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Abstract

A vignette study is, in essence, an ad hoc survey designed to evaluate fictitious scenarios 
on the part of respondents, so that opinions or attitudes can be inferred from the evalua-
tion that are not usually revealed in traditional surveys. The main advantages of vignettes 
are twofold: firstly, by virtue of the survey design, existing correlations between variables 
that always occur in real populations are eliminated and the effects of these variables can 
be better disentangled; and secondly, that respondents respond indirectly to the research 
questions, so this technique tries to eliminate social desirability biases. After reviewing the 
basic characteristics of the technique, the article considers the usefulness of these studies 
from a critical viewpoint in relation to the following aspects: social desirability biases; the 
fact of posing hypothetical situations and not analyzing real behavior and, above all, their 
external validity when applied to very specific groups (or the extent to which research 
results can be generalized). 
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Resumen. El estudio de viñeta para el análisis de las contrataciones laborales: una perspectiva crítica

Un estudio de viñeta es, en esencia, una encuesta diseñada ad hoc consistente en evaluar 
escenarios ficticios por parte de las personas encuestadas, de tal manera que de dicha eva-
luación se puedan inferir opiniones o actitudes que en encuestas tradicionales no suelen 
salir a la luz. Sus ventajas principales son dos: en primer lugar, que, en virtud del diseño 
de la encuesta, se eliminan las correlaciones existentes entre variables que siempre se dan 
en poblaciones reales, lo que permite desentrañar mejor los efectos de esas variables; y, en 
segundo lugar, que las personas encuestadas responden indirectamente a las preguntas de 
investigación, por lo que esta técnica trata de eliminar sesgos de deseabilidad social. Tras 
revisar las características básicas de la técnica, el artículo plantea su utilidad desde un punto 
de vista crítico en relación con los siguientes aspectos: con los sesgos de deseabilidad social, 
con el hecho de plantear situaciones hipotéticas y no analizar comportamientos reales y, 
sobre todo, con su validez externa cuando se aplica a colectivos muy concretos (o hasta qué 
punto se pueden generalizar los resultados de este tipo de estudios).  

Palabras clave: viñeta; estudios de viñeta; discriminación; género; validez interna; validez 
externa; encuestas factoriales; estudio factorial

1. Introduction

Experiments enjoy a long tradition in some areas of the social sciences, such as 
psychology or market research. Although this is not the case in sociology, the use of 
experimental designs has become increasingly common in our discipline in recent 
years. This is due to the degree of maturity reached by the discipline; a maturity 
that has led to a critical review of the methodology applied so far and a need to 
go beyond the limitations of the most common designs, methods and techniques.

This critical review has resulted, on the one hand, in the blurring of the 
boundary between qualitative and quantitative research in terms of research 
design and inferential logic (King et al., 2005) and, on the other, in the desire 
of researchers to go beyond the discovery of correlations and a superficial des-
cription of the facts. Indeed, sociological researchers, tired of correlations and 
devoid of explanations, are focusing on how and why social events happen, 
on establishing their causal mechanisms. This is where experimental or quasi-
experimental designs become relevant (Wallander, 2009). 

This article is based on the experience and critical reflections of the authors 
after having applied one of the most widely employed quasi-experimental tech-
niques in the last decade: vignette studies.1 The article is divided into four 

1. The research was published in a first quartile JCR sociology journal (Fernández-Lozano et 
al., 2020).
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parts. The first offers a brief description of vignette studies and the second 
presents the main advantages of this technique. The third section, which is 
more extensive, is devoted to a critical analysis of the drawbacks to the techni-
que, particularly the problem of external validity due to the samples that are 
usually used. Lastly, we include a brief section with conclusions. It is necessary 
to emphasize that much of the criticism regarding the external validity of 
vignette studies focuses on the analysis of labor recruitment, so it is not a cri-
ticism that can be generalized to other thematic areas in which this technique 
has been applied, such as attitudes toward basic income (Laenen et al., 2022), 
redistributive policies (Gniza et al., 2022) or prostitution (Escot et al., 2021), 
to cite just three examples.

2. What is a vignette study?

In essence, a vignette study is a survey that presents fictitious scenarios to res-
pondents for evaluation to glean information about their opinions or attitudes. 
Thus, vignettes differ from traditional surveys mainly in their design phase, but 
not so much in the analysis phase (although, as we will see below, the design of 
the vignette itself enables a multilevel analysis, which does not necessarily occur 
in other types of surveys). Often, such fictitious scenarios or situations present 
the particular feature that they have been constructed using all possible combi-
nations of a series of dimensions2 (variables) whose impact on opinions, attitudes 
or even potential behaviors is to be analyzed (Auspurg and Hinz, 2015). These 
dimensions are variables that researchers consider socially sensitive in relation 
to the topic of study and would therefore be very problematic to ask about 
openly. Vignette studies have two main advantages. First, through an orthogonal 
construction of the fictitious scenarios (often people), the existing correlations 
between variables in real populations are eliminated, thus making it possible to 
better isolate their effects. Second, to eliminate social desirability biases, respon-
dents ideally respond indirectly to the research questions. In other words, as in all 
other experimental or quasi-experimental techniques, respondents are subjected 
to a treatment of which they are unaware. Some examples of these indirect ques-
tions are provided in Section 2.1. In what follows, the design phases of vignette 
studies are described in detail. 

2.1. Choice of theme, hypotheses and dimensions

As in all social research, the choice of theme and hypotheses must precede 
the choice of technique. Therefore, prior to choosing to perform a vignette 
study, it should be compared to other alternatives to determine if this type of 

2. Strictly speaking, this case would refer to factorial surveys, while the term vignette refers to 
the presentation of the fictitious situation. However, the terms vignette and factorial surveys 
are often used interchangeably in the literature. In this article we focus on vignette studies 
based on factorial surveys.
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study best suits the research question. The suitability of a vignette design is, 
at least in theory, simple to assess. Sensitive questions one would not usually 
answer openly are conducive to this type of study (i.e., “Would you hire a 
pregnant woman in your company?”, “Would you mind having a person 
from group X as your neighbor?”; “Who would you prefer to receive social 
assistance from the municipality?”). Obviously, very few people would dare 
to say that they discriminate against a certain group in a survey. On the other 
hand, if there are no problems of social desirability, a vignette (despite the 
complexity involved in its design) would probably not provide any addition-
al value compared to a direct question about the issue. Moreover, vignette 
surveys are not valid for inquiring into specific past events (even if they are 
subject to social desirability), but rather into attitudes, opinions and even 
potential behaviors, since the vignettes represent fictitious scenarios created 
specifically for the research.  

As we will see below, one of the typical uses of vignette studies is to evaluate 
fictitious job applications, which is the focus of much of this article. For this 
reason, these fictitious scenarios often take the form of somewhat complex 
resumes or profiles. Di Stasio analyzed which resumes were considered most 
presentable from the perspective of Italian employers (Di Stasio, 2014a). Kar-
pinska et al. (2013) assessed the characteristics older workers should have to 
increase their likelihood of remaining with the company in the Danish context. 
Gender biases or those particularly associated with motherhood in hiring or 
job promotion have been the subject of several investigations in the United 
States (Benard and Correll, 2010; Correll et al., 2007; Cuddy et al., 2004). 
However, the object of study of a vignette is not limited to the assessment of 
a resume by potential or actual employers. Any topic lends itself to the use  
of a vignette if what is of interest is the identification of prejudice, stereotypes 
or discrimination. In this line, Kootstra (2016) analyzed the extent to which 
the British and Dutch considered individuals of different ethnic and migrant 
backgrounds as “deserving” of public benefits. Jacobs and Gerson (2016) stu-
died the opinions of Americans in relation to mothers in paid work. The 
choice of dimensions or variables to be studied bears a close relationship to 
the formulation of the hypotheses, since fictional scenarios referring to indi-
viduals, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, parental status or age are typical 
dimensions in vignette studies. 

2.2. Designing vignettes

The design of fictitious situations or vignettes basically involves three phases: 
two of a more technical nature and a final, more creative phase. First, a uni-
verse of vignettes is created from all possible combinations of categories (or 
“levels”) within each dimension. Thus, the larger the number of dimensions to 
be tested and the larger the number of categories within these dimensions, the 
larger the size of the universe of vignettes and hence the larger the sample size 
necessary to analyze the effect of these dimensions while avoiding correlations 
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that occur in real life.3 In short, a fictitious population is created where there 
is no correlation between, for example, immigrant status and income level, or 
gender and level of responsibility within a company, since all the main inde-
pendent variables respond to an orthogonal or Cartesian design. Thus, in our 
fictitious universe, women and men would have the same probability of being 
managers or subordinate employees, so that the effect of both variables on our 
dependent variable can be disentangled. 

The second design phase consists of assigning the vignettes to different ques-
tionnaire models, which involves deciding how many vignettes each respondent 
will evaluate.4 Ideally, if each person evaluates one candidate, the fatigue effect 
is avoided and the dimensions to be tested are better concealed, since they are 
not repeated. However, this type of design is more costly, since it considerably 
increases the sample size required to achieve statistical efficiency (perhaps not by 
chance, the number of vignettes evaluated per respondent is generally lower in 
North American studies than in European ones). For this reason, most studies 
present between two and six vignettes. From the complete universe of vignettes 
(simply the Cartesian combination of all the categories of all the variables, as 
shown in Table 1), it may be necessary to extract a sample of profiles to be 
included in the questionnaires. Most studies use a random sample, although 
some authors have suggested the convenience of using a quota sample (Dülmer, 
2007). Statistical analysis programs can be used to obtain and distribute the 
sample in questionnaire models, in such a way as to minimize the correlation 
between variables and maximize statistical efficiency.5 

Finally, the questionnaire is designed, including a cover story (a narrative 
that serves as a “pretext”) to conceal the ultimate objective of the research 
and not put the respondents “on alert”. Any additional element introduced 
in the narrative must be neutral in relation to the research objective and can 
be either common to all the vignettes or controlled as an additional dimen-
sion by the researcher.6 Great care must be taken when designing a vignette, 
because any element of the narrative or the way the vignette is presented 
can potentially introduce an uncontrolled variable that correlates with the 
dependent variable.7 Beyond that, there are multiple ways to present the 
situation to be assessed.8 Often, dimensions are presented indirectly. For 

3. As we will see below, a sufficient sample size is also necessary to ensure the external validity 
of the research.

4. “Dummy” vignettes (common to all questionnaires and which will not be part of the central 
analysis) are sometimes included to avoid the order effect or other biases (see Castilla and 
Bernard, 2010, who added a third vignette to conceal that gender was one of the dimensions 
being analyzed).

5. Researchers usually use the SAS ‘%mktblock’ macro.
6. Control dimensions not directly related to the research hypotheses are often introduced to 

add complexity to the vignettes or to rule out spurious correlations.
7. For example, the order in which the vignettes are presented (see the review by Auspurg and 

Jäckle, 2015).
8. Always with the double purpose, which is sometimes difficult to reconcile, of concealing 

the treatment to avoid problems of social desirability and respondent fatigue.
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Table 1. Examples of vignette presentations in promotion, recruitment and personnel evaluation studies. 

Vignettes using 
questionnaires  
(real + “fillers”) 

Total no.  
of profiles*

Ratio  
respondents/ 

 profiles Presentation of profiles 

Wolf and 
Velden 
(2001)

20 2 x 3 x 6 x 2 x 2 x 
3 x 2 x 4 x 6 x 2 x 

2 x 2 x 2 = 331.776 
(selected a sample 
universe of 138,240 

realistic profiles)

<1 Resumes and cover letters that varied 
by gender, age and type of education  
(2 dimensions); academic outcomes  
(2 dimensions); work experience, extra-
curricular activities (2 dimensions);  
4 personal characteristics and appea-
rance (using a pre-tested photograph).

Cuddy, 
Fiske and 
Glick (2004)

3 (1 + 2) 2 x 2 = 4

30 “Kate (Dan) is a 32-year-old associa-
te consultant who graduated with an 
MBA. She’s (He’s) been working in her 
(his) current field for six years. When 
working with a client, her (his) duties 
include identifying problems, planning 
and conducting interviews and analyses, 
synthesizing conclusions into recom-
mendations, and helping to implement 
change in her (his) client’s organizations. 
Her (his) hobbies include swimming and 
tennis. (Kate and her husband [Dan and 
his wife] recently had their first baby.) 
She (He) lives in central New Jersey, 
commuting to work two days a week 
and telecommuting three days a week”

Castilla and 
Bernard 
(2010)

3 (2 + 1) 2 x 2 = 4 29/57/25

(3 samples)

Performance and staff development 
evaluation form that included the gender 
of the person and a description of the 
company as meritocratic or non-merito-
cratic. It also included a quantitative and 
qualitative assessment of employees’ 
performance, which was equivalent in 
all profiles.  

Rudman 
and  
Mescher 
(2013)

1 2 x 4 x 2 = 16 23 Transcript of an interview between 
an employee and a human resource 
manager that varied by the type of leave 
requested (childcare/parental/none), tar-
get race (Black/White) and gender.

Di Stasio 
(2014a)

18 2 x 2 x 2 x 3 x 3 x 2 
x 3 x 2 = 864

<1 Resumes that varied in 8 dimensions 
(gender, previous work experience, 
completion of company internship, edu-
cational level, field of study, academic 
record, duration of studies, extra-curri-
cular activities).

Note: The dimensions are underlined. 

* from the Cartesian combination of all categories of all dimensions. 

Source: Own elaboration.
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example, ethnicity or gender can be presented through the person’s name, 
as in Correll et al. (2007) or Fernandez-Lozano et al. (2020). The question-
naire to evaluate the vignette must also include one or more closed-ended 
questions, which are the dependent variables.9 These questions often serve as 
an indirect way to approach the object of study similar to how we approach 
sensitive issues in our daily lives (e.g., if we ask “How’s it going with Pedro?” 
instead of “What do you think about the way he talks to us?”). Sometimes 
there is more than one dependent variable, such as when simulating the 
stages of a real selection process (Wolf and Velden, 2001) or more often 
because some of the variables are considered mediating variables that eluci-
date the mental mechanisms behind a particular attitude (Cuddy et al., 2004; 
Fernández-Lozano et al., 2020). 

2.3. Analysis of the results

Once the questionnaire has been administered,10 a database is obtained where 
the vignettes are the final units of analysis (often the fictitious candidates, as 
we have seen) grouped into respondents. This multilevel structure allows us 
to distinguish the different levels of variance to take into account (between 
respondents and for the same respondent). As will be seen below, it is impor-
tant to have a sufficiently large sample of respondents to ensure the external 
validity of the experiment.11

3. What are the advantages of vignette studies?

Like other experimental techniques, the most important advantage of vignette 
studies is that the conditions the participants are exposed to in the experiment 
can be manipulated to test the hypotheses. In addition, because these studies 
are designed ad hoc, what is intended to be measured is in fact measured, 
without the use of approximations or remediation. These advantages concern 
the construct validity and internal validity of a study. Construct validity refers 
“to the correspondence between a theory and a research design that sets out 
to test that theory”, while internal validity refers “to the truth of a proposition 
with respect to the chosen sample” (Gerring, 2014: 457).

The high internal and construct validity enable establishing causal rela-
tionships with much greater certainty than in observational studies. Thus, 
unlike observational studies, which are more common in the social sciences, 
in vignette studies the researcher manipulates the set of factors (equivalent to 
variables in quantitative analyses) and levels (equivalent to the categories of 

9. In addition to variables to classify the respondents or others.
10. Vignettes are administered like any other type of survey, although we have found no evi-

dence of vignettes being administered by telephone.
11. For a more in-depth discussion of multilevel analyses of vignette studies, see the methodo-

logical appendix in Fernández-Lozano et al. (2020).
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these variables) presented to the respondent in such a way that correlations 
between factors are minimized to a value close to zero. As noted, this allows 
separating the effects of variables correlated in the real world as the problem 
of multicollinearity is avoided and a causal interpretation of the relationships 
between variables can be made (Di Stasio, 2014b: chapter 4). 

Vignette studies also present advantages over riskier experimental studies 
that simulate real situations (completely concealing the conduct of research), 
such as audit studies,12 which have more ethical implications. Participants 
in vignette studies are always fully aware that they are participating in social 
research, although the true purpose of the research is not usually revealed to 
them. Moreover, the cost of vignette studies is the same as that of ad hoc sur-
veys because they are, in essence, surveys. 

Another advantage of vignette analyses is that, for some topics in sociology 
where this method is used, such as job recruitment or promotion analyses, the 
technique avoids the problems of candidate self-selection. By randomly com-
bining the levels of the vignettes, any candidate can apply for a position. In 
the real world, however, many candidates do not apply for a job offer because 
they believe they have no chance of being chosen for the position. The vignette 
technique allows testing to what extent they may or may not be chosen (Di 
Stasio, 2014b: chapter 4). 

12. Audit  studies, also called “correspondence studies”, involve simulating job applications in 
a real-life context (usually by sending fictitious resumes to employers) and therefore cannot 
be considered survey-based experiments. See, for example, Booth and Leigh (2010), Cortina 
et al. (2021) and Gaddis (2015).

Table 2. Main advantages and drawbacks of vignette studies

Advantages Drawbacks

High internal validity. The serve to unveil causal 
relationships between social facts.

Hypothetical situations and fictitious candidates 
are analyzed.

