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Abstract

Most Korean employers screen job applicants’ personal backgrounds extensively. 
Because this screening includes applicants’ protected characteristics including gen-
der, and is not directly related to job requirements, the practice may lead to dis-
crimination and inefficiency in recruitment. This study surveys firms’ screening 
practices, their aims, and their rationalization vis-à-vis discrimination laws. 
Interviews with personnel officers of fifteen firms reveal that employers vary in 
their familiarity with discrimination laws, in the importance they attribute to job 
application forms, in the frequency with which they update them, and in their jus-
tification for intrusive questions on application forms. Employers familiar with dis-
crimination laws ask fewer personal questions, and downplay the importance of 
personal questions in recruitment. Frequency of updating of application forms re-
flects inversely the inertia in the firms’ responding to market conditions and laws. 
Firms asking more personal questions employ fewer women, but appear no more 
prosperous or successful at selecting dedicated workers. Human resource depart-
ments should calibrate their screening practices more carefully and frequently, to 
align them with their underlying objectives and with social aims. Regulators should 
create an environment conducive to these efforts.

Key words

Recruiting practices, statistical discrimination, profiling, job application forms, 
Korea JEL Classification: J7, J23

Introduction

Most Korean employers seek extensive personal background in-
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formation that appears unrelated directly to job requirements. Firms’ ap-
plication forms inquire about applicants’ appearance, family plans and 
marital status, health, family background, religion, birthplace, finances, 
and other personal characteristics (Hlasny, 2009). Applicants’ gender and 
age are surveyed through applicants’ national registration numbers and 
photographs. Since employers use this information to systematically 
screen out workers, and since this information tends to be correlated 
with workers’ membership in protected groups – such as women, the 
handicapped and other recognized disadvantaged groups – such screen-
ing practices are typically considered inappropriate or are downright 
banned, and their prevalence is an important research topic.

This study therefore aims to investigate employers’ screening practi-
ces, their awareness and views of equal opportunity legislation, and the 
motivation and consequences of their practices. The method used was 
to interview human resource (HR) officers at fifteen Korean firms. The 
interviews aimed at understanding employers’ rationale for asking per-
sonal questions on application forms, and their justification of the prac-
tices vis-à-vis equal employment opportunity laws protecting women and 
the elderly. We juxtapose officers’ interview responses with their firms’ 
observed screening practices and economic circumstances to identify the 
effects of the firms’ conditions on their recruiting practices and the 
views of their officers. Lastly, we review the consequences of the ob-
served screening practices for firms’ performance and gender composi-
tion of their workforce.

The study is organized as follows. The next subsection outlines the 
employers’ problems with respect to the screening of job applicants and 
reviews Korean regulations pertaining to recruitment. The following 
subsection surveys the relevant literature. Section II describes our em-
pirical method and data. Section III presents the main findings and 
concludes.

Firms’ Problem in Applicant Screening

Employers traditionally inquire about qualities of applicants that have 
bearing on applicants’ expected job performance or dedication (Phelps, 
1972; Light & Ureta, 1992; Cole et al. 2003). These depend on appli-
cants’ cognitive as well as noncognitive skills (Heckman et al. 2006; 
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Borghans et al. 2008). Noncognitive skills are particularly difficult for 
employers to assess. Some are unquantifiable, unlikely to be reported 
honestly, or even unknown to the applicants themselves (Barrick et al. 
2001; Moy & Lam, