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Abstract

The theory of statistical discrimination continues to be one of the dominant social scientific
frameworks for understanding discrimination in labor markets. The extant literature has typically
treated statistical discrimination theory as a model that merely explains employer behavior. In
contrast, this article contends that the idea of statistical discrimination, rather than simply providing
an explanation, can increase the extent to which decision makers view social stereotyping as rational
and acceptable and thus help rationalize and justify discriminatory decisions. Two preregistered
vignette experiments involving participants with managerial experience show that exposure to
statistical discrimination theory—especially when it is presented in an uncritical manner—
strengthens decision makers’ belief in the accuracy of stereotypes, their acceptance of stereotyping,
and their likelihood of engaging in discrimination on the basis of observable group characteristics.
These findings suggest that theories of discrimination and the language associated with them can
rationalize, or question the rationality of, stereotypes and discrimination and, as a result, shape the
attitudes and actions of decision makers.
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