High construct validity. It is much easier to eliminate all social desirabili-
ty biases (by “concealing” the treatment) than in 
a normal survey, although it is not fully guaran-
teed that this will be achieved.

Vignette studies avoid the problem of candidate 
self-selection or self-censoring for the subject 
under analysis (e.g., recruitment), which occurs 
in the real world. With vignettes, it is possible to 
know the extent to which self-censored charac-
teristics carry weight in job hiring or promotion 
processes.

As in other ad hoc surveys, it is very costly to 
achieve a sufficiently representative sample to 
ensure external validity 

Vignette studies raise fewer ethical issues than 
other experimental designs, such as auditing.

A real situation is not being evaluated.

Source: Own elaboration. 
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4. The drawbacks

4.1. Hypothetical situations and social desirability

The advantages of this technique do not hide its drawbacks. Although we 
will focus on disadvantages related to the samples used in these studies, an 
issue that is usually treated very superficially in the literature, it is necessary 
to mention other important drawbacks. The first is that the respondents 
evaluate hypothetical situations, not real ones. For example, in vignette stu-
dies on the hiring or promotion of personnel, fictious workers are presen-
ted, as is the hiring or promotion itself. This is a disadvantage compared to 
other experimental techniques such as auditing, where job candidates are 
also fictitious, but the respondent is unaware of this, and the job offers are 
real. As the use of vignettes is a relatively recent technique in sociology, few 
studies have analyzed the effects of presenting hypothetical rather than real 
situations. In this regard, some studies have found no significant difference 
between evaluating one type of situation or the other, such as Hainmueller 
et al. (2015) in an experiment on attitudes towards immigration in Switzer-
land and Gutfleisch et al. (2021) in an experiment on labor recruitment in 
Luxembourg.

In a similar line, another major drawback concerns the possible social desi-
rability biases involved in vignette studies (McDonald, 2019). It has been 
argued that this technique is more appropriate than surveys precisely to avoid 
such biases, as they do not inquire into sensitive topics and present a hypothe-
tical situation in which the true purpose of the study is often masked (Sterkens 
et al., 2020). For this reason, vignette studies are often used to analyze attitu-
des. However, it could happen that those who respond to vignettes by deci-
ding to hire or promote a woman rather than a man or a mother with young 
children rather than someone who has no children are permeable to political 
correctness. Indeed, although the purpose of the study is not made explicit 
and is not as readily apparent as in a normal survey, there is no guarantee that 
the key differences between the vignettes will go unnoticed by human resource 
(HR) experts and they will respond due to social desirability, contrary to what 
they would do in real decision-making scenarios. This same example can be 
extended to other issues related to attitude analysis.

In a study on gender inequality in hiring, Kübler et al. (2018) found a 
solution to this potential bias. The solution was to have each HR expert eva-
luate a group of vignettes with candidates of the same gender, rather than 
presenting candidates of different genders to the same expert. In other highly 
imaginative research, Eifler and Petzold (2019) attempted to measure whether 
individuals’ actual behavior differs from their vignette responses. To do so, 
the authors examined the behavior of drivers when blocked by a car at a stop 
light when the signal turns green. They then applied a vignette study to the 
same population. The analysis found that, in general, when responding to the 
vignettes, people said they would behave in a less aggressive manner than how 
they actually behaved in a real-life situation. In short, there is still insufficient 
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empirical evidence to determine the effects of presenting hypothetical rather 
than real-life situations. 

4.2.  The problem of external validity: to what extent can the results of a vignette 
study be generalized?

In addition to the problems related to social desirability and the fact that 
vignettes are made-up situations and not real ones, there is another problem 
that goes largely unnoticed and is not usually questioned in vignette studies 
applied to very specific groups, such as those responsible for recruitment and 
promotion: the external validity of these experiments derived from the sam-
pling characteristics. To what extent can the findings of a vignette study on 
labor recruitment be generalized beyond the sample used? To what extent can 
the conclusions be applied across populations and situations?13

Some researchers have pointed out that the features of vignette studies that 
may limit their external validity are the choice of factors and vignette levels, 
their mode of presentation and what is asked (Karren and Barringer, 2002; 
Steiner et al., 2016). In fact, these are issues that can arise in any survey-based 
study. It is well known that the way the questions are formulated, what they 
ask about, the order in which they are asked, and the response anchors used 
in closed-ended questions can influence respondents’ answers.

In what follows, we discuss the difficulties involved in using vignette studies 
when they are based on ad hoc surveys of very specific groups. These difficul-
ties refer to the collection of data by means of a rigorous sampling procedure 
as occurs in surveys habitually used in academia. In our opinion, this greatly 
conditions the external validity of this technique for some analyses, such as 
those that focus on the recruitment or promotion of personnel. Our argument 
is based on the following premises, which are well known to experts in socio-
logical surveys and should always be considered when analyzing a survey. The 
first is that a survey does not tell us exactly what the population under study 
thinks, but gives us an approximate idea, with a margin of error. Moreover, and 
this is the main point, a survey gives us an approximate idea provided it fulfills 
an essential condition: it must be representative. To this end, if the population 
under study is segmented into groups, the sample must have the same percen-
tage of each group that we believe the population has (Martínez Pastor, 2019). 

13. The methodologist John Gerring (2014: 106/85) argues that the distinction between inter-
nal and external validity is crucial in any type of analysis, although it is not always so clear: 
“As an example, consider a hypothetical study of a school district in the state of New York 
that rests on a sample of students drawn from that district, but purports to elucidate features 
of all schools within the state. This presents three potential levels of validity: (1) the sample 
of students; (2) the school district; and (3) schools throughout the state (across multiple 
districts). Internal validity may refer to (1) or (2), while external validity may refer to (2) 
or (3).”  Gerring notes that the claim to validity seems less likely as the circles expand, but 
none is entirely plausible, and from this perspective, there is no clear demarcation between 
internal and external validity. 
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Although pure chance through simple random sampling is the best guarantees 
that a sample will be representative, there are other types of sampling that are 
appropriate when a complete list of the study population is not available.14 

Despite the advances made in vignette studies, there are certain drawbacks 
to this technique that affect the generalization of results. These drawbacks are 
not due to the technique itself—since what defines the vignette, as we have 
seen, is how the survey is designed and not how the sample is selected—but 
to the practical limitations of vignettes when applied to truly representative 
samples aimed at very specific groups that are difficult to locate and convin-
ce to collaborate in the survey. Although this technique is applied to many 
analyses of the general population, it is also targeted at very small groups such 
as people in charge of personnel recruitment, the subject of this article. In this 
case, the following aspects should be noted regarding the external validity of 
this type of vignette study:

1) Many of the samples are not truly random.
2) In the case of random sampling, there is no certainty as to whether the list 

from which the sample is drawn is exhaustive (i.e., whether it contains the 
entire group to be analyzed).

3) Given the specificity of the groups that are usually analyzed, it is very 
difficult (and almost impossible) to stratify the sample or establish quotas 
based on the individual characteristics of the respondents.

4) Small-N problem. Most vignette studies targeting very specific groups are 
based on very few participants, largely because of limited resources. 

5) The response rate is usually very low. 

To support these ideas, we rely on the research compiled by McDonald 
(2019), who searched the Google Scholar and JSTOR academic databases for 
sociological studies on labor recruitment using the vignette technique with 
samples of employers or HR professionals. The list contains 16 studies, to 
which we have added the study by Fernández-Lozano et al. (2020). The fol-
lowing table, compiled by us based on McDonald’s list, includes these investi-
gations and describes the characteristics of the samples broken down into five 
sections: a) who the sample is targeted at; b) the type of sampling used; c) the 
sample size; d) the observations analyzed (or the total number of vignettes eval-
uated by the participants); and e) the response rate.15 The fact that McDonald 
chose to focus on recruitment research is not by chance, since experts on this 
topic have often used vignette studies in recent years.

14. For a discussion on the importance of sample representativeness, see Martínez Pastor (2019: 
chapter 7).

15. McDonald (2019: appendix 2) includes the sample size in a separate table. McDonald’s 
figures do not match the figures in our table, since we have counted the cases that were 
actually included in the analyses and not the participants who responded to the survey but 
did not pass the researchers’ filters and were not included in the analyses that were finally 
published.
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Table 3. Characteristics of samples in vignette studies

Targeted sample Type of sampling Sample size

Observations 
(total vignettes 

evaluated)
Response rate (final sample 
used)

Beek  
et al. 
(1997)

General managers or personnel 
with recruiting experience (except 
for 4% with no recruiting experi-
ence). The Netherlands.

Representative sample of Dutch 
companies from a list. Large 
companies are overrepresented. 
The authors do not indicate if the 
sampling was random or not.

312 5616 41%. 758 were contacted and 
475 responded.

Final sample used: 312.

Wolf and 
Velden 
(2001)

Managers of personnel depart-
ments that hired graduates from 
the Faculty of Social Sciences at 
Utrecht University.

It is inferred that stratified random 
sampling was performed using a list 
of entrepreneurs compiled by the 
university. Stratification is done by 
company size, region and for-profit 
and non-profit organizations. It is not 
clear how the list was compiled.

27 620 65%

Biesma 
et al. 
(2007)

Employers of recent graduates  
from a public health organization  
in the Netherlands.

It is inferred that random sampling 
was performed using a list of 
potential employers of public health 
graduates. It is not clear where the 
list came from.

168 315 18%. 1040 employers were con-
tacted by mail; 185 responded 
and information from 168 was 
finally used.

Henkens 
et al. 
(2009)

2 samples: 

1) Managers from 4 large Dutch 
multinational companies.

2) Business school students.

Twenty-six managers from four 
large Dutch multinational compa-
nies and 25 business school stu-
dents were selected. The selection 
process is not indicated. 

26 manag-
ers and 25 
students

611 and 610 
vignettes in 
each study

–

Karpinska 
et al. 
(2011)

2 samples:

1) Managers attending a focus 
group on the return to employment 
of older workers and others cap-
tured by the snowball method.

2) Business students at Utrecht 
University.

1) Manager sample: snowball sam-
pling from focus group attendees.

2) Student survey. Type of sampling 
not specified.

20 manag-
ers and 17 
students

240 and 204 for 
each study

–

Karpinska 
et al. 
(2013)

Supervisors of the Longitudinal 
Internet Studies for the Social 
Sciences (LISS panel) of Tilburg 
University.

Managers of the survey were 
contacted.

238 1190 Exact response rate not known. 
The authors say they contacted 
700 supervisors of whom  515 
responded, but then did another 
filter to differentiate the man-
agers. A total of 238 managers 
participated, but the exact data 
to calculate the response rate is 
not known.

Di Stasio 
(2014a)

Recruiters from HR offices in a 
specific sector of activity: NACE 
code = 62 (computer program-
ming, consultancy and related 
activities). Italy.

Random sampling. 148 compa-
nies in the sector registered in 
the Chamber of Commerce were 
contacted.

59 1062 40% response rate. The study 
includes a table of the sample 
representativeness for the 
designed sample and the entire 
sector by company size and 
geographic location (north, center 
and south).

Mulders  
et al. 
(2014)

Management team of the LISS 
panel of Tilburg University.

The authors contacted the LISS 
management team.

443 2215 The exact response rate is not 
known. 

The authors state they contacted 
864 individuals and 698 (81%) 
responded, but then filtered the 
participants based on several 
questions to make sure the 
managers had been involved in 
recruiting processes during the 
past 10 years. Data from 443 
individuals were finally used.
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Table 3. Characteristics of samples in vignette studies (continuation)

Targeted sample Type of sampling Sample size

Observations 
(total vignettes 

evaluated)
Response rate (final sample 
used)

Mulders  
et al. 
(2014)

Management team of the LISS 
panel of Tilburg University.

The authors contacted the LISS 
management team.

