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What’s in a name? Measuring access to social
activities with a field experiment
Cornel Nesseler1*, Carlos Gomez-Gonzalez 2 & Helmut Dietl2

ABSTRACT Today’s societies increasingly consist of members who migrated from other

countries and regions, and their functioning depends heavily on integrating their diverse

members. Interactions with the local population through social activities enhance integration.

Despite its relevance, however, previous research has largely overlooked the role of the local

population in social integration. This paper introduces an objective method for analyzing

access to social activities. Switzerland includes diverse native groups, who differ in culture

and language, and a high percentage of foreigners. Applications were sent by email to

amateur Swiss football clubs, asking if it is possible to join a training session. The applications

differed only in the contact name. Individuals with foreign names, as well as individuals with

Swiss names from some other native groups, received significantly fewer responses. The

findings are relevant for governing institutions and policy-makers. Researchers who study

social integration may find the novel method used here of considerable interest.
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Introduction

Social integration—the extent to which individuals interact
with other members of a group (Katz and Kahn, 1978)—is a
necessity for all societies (Portes, 1997; Rumbaut, 1997).

Research demonstrates that social integration helps prevent
mental and physical illness (Berkman et al., 2000), increases well-
being (Putnam, 2001), and improves group performance (Smith
et al., 1994). The very survival of societies and countries that fail
to integrate their citizens is at stake (Hutchinson, 2000; May,
2013). As a result, integration research is one of the most pro-
minent subfields of the social sciences (De Haas, 2005; Massey,
1988; Nowotny et al., 2009).

Integration research depends on objective measures (Snau-
waert et al., 2003; Van Oudenhoven and Eisses, 1998). How-
ever, like other social concepts, such as trust (Glaeser et al.,
2000), social integration is not easily quantified. The literature
relies on approximations that reflect the level of integration of
foreign groups through participation in social and other
activities (Laurentsyeva and Venturini, 2017). To date, research
does not provide a measure of social integration that captures
the actions of the local population (Arends-Tóth and Van de
Vijver, 2007; Demes and Geeraert, 2014). This paper attempts
to fill that gap by introducing a new method to analyze access to
social activities.

Field experiments have been widely used to analyze access to
the labor market, the sharing economy, and other social domains.
In these studies, researchers construct profiles of people applying
for a job (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004; Kroft et al., 2013;
Pager et al., 2009), renting an apartment (Edelman et al., 2017),
requesting a ride (Ge et al., 2016), or asking for help participating
in elections (Butler and Broockman, 2011). This method isolates
the effect of a given attribute (e.g., race or gender) as reflected in
the name of the applicant. We used this approach to analyze
whether individuals have equal opportunity to participate in
social activities in Switzerland.

We created email accounts with typical French-speaking Swiss,
German-speaking Swiss, Italian-speaking Swiss, and foreign
names. Using these accounts, we contacted amateur football clubs
asking for the opportunity to participate in a training session. We
analyzed the influence of the name on the response. Switzerland
is an ideal country for such an experiment because it consists of
distinct subgroups characterized not only by substantial regional
and cultural differences, but also by different official languages
(Erk, 2007). Compared to previous work on social integration,
this approach has four main advantages.

First, the actions of the host society are studied. Traditional
measures tend to focus on characteristics of immigrants, such as
the extent to which they read local newspapers, speak the lan-
guage, or plan to stay in the country (Avitabile et al., 2013;
Hainmueller et al., 2017). Although such measures indicate how
well immigrants have adapted to their new society, they fail to
indicate how well their new society has accepted them. Our
measure shows how the host population treats individuals by
allowing or denying access to social activities.

Second, the field experiment is an objective measure. Previous
research using data from surveys often has the limitation that
variables are self-reported. This is perhaps not a problem for
objective variables such as age, gender, and marital status, but for
many other variables, which are at least partly subjective, self-
reporting may result in distortions due to social desirability
(Hofmann et al., 2015) and other biases. The measure used here
relies on observed behavior, and therefore avoids problems
associated with self-reporting.

