made by the department in 
question in the year in question. Robust standard errors are in parentheses and are clustered at the 
department level. 
†, *, **, and *** denote significant at the 10%, 5%, 1% and 0.1% levels, respectively 

 

Discussion 

 While these results are consistent with our hypotheses and experimental studies, there are 

important limitations to these data and analyses. First, because we do not directly observe faculty 

hires or departures, we are only able to infer the number and gender of individuals hired based on 
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how each department’s reported gender composition changed over time. As a result, we could be 

incorrectly inferring how many men and women were hired in any given year. Second, we do not 

directly observe offers made by departments to people they would have liked to hire. It is 

possible that the observed effects are driven by women accepting offers at a lower rate when they 

are the only person offered a job by a department in a given year, as opposed to departments 

being differentially likely to offer jobs to women when they make isolated job offers. Third, the 

number of people a department hires in a given year is not exogenously determined, so there may 

be other factors driving these effects. Despite these limitations, the fact that these results are 

consistent with our internally valid experiments suggests that the isolated choice effect may play 

a meaningful role in real organizations’ hiring decisions. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Across four preregistered experiments and an analysis of archival hiring data, we find 

that the isolated choice effect influences the gender composition of groups. Specifically, we 

present convergent evidence that people select less gender-diverse candidates when making 

isolated hiring or selection decisions (i.e., when making a single hire) than when making sets of 

selection decisions (i.e., when making multiple hires). We show that diversity is less salient 

when people make isolated choices than sets of choices, and this mediates the effects of isolated 

choice on personnel selection decisions. Altogether, our results highlight a potentially important 

contributing factor to the underrepresentation of women in many groups and organizations, given 

that hires are often made in isolation rather than in sets. 

One limitation of the studies presented in this paper is that they all explore settings where 

women are underrepresented. Theoretically, the isolated choice effect should generalize to 

contexts where men are underrepresented. We would predict that in such settings, hiring in sets 
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(rather than in isolation) should increase the rate of selecting male candidates. To test this 

prediction, we conducted a supplemental study using the same stimuli as Study 1A but switching 

the genders of all job candidates such that there were more highly qualified women than men 

available to hire for each position. We still found that people opted for less gender diversity 

when making isolated choices than when making sets of choices (see Online Supplement); 

however, because these revised stimuli included an overrepresentation of qualified women, 

participants hired fewer men when making isolated choices as opposed to fewer women. These 

results provide support for the idea that diversity is less salient when making isolated choices and 

suggest that the isolated choice effect is not merely about women.  

We chose to study the isolated choice effect in the context of gender diversity because of 

its important policy implications. However, the isolated choice effect should generalize to other 

contexts where group diversity is considered desirable. It would be valuable for future research 

to examine how our findings extend to other social categories (e.g., race) and to different 

decision contexts (e.g., consumer choice). 

It would also be useful to build on the studies we present in this paper in other ways. 

First, although our experiments represent conservative tests of our effect with high internal 

validity, they lack external validity. Meanwhile, our archival analysis of faculty hiring data lacks 

internal validity due to the absence of exogenous variation in the independent variable studied. 

To address these limitations, future experimental work testing the effects of isolated choices on 

personnel selection decisions in the field would be valuable.  

Overall, our research contributes to a growing literature applying insights from choice 

architecture to test ways of increasing organizations’ gender diversity (Bohnet et al., 2015; 

Chang & Cikara, 2018). Our research suggests organizations could increase diversity by 
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encouraging teams to hire multiple people at once (or no one at all), as opposed to making 

isolated hiring decisions at a higher frequency. Alternatively, organizations could designate some 

individuals to oversee the hiring decisions of multiple divisions and consider how each decision 

contributes to the diversity of the organization as a whole. Because the effects we study do not 

rely on changing people’s stereotypes or gender biases, which past research has shown to be 

challenging (Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006; Lai et al., 2016), they may provide particularly 

useful tactics for increasing levels of gender diversity in organizations.  
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