443 2215 The exact response rate is not 
known. 

The authors state they contacted 
864 individuals and 698 (81%) 
responded, but then filtered the 
participants based on several 
questions to make sure the 
managers had been involved in 
recruiting processes during the 
past 10 years. Data from 443 
individuals were finally used.

Humburg 
and 
Velden 
(2014)

People involved in recruitment pro-
cesses in the last 5 years in one of 
7 sectors of activity chosen by the 
researchers. Study of 9 European 
countries.

The authors invited all individuals 
who met the criteria to participate 
based on a panel of consumers reg-
istered with an international market 
research company.

903 9030 20% response rate, although it is 
not a response rate in the strict 
sense, since when 100 responses 
were reached in a country, they 
stopped administering the survey.

Di Stasio 
and 
Gërxhani 
(2015)

HR professionals in the ICT (infor-
mation, communication and tech-
nology) sector. England.

Random sampling from companies 
affiliated with two associations in 
the ICT sector (one of small and 
medium-sized companies and 
the other called the “technology 
industry”).

22 220 20% response rate. 172 com-
panies were contacted and 34 
participated, but throughout 
the article and in the tables the 
authors note that 22 companies 
participated in the survey. They 
provide a table comparing the 
size of the companies they 
contacted and the size of the 
companies that responded. They 
only have information to provide 
this comparison.

Karpinska 
et al. 
(2015)

Management team of the LISS 
panel of Tilburg University.

The authors contacted the LISS 
management team.

153 765 The exact response rate is not 
known. The authors state they 
contacted 700 supervisors and 
515 (74%) responded. After 
applying filters to ensure that 
they were managers and not 
supervisors, 238 remained, of 
which 153 participated.

Dame-
lang and 
Abraham 
(2016)

CEOs or entrepreneurs of the 
Cluster-Oriented Regional Infor-
mation System (CORIS) database. 
Germany.

The authors invited all the compa-
nies in the CORIS database.

187 997 11% response rate. 187 out of 
the 1474 companies that were 
contacted responded (12%).  Data 
from 168 people were finally used. 

Di Stasio 
and 
Werfhorst 
(2016)

Recruiters and HR professionals at 
IT companies in the Netherlands 
and England.

England: Random sampling from 
companies affiliated to two asso-
ciations in the sector (one of small 
and medium-sized companies and 
the other called the “technology 
industry”).

The Netherlands: Random sampling. 
148 companies belonging to the sec-
tor and registered with the Chamber 
of Commerce were contacted.

38 in the 
Netherlands 
and 34 in 
England

684 and 612, 
respectively

The authors contacted a total 
of 172 companies and 72 
responded. They state that there 
is supplementary material in the 
journal to analyze the sample 
representativeness, but we have 
not been able to access it through 
the link they provide.

Liechti et 
al. (2017)

Hotel managers. Switzerland. All members of the main Swiss 
hotel business association were 
invited.

243 and 
232 
depending 
on the 
analysis

967 and 931 
depending on 
the analysis

12% response rate. 1,982 man-
agers were invited and 238 par-
ticipated, although depending on 
the analysis, the tables indicate 
that 232 to 243 participated.
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Several conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of the characteristics of 
the samples used in these 17 studies on recruitment:

1) The Netherlands is overrepresented. Eight of the studies were carried out 
exclusively with Dutch data. 

2) When writing the articles, the authors dedicate more time describing the 
design of the vignettes in detail (which is undoubtedly important) than on 
explaining the sample characteristics. In some cases, the type of sampling 
must be inferred. In the case of random sampling, it is not usually clear 
what type of list is used to select the companies and, above all, whether 
they are exhaustive lists of the group studied.

3) Ten studies used lists of companies or professionals belonging to associa-
tions. Of these, six used random sampling from these lists and four others 
attempted to contact all the companies on the lists so that a manager or 
HR professional could participate in the experiment.

4) Three other studies used surveys already conducted in the general population 
to contact all managers or HR professionals who participated in those surveys. 

Table 3. Characteristics of samples in vignette studies (continuation)

Targeted sample Type of sampling Sample size

Observations 
(total vignettes 

evaluated)
Response rate (final sample 
used)

Oesch  
et al. 
(2017)

HR managers. Switzerland. 4687 HR managers from 
the largest human resource 
management association in 
Switzerland were invited to 
participate.

385 1644 8% response rate. 4687 HR 
mangers were invited and 
714 responded (15%). They 
finally used information 
from 385 recruiters after 
filtering for non-response 
and for the fact that the 
recruiters were currently 
employed.

Shi  
et al. 
(2018)

Recruiters of real job vacan-
cies advertised on web 
portals in German-speaking 
Switzerland. Occupations 
related to mechanics, bank-
ing and insurance, gastron-
omy, nursing and ICT were 
selected to include low, 
medium and high-skilled 
jobs.  

It is inferred that all the 
recruitment officers for the 
actual job vacancies speci-
fied in the left column were 
invited.

638 and 
634, 
depending 
on the 
analysis, 
although 
in a note 
they state 
that 580 
respond-
ed.

6338 to 6298 27% response rate. 2118 
recruitment officers were 
invited to participate. 739 
began the survey and 580 
completed it .

Fernán-
dez-Loza-
no et al. 
(2020)

Supervisors of companies 
with at least 30 employees 
in three sectors according 
to the degree of feminization 
of the workforce: program-
ming, consulting and other 
computer-related activities; 
retail trade; and advertising 
and market research.

Random sampling from a 
database of companies pur-
chased from a commercial 
firm.

71 426 14% response rate

Source: Own elaboration based on the list of publications compiled by McDonald (2019) and Fernández-Lozano et al. (2020).
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5) The rest of the studies were based on 
a. A sample obtained from a focus group and another sample of students 

using the snowball method.
b. A consumer panel.
c. Real job vacancies advertised on web portals.
d. The information provided in another study does not allow us to deter-

mine how the sample was obtained.
6) The largest sample size is 903 individuals, while the smallest one is just 22. 