Third, the method ensures that the results are not distorted by
factors such as appearance, attitude, or accent. Such “hidden”

nonconscious factors often influence administrative or survey
studies and potentially bias the results (Bertrand and Mullai-
nathan, 2004). Any such influence is avoided here, because the
experimental manipulation is limited to a name.

Fourth, we used a social activity relevant for Swiss and non-
Swiss alike. Amateur team sports cover all aspects of social
interaction (Allen, 2003; Carron and Spink, 1993; Duarte et al.,
2012; Eccles and Tenenbaum, 2007) and have a positive influence
on integration (Lowe, 2018; Walseth, 2008). Therefore, this seems
to be an ideal setting to measure access to social activities. In
addition, the rules of football equally apply to all participants. As
a result, prejudices based on racial, religious, or linguistic differ-
ences should have little importance. Compared to professional
team sports, where economics overshadows everything else,
amateur sports have the advantage that they are not dominated
by economic interests. Since football is by far the most popular
sport in Switzerland (Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft, 2019a),
we selected amateur football as the setting for the experiment.

Results
Experiment set-up. We identified 1188 football clubs in
Switzerland, all of which have at least one amateur team (some
have more than one). We included only amateur clubs that com-
pete in leagues with no foreign player restrictions, namely, League 2
(n= 114), League 3 (n= 272), League 4 (n= 439), and League 5
(n= 363).1 For each club, we identified the email address of the
coach. In cases where a club had more than one team, we randomly
selected one and identified the email of its coach.

Figure 1 shows the geographic location of football clubs in
Switzerland. Color indicates the primary language used in each
club.

Switzerland has a population of about 8.5 million, 25 percent of
whom are foreign-born. No other country in Europe with more
than 1 million inhabitants has a higher percentage. Geographi-
cally, linguistically, and culturally, Switzerland can be divided into
four regions: German in the north and northeast, French in the
west, Italian in the south, and Romansh in the southeastern
trilingual canton of Grisons. According to the Swiss Federal
Statistical Office, 62.8 percent of the population speaks primarily
German, 22.9 percent French, 8.2 percent Italian, and 0.5 percent
Romansh (Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft, 2019b). The rest are
foreigners who do not primarily speak one of the four official
languages.

To measure the access to social activities, we sent one email to
each of the 1188 coaches, asking to participate in a training
session. Only one email was sent to each club, as multiple emails
could have aroused suspicion. Responses were categorized as (1)
no response or rejection,2 (2) positive response, (3) positive
response with additional inquiry. In the third group, a positive
response preceded further inquiries (e.g., “What position do you
play?”; “Where did you play before?”). To examine the response
rate, we created a binary variable that takes value zero for no
responses and rejections, and value one for positive responses and
positive responses with additional inquiries.

The email shows only an interest in joining a trial training
session and avoids references to further attributes. The
language of the email coincides with the language of the
homepage of the club.3,4 We did not send any emails in
Romansh because very few amateur clubs use Romansh. Thus,
an empirical examination would not have had enough
observations for this group.

The ethics board of the University of Zurich permitted us to
send the following email:
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Subject: Trial practice

Hello,

I would like to take part in a trial training session with your
team. I have already played at a similar level. Could I come
for a trial training session?

Many thanks

Name

The names were generated as follows. First, we asked the
Linguistics Department of the University of Zurich to identify a
list of full names (family and given name) that are typical,
because of their frequency, for German-speaking Swiss, French-
speaking Swiss, Italian-speaking Swiss, and individuals with
foreign names, respectively. Table 4 (in the appendix) gives an
overview of the names used. Typical names were Daniel Wyss
and Christian Meyer (German-speaking Swiss), Nicolas Dubois
and Michel Favre (French-speaking Swiss), Marco Bernasconi
and Andrea Rezzonico (Italian-speaking Swiss), and Dejan
Krasniqi and Bojan Lukic (foreign).5 Experiments in labor
economics often use a similar approach (Bertrand and
Mullainathan, 2004; Edelman et al., 2017; Ge et al., 2016; Kroft
et al., 2013; Pager et al., 2009).

