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The primary outcome of the study was the proportion of applications that elicited either callbacks from employers 
or on-the-spot job offers. The testers went through intensive training to become familiar with their assumed profiles 
and to respond similarly to potential interview questions. As such, the only difference between the two testers on each 
race team was that one had a criminal record and the other didn’t. Because there was random assignment to these two 
conditions and the other characteristics of the testers were essentially the same, the differences observed in the percent-
age of callbacks between team members can be assumed to be related to the criminal record only and not to other factors.

The results of Pager’s (2007) field experiment were stark. White testers with a criminal record were one-half to 
one-third less likely to receive a callback from employers, and the effect was even more pronounced for African 
American applicants. Pager concludes, “Mere contact with the criminal justice system in the absence of any trans-
formative or selective effects severely limits subsequent job prospects. The mark of a criminal record indeed represents 
a powerful barrier to employment” (p. 145). With such a powerful randomly assigned field experiment, the internal 
(causal) validity of these findings is strong. The implications of these findings in light of the hundreds of thousands of 
offenders who attempt to reenter society from prison each year are troubling indeed.

22 What If a True Experiment Isn’t Possible?
Often, testing a hypothesis with a true experimental design is not feasible. A true experiment may be too costly or take 
too long to carry out; it may not be ethical to randomly assign subjects to the different conditions or it may be too late to 
do so. Researchers may instead use quasi-experimental designs that retain several components of experimental design 
but differ in important details.

In a quasi-experimental design, a comparison group is predetermined to be comparable to the treatment group 
in critical ways, such as being eligible for the same services or being in the same school cohort (Rossi & Freeman, 1989, 
p. 313). These research designs are only quasi-experimental because subjects 
are not randomly assigned to the comparison and experimental groups. As 
a result, we cannot be as confident in the comparability of the groups as in 
true experimental designs. Nonetheless, in order to term a research design 
quasi-experimental, we have to be sure that the comparison groups meet 
specific criteria.

Exhibit 6.7 Experimental and Control Groups in Pager’s (2007) Experiment 
Investigating Effect of Job Applicant’s Criminal Record on Hiring Decisions
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Quasi-experimental design  A research design 
in which there is a comparison group that is 
comparable to the experimental group in critical 
ways, but subjects are not randomly assigned to 
the comparison and experimental groups

Source: Based on Pager, D. 2007. Marked: Race, Crime and Finding Work in an Era of Mass Incarceration. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 