The mean sample size for the 17 studies is 235 individuals.
7) In some studies, it is not possible to determine the exact response rate. 

In those where it is clear, the response rates range from 8% to 65%. The 
average response rate (calculated on the cases finally used in the analyses) 
is 27%.

Of the above points, the following problems stand out. In random 
sampling, it is not usually known whether the list of companies contacted is 
exhaustive or not. The same is true of the associations in which managers or 
HR professionals are members. If the lists from which the samples are drawn 
are not exhaustive, the question arises as to whether there is any bias in the 
characteristics of the companies or recruiters on the lists. If this bias affects 
hiring preferences, the analysis will surely be biased. 

Added to this is the impossible task of stratifying the sample according 
to the characteristics of managers, HR professionals or those in charge of select-
ing or hiring personnel. This is because, unlike general populations, whose 
basic characteristics can be determined from censuses or population registers, 
there are usually no exhaustive records with the characteristics of all individuals 
in a given occupation.16 Some of the studies analyzed stratify the sample by the 
size of the company, the region or whether the companies are for-profit or 
not-for-profit, but if biases come into play when hiring, it is plausible that 
they are not only due to the characteristics of the company, but also the char-
acteristics of those in charge of selecting personnel. If the basic characteristics 
of a group of professionals are not really known, it is impossible to stratify the 
sample by individual traits and, in fact, this does not occur.

Another issue that limits the external validity of vignette studies in the 
field of personnel recruitment is the sample size, which is usually very limited. 
This is not surprising, since the target groups for these studies are very spe-
cific and specialized, such as managers, so they are usually not easy to contact 
and, if they are, it is not an easy task to get them to agree to participate in 
experiments of this type. As noted, the average sample size of the 17 studies 
analyzed was 235 individuals. Once the information has been collected, the 
researchers examine the data using multilevel analysis and sometimes other 

16. In some very large occupations, the characteristics of employed persons may be gleaned 
from surveys with very large samples, such as the labor force survey of Spain (Encuesta de 
Población Activa; EPA).
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regression techniques, with enough cases to carry them out and even to make 
interactions between variables. It should be noted, as already indicated, that 
given the multilevel structure of the resulting database, and unlike most sur-
vey-based analyses, the cases in this vignette technique are not the individuals 
who evaluate the vignettes, but the number of vignettes evaluated. In this way, 
the cases to be analyzed increase significantly, thus allowing analyses with a 
certain statistical robustness. In the 17 studies cited, the average number of 
observations was 1938. From the viewpoint of sampling, however, it is not the 
number of vignettes evaluated that is relevant, but the representativeness of  
the individuals who have evaluated them. In this regard, seven of the 17 anal-
yses studied included less than 100 participants, and another three included 
over 100 but did not reach 200. Although the groups analyzed are very specific, 
these numbers are far below the surveys usually used by academic sociologists 
to reach reliable conclusions.17

An additional problem with sampling in vignette studies applied to very 
specific groups is the low response rate. As academics, we tend to use surveys 
with probability sampling, which are generally conducted by public institu-
tions due to their high cost and the access these institutions have to population 
lists on which to design the sample. Once designed, it is very important to 
achieve a high response rate, since otherwise there may be a self-selection bias 
among respondents. In Spain, it is compulsory to respond to all surveys admin-
istered under the National Statistical Plan, which include all those conducted 
by the National Statistics Institute (Instituto Nacional de Estadística; INE) 
and, for sociology, some surveys conducted by the Center for Sociological 
Research (Centro de Investigaciones Sociologícas; CIS). The importance of 
obtaining high response rates is such that the institutions conducting these 
surveys attempt to contact the selected individuals several times before giving 
up. On occasion, replacements with sociodemographic profiles identical to 
those of the individuals who cannot be reached are used.

To give an idea, the response rate in Spain for a survey with probability 
sampling without replacement, such as the European Social Survey, was almost 
70% from the third to the eighth wave. In the first two waves, the response rate 
was 50–60%; in the eighth, the average response rate for the 23 participating 
countries was 55% (CIS, 2019). As mentioned in the sample characteristics, 
of the 17 vignette studies analyzed, the response rate in the random samples 
is much lower and, as can be seen in Table 3, the samples with high response 
rates have a very small number of cases. Indeed, in the random surveys that 
achieved the highest rates (above 40%) few individuals were interviewed; the 
one with the highest response rate interviewed 72.

17. Another issue concerns data misuse. This occurs in surveys involving subsamples of certain 
groups with larger sampling errors than those reported in the data sheets, since these sheets 
are based on the total sample size and not on the sample subsets. Although experiments in 
other fields of research related to medicine, psychology or neuroscience are usually carried 
out with a very small group of individuals and are held as valid, this is not the case in con-
ventional sociology, which studies general populations.
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It is well known that the response rate in non-probability sampling, such 
as quota sampling, is often lower. This issue is of concern to companies that 
collect data. The Pew Research Center (PRC), one of the most prestigious 
institutions in the United States that conducts surveys, took a close look at 
this problem and found a dramatic decline in telephone survey response rates 
from 36% to 6% over the period 1997–2018 (Kennedy and Hartig, 2019). 
The PRC concluded that the biases produced by nonresponse can be mini-
mized through convenience quotas and weightings. In fact, the PRC usually 
weights their surveys using quite a few variables, such as gender, age, region, 
municipality size, educational attainment, country of origin and ethnicity. 

In general population surveys, it is possible to weight cases by these vari-
ables if the characteristics of the population are known. However, as noted, 
this cannot be done in vignette studies applied to very specific groups, since 
their characteristics are usually not known. Even when weighting by all these 
variables, it is known that, at least in the United States, survey respondents are 
those who participate most in the public life of their community, which can 
lead to biases with respect to the object of study. 