The study uses foreign-sounding names that represent a
significant percentage of the foreign population in Switzerland.
However, the names had to be clearly associated with foreigners
and not with a language group in Switzerland. The resulting
foreign names can be categorized into three groups: Eastern
European, Turkish, and Arabic. Any comparison of the response
rate between these groups of foreign names must be made
cautiously due to the absence of variation among foreign names
(the analysis only includes one Turkish-sounding name).

Response rate. Overall, the response rate to Swiss names was
higher than the response rate to foreign names (0.619 vs. 0.549;
average treatment effect (ATE) 0.070; Mann-Whitney U, z=
−2.16, P= 0.03, n= 1188). Figure 2 shows the number of
responses to Swiss and foreign names for French-speaking clubs
(0.597 vs. 0.511; ATE 0.086; Mann-Whitney U, z= 1.44, P= 0.15,
n= 373), German-speaking clubs (0.653 vs. 0.565; ATE 0.088;
Mann-Whitney U, z=−2.18, P= 0.03, n= 719), and Italian-
speaking clubs (0.451 vs. 0.560; ATE −0.109; Mann-Whitney U,
z=−0.94, P= 0.35, n= 96).

The results show that foreign names received fewer responses in
the French and German parts of Switzerland. In the Italian part,
foreign names received more responses. Any interpretation of the
results in the Italian part needs to be cautious due to the low
number of observations (96). In the next step, we further analyzed
the response rate in the different language regions of Switzerland.

Table 1 reports the results of an ordinary least squares
estimation with robust standard errors, where the dependent
variable takes the value one in case of a response and zero
otherwise.6,7 We compared the responses for individuals with
foreign names and individuals with names from the three largest
language groups in Switzerland. Column 1 of Table 1 shows that
individuals with foreign names receive significantly fewer
responses (P= 0.037).

Columns 2, 3, and 4 of Table 1 identify regional differences with
respect to group discrimination in Switzerland. Column 2 reports
the regression results for German-speaking Swiss clubs. The
findings show significant discrimination against French-speaking
Swiss (P= 0.063) and individuals with foreign names (P= 0.036).
Italian-speaking Swiss do not suffer from similar discrimination.

As reported in column 3 of Table 1, French-speaking Swiss do
not significantly discriminate against any of the other groups,
either Swiss or individuals with foreign names. However, even
though the result regarding individuals with foreign names is not
statistically significant, it is noteworthy that the magnitude
(P= 0.243) is similar to column 2 and 1. Column 4 reports a
similar result for Italian-speaking clubs: no significant discrimi-
nation against individuals with foreign names or any of the other
Swiss groups. Again, the findings for Italian-speaking Swiss clubs
are difficult to interpret because of the small number of
observations and should be considered cautiously.8

Moderator factors. Additional factors may influence the type of
response. Previous research suggests that politically conservative
citizens—those who support right-wing ideologies—may have a
negative influence on the integration of foreign groups (Bale,
2008; Helbling et al., 2010; Semyonov et al., 2006). In addition,
conflict theory provides a solid ground for research to explore the
relationship between ethnic diversity, e.g., percentage of for-
eigners, and social outcomes (Putnam, 2007). This research
argues that the local population considers an increasing number
of foreigners as a threat (to both economic status and culture),
which leads to distrust. Although this relationship has received
extensive empirical support (McLaren, 2003; Putnam, 2007;
Schneider, 2008; Semyonov et al., 2004), some settings yield dif-
ferent results (Auer et al., 2019; Hooghe et al., 2009). By relying

Fig. 1 Amateur football clubs and their primary language in Switzerland.
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on conflict theory, we expect that the probability of a positive
response decreases as the proportion of foreigners living in the
area close to a club increases.

We also included the number of inhabitants living in the
respective areas because of potential differences between rural
and urban areas (Musterd and Ostendorf, 2013). Because club
organization, team quality, scouting, and recruiting might still
differ across leagues, we included a control in the analysis. In
addition, clubs with youth teams could have a lower likelihood of
inviting outside players for trials; we therefore included whether
or not a club has a youth section. Finally, to control for
competition between clubs, we controlled for the number of clubs
that play in the same area.9

Accordingly, we conducted another analysis, this time with the
following moderator variables: share of right-wing votes in the
last parliamentary election (M= 0.295, SD= 0.101, n= 1188),

proportion of foreigners (M= 0.233, SD= 0.116, n= 1188),
number of inhabitants (M= 7433, SD= 8593, n= 1188), other
clubs in the area (M= 4.520, SD= 4.120, n= 1188), and presence
of a youth section (M= 0.810, SD= 0.393, n= 1188).10 As the
Swiss cantons started holidays at different points in time, the
response rate might be distorted; we therefore include dummy
variables to control for each canton.

The results are reported in Table 2. Column 1 shows that
including the control variables did not change the significance
level for discrimination against individuals with foreign names
(P= 0.048). After the inclusion of control variables, the level of
discrimination against French-speaking Swiss is no longer
statistically significant. As expected, the foreigner rate had a
negative influence on response (P= 0.067). Column 2 shows that
the results for German-speaking clubs did not change substan-
tially with the inclusion of the additional control variables. There

Table 1 Results for each part.

Dependent variable: response (Yes= 1, No= 0)

1
All clubs

2
German-speaking Swiss clubs

3
French-speaking Swiss clubs

4
Italian-speaking Swiss clubs

German-speaking Swiss names omitted omitted omitted omitted
French-speaking Swiss names −0.064 (0.040) −0.096* (0.051) −0.013 (0.071) −0.071 (0.152)
Italian-speaking Swiss names 0.025 (0.040) 0.042 (0.050) 0.018 (0.072) −0.077 (0.144)
Foreign names −0.084** (0.040) −0.107** (0.051) −0.085 (0.073) 0.060 (0.146)
Constant 0.632*** (0.028) 0.673*** (0.036) 0.596*** (0.050) 0.500*** (0.104)
Observations 1188 719 373 96
R2 0.008 0.017 0.006 0.013

Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Fig. 2 Response rates for native and foreign names in Switzerland.
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still is significant evidence for discrimination against individuals
with foreign names (P= 0.097), but no longer against French-
speaking Swiss.

As shown in columns 3 and 4, the inclusion of additional
control variables had no significant effect on the results for
French-speaking and Italian-speaking clubs. Moreover, the
foreigner rate had a statistically significant effect only for
French-speaking clubs. The share of right-wing votes, the number
of other clubs in the area, and whether a club has a youth section
had no statistically significant influence for any group.

Name origin. Discrimination might not affect all individuals with
foreign names equally. Table 3 shows the response rates for the
foreign name groups implicit in our analysis—Eastern European,
Turkish, and Arabian. Column 1 reports the results without
control variables. Individual with Arabian names received sig-
nificantly fewer positive responses than the other two groups

(P= 0.00). Individuals with Turkish and Eastern European
names received an equal number of responses. Column 2 shows
that this result did not change after the inclusion of control
variables.

Discussion
This paper used a field experiment to measure access to social
activities for individuals with foreign names and native names
from different regions in Switzerland. The results show that
not everyone has the same opportunity to access social activ-
ities. For a considerable part of the population, the creation of
social networks through social activities is therefore blocked
and thus harmful for their successful integration (Granovetter,
1973).

It is reasonable to assume that many individuals with foreign
names do not have the same language skills as natives. Thus,
social discrimination is likely to be even more pronounced for
foreigners without perfect knowledge of the local language
(Mattern and Shaw, 2010; Neiman, 2017). However, second-
generation or third-generation migrants are fluent in the regional
language, but still have foreign-sounding names. The present
results show that even though they formulate their requests, as
well as individuals with native names, these groups face barriers
to joining an amateur club.