In short, vignette studies carried out for specific groups raise the problem 
of the possibility of extrapolating the results, even among the members of 
that group. This is a problem of any survey-based research applied to a very 
particular group, so this criticism of the external validity of vignette studies 
is not applicable if the technique is intended for general populations with a 
usual sampling procedure.

4.3. Possible solutions or resignation

Is there a solution to these problems affecting sample representativeness? One 
solution, which we already mentioned, would be to stratify the samples or 
even weight them according to the characteristics of the group participating 
in the experiment. However, this would require knowing these characteristics, 
which is not easy.18 Moreover, if such characteristics were known, they could 
be compared with the final sample in an exercise of transparency. Di Stasio 
(2014a) and Di Stasio and Gërxhani (2015) did something similar, although 
not by comparing the characteristics of the participants in the vignettes but 
rather the characteristics of the companies where they worked.

Another ideal solution would be to embed the vignettes in a normal survey 
that is representative of the group to be analyzed. This is not usually easy in very 
specific groups either, such as managers or HR professionals, due to the lack of 

18. For example, in research on the behavior of HR professionals in Spain, one option would 
be to use the  Spanish Labor Force Survey (EPA). However, the National Statistics Institute 
only includes occupations up to 3 digits in the survey, not 4. This is a drawback, since HR 
professionals are assigned the code 1212 in the National Classification of Occupations of 
2011, the one in force at the date of publication of this article. Thus, in the microdata 
available for researchers, these professionals are placed in category 121 “Managers of admi-
nistrative departments.” In the fourth quarter of 2020, there were 319 cases with that code. 
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representative surveys targeted at these groups. However, as  we shall see, there 
are exceptions. In the absence of such specific surveys, what researchers usually 
do, as indicated in Table 3, is to take advantage of a traditional survey sample to 
contact the group to be investigated (Karpinska et al., 2013; Mulders et al., 2014; 
Karpinska et al., 2015). The problem with using a sample subset is the limited 
number of cases of a given occupation in the original sample; an obstacle that is 
exacerbated because the experiment is not embedded in the survey itself. Rather, 
the subjects in the subsample must respond to the invitation and subsequently 
accept to participate in the vignette study. Thus, the final sample is usually even 
smaller, further complicating the small-N problem and possible selection bias. 

The analysis by Steiner et al. (2016) provides an example of a vignette 
study that circumvents the small-N problem by designing a sampling method 
identical to those more common in sociology (gender and age quota sampling) 
and applying the vignettes to all respondents, which totaled 980. The study 
addresses attitudes toward the gender pay gap. The researchers were able to 
use these quotas with confidence because their study universe was not a very 
specific group, but the Viennese population aged 18 to 65, whose sex and age 
structure can be easily known.

The sample used by Kübler et al. (2018) is an exception among vignette 
studies targeting recruiters. They embedded the vignettes in a wave of an 
annual panel survey conducted by the Federal Institute for Vocational Edu-
cation and Training (BIBB) in Germany. The survey is completed annually 
by company owners or HR managers. As they describe in their research, the 
sample is drawn from a database of the Federal Employment Agency and con-
tains all companies with at least one employee who pays social security contri-
butions. The researchers did not present the vignettes to all the companies in 
the sample (3450), but randomly selected 680, with a response rate of 98%, 
which were the companies that finally participated in the experiment. Thus, 
there is greater certainty that their findings are valid for the German companies 
as a whole given the original sample design and the high response rate on the 
sample randomly designed from the original sample. The advantage of this 
research is that it embedded the vignette study in a survey of a representative 
sample of all German companies, which is also completed by business owners 
or hiring managers, very specific and ideal groups for the purposes of the study.

Other more classic remedies for the problems of external validity affecting 
vignette studies can be cited, solutions that are not exclusive to this technique. 
One of them consists of replicating the studies with other samples in the same 
or other countries and, if we take recruitment as an example, choosing other 
sectors of activity. If there is a body of research that obtains similar results, the 
more generalizable the conclusions. 

Steiner et al. (2016: 76) went one step further and pointed out that those 
who do not trust the external validity of any research, not only of vignette 
studies, but also of non-probability samples, may disdain statistical inferences 
and read the results simply as the estimates of the descriptive parameters of the 
sample. Taken to extreme skepticism, it can be concluded that each finding 
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is externally valid, but only under a given set of conditions (Keuschigg and 
Wolbring, 2016), in other words, the results are valid for the subjects analyzed 
in the conditions under which they have been analyzed.

Despite the doubts surrounding the extent to which the results of vignette 
studies or of any experiment not applied to a representative sample can be 
generalized, it can finally be argued that this type of design contributes to 
increasing sociological knowledge, since, from the perspective of some authors 
such as Falk and Heckman (2009), the fundamental task of the social sciences 
is to know the causal effect between social phenomena. That is, what is dis-
covered has strong internal validity or what is said is true. In this sense, if we 
speak of certainty about causal relationships, we must agree that experimental 
or quasi-experimental designs win the day.

5. Conclusions

Factorial surveys, often referred to as vignette studies, are a type of quasi-expe-
rimental, survey-based study that have two main advantages. The first is that, 
by means of an indirect approach to the question (through the presentation 
of a fictitious situation), they are more suitable than traditional surveys for 
assessing prejudices, stereotypes or other attitudes subject to problems of social 
desirability. The second refers to the fact that by manipulating the fictitious 
scenarios presented, respondents evaluate combinations of variables that rarely 
occur in real-life situations. Therefore, this technique has frequently been used 
to evaluate labor market preferences or discrimination. Although this techni-
que is usually applied to general populations, very specific groups such as per-
sonnel recruiters are also often analyzed, which conditions the external validity 
of the findings, since their participation in vignette studies is not usually based 
on representative sampling. It should be stressed that this limitation applies 
to any survey aimed at a very specific population with sampling problems. 
Nonetheless, the use of vignette studies is a creative and inexpensive techni-
que that, a priori, presents an enormous versatility for identifying opinions, 
attitudes and even potential discriminatory behaviors.
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