Apart from traditional prejudices against minority groups and
anti-foreign attitudes (McLaren, 2003), psychological research
identifies different mechanisms that could explain the dis-
crimination against people with foreign names. Lack of experi-
ence in intergroup relationships, uncertainty, and concerns about
desirable social outcomes and acceptance often results in anxiety
(Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006; Plant and Devine, 2003) or tiredness
(Richeson and Trawalter, 2005). The effort that establishing an
intergroup relationship requires (in terms of language or cultural
aspects, for instance), might render recipients more likely to avoid
contact with outgroup individuals.

The results from this experiment show that even cultural dif-
ferences within the same country determine the access to social
activities. French-speaking Swiss names are less likely to receive a
response in the German-speaking part of Switzerland. While
research mostly focuses on immigrants entering from other
countries, it often fails to recognize that different language or
cultural groups may also suffer discrimination. Thus, migration of

Table 2 Results with additional control variables.

Dependent variable: response (Yes= 1, No= 0)

1
All clubs

2
German-speaking Swiss clubs

3
French-speaking Swiss clubs

4
Italian-speaking Swiss clubs

German-speaking Swiss names omitted omitted omitted omitted
French-speaking Swiss names −0.058 (0.041) −0.063 (0.053) −0.006 (0.072) −0.15 (0.15)
Italian-speaking Swiss names 0.032 (0.040) 0.073 (0.050) 0.028 (0.074) −0.093 (0.15)
Foreign names −0.081** (0.041) −0.088* (0.053) −0.081 (0.076) 0.041 (0.15)
Share of right-wing votes −0.056 (0.25) −0.21 (0.29) 0.15 (0.63) 1.70 (1.38)
Foreigner rate −0.34* (0.18) −0.51** (0.25) −0.24 (0.33) −0.64 (0.58)
Total inhabitants 0.010 (0.022) −0.037 (0.030) 0.011 (0.037) 0.22*** (0.057)
Other clubs in the area 0.000 (0.005) −0.007 (0.007) 0.007 (0.008) 0.028 (0.031)
Club has a youth section 0.022 (0.040) −0.015 (0.054) 0.0098 (0.069) 0.18 (0.13)
League dummies Y Y Y Y
Canton dummies Y Y Y Y
Constant 0.95*** (0.094) 0.96*** (0.12) 0.44* (0.24) −0.64
Observations 1183 714 373 96
R2 0.040 0.072 0.038 0.185

Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Table 3 Differences among foreign names.

Dependent variable: response (Yes= 1,
No= 0)

1
Without control
variables

2
With control
variables

Eastern European −0.025 (0.048) −0.024 (0.049)
Turkish 0.048 (0.062) 0.052 (0.063)
Arabian −0.18*** (0.048) −0.18*** (0.048)
Share of right-wing votes −0.14 (0.25)
Foreigner rate −0.35* (0.18)
Total inhabitants 0.011 (0.022)
Other clubs in the area 0.00054 (0.0048)
Club has a youth section 0.023 (0.040)
League dummies Y
Canton dummies Y
Constant 0.62*** (0.016) 1.05*** (0.073)
Observations 1183 1183
R2 0.013 0.045

Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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the native population should be evaluated not only with respect to
its economic impact but also regarding possibilities for successful
integration (Borjas, 2006).

The results in Table 3 demonstrate that access to social activ-
ities is also unevenly distributed among foreign-sounding names.
Singling out specific foreign groups by denying them access to
social activities is harmful as it leads to a more segregated society
—a process that has negative consequences for all parties involved
(Cousins, 1998; Musterd, 2005). Research demonstrates that
social contact and interaction reduces prejudices and improves
integration (McLaren, 2003; Schneider, 2008). However, this
result needs to be considered very cautiously due to the small
sample size and the absence of variation in foreign names.
Moreover, this analysis is unable to identify other dimensions that
might hide behind a name, e.g., socioeconomic status (Gaddis,
2017), and influence the response rate.

In addition, there was a tendency for an increased proportion of
foreigners in a neighborhood to decrease the probability that indi-
viduals had access to social activities. This result is in line with
previous conflict theory research, which suggests that greater ethnic
diversity can cause distrust, at least in the short run. (McLaren, 2003;
Putnam, 2007; Semyonov et al., 2004; Semyonov et al., 2006).11 The
implications of this result are relevant as foreigners tend to live in the
same areas or neighborhoods, and thus have a more restrictive
access to social activities.

Future studies can replicate the study in Switzerland to
provide a long-term perspective of barriers to social integration
and further explore the mechanisms. Moreover, several orga-
nizations actively promote cultural exchange and integration
through sport. For example, the European Union officially
recognizes the potential of sport in contributing to social
inclusion, and encourages direct action (Council of European
Union, 2010). The design of the field experiment could be a
model for future work to examine barriers to access social
activities in different countries. Amateur football is a very
popular activity in most countries, and many regions have
multiple clubs that compete at amateur level. Therefore, an
extensive comparison is possible. Finally, the method can help
to examine relevant policy questions by identifying if specific
language or cultural groups suffer from discrimination (e.g.,
Syrians in Germany).

Detailed methods. Using block randomization, we selected one
name for each club such that each name was used equally often in
each language area (Gerber and Green, 2008). A random number
generator was used to construct a 7-digit gmail.com account for
each name so that the coach could see the sender’s full name not
only in the signature but also in the account from which the email
was sent. All emails were sent between 10 a.m. and noon on July
3, 2018. We chose this date because it was just before the start of
the preparation period for the 2018/19 season, and coaches are
usually reluctant to add new players during the regular season,
which ran from August 2018 until May 2019.

Responses from coaches were answered as soon as possible; the
player informed the coach that he (the player) was now no longer
interested in joining the team and thanked the coach for his
response.

Although almost all coaches who responded to the emails did
so within one week, we counted all responses that were sent until
September 1, 2018. The total number of responses to the 1188
email inquiries is 754.

Data availability
The data supporting the findings of this study are available at
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/PZLYUN. Due to the conditions of

the ethical committee of the University of Zurich, we deleted all
information that identifies individual responses. Emails in the
original language (French, German, and Italian) and a full list of
names used are given in the Appendix.

Received: 27 July 2019; Accepted: 26 November 2019;

Notes
1 The sample does not include other amateur leagues that have foreign player
restrictions (viz., Super League, Challenge League, Promotion League, League 1, and
League 2 interregional).

2 We received 25 rejections (18 for Swiss-sounding names) and 434 nonresponses.
3 We chose to use the language of the homepage of the club as some clubs do not use
the dominant language of their location.

4 The French, German, and Italian versions of the emails are reported in the Appendix.
5 The full list of names is in the Appendix. All names were chosen based on their
frequency in Switzerland. However, because of their phonetic similarity with German,
Italian, and French names, we cannot exclude the possibility that email recipients
might have misinterpreted the Swiss-sounding names. We perform 166 surveys in
public areas in the Swiss-French speaking part (n= 55), Swiss-German speaking part
(n= 59), and Swiss-Italian speaking part (n= 52) to confirm the validity of the
names. The majority of respondents correctly categorizes the names into Swiss and
foreign names, and then into French-speaking Swiss, German-speaking Swiss, and
Italian-speaking Swiss. Table 5 in the Appendix shows the complete results and
Figures 3 and 4 provide the blank survey sheets.

6 Probit and logit estimations lead to the same results.
7 We find no statistical differences between positive responses and positive responses
with additional inquiries for foreign or native names that would alter the results in
Table 1. For more details, see Table 6 in the Appendix.

8 Out of the 96 observations in the Swiss-Italian part, 21 observations had a Swiss-
French sounding name (9 responses), 24 observations had a Swiss-German sounding
name (12 responses), 26 had a Swiss-Italian sounding name (11 responses), and 25
had a Foreign-sounding name (14 responses).

9 We defined the same area as sharing the same first three (out of four) digits in the
postal code.

10 We divided the number of inhabitants by 10,000 in the regression analysis to make
the results easier to read.

11 A higher foreign share in the area could also increase the probability of coaches and
players of having a foreign background themselves, who in any case would need to be
well integrated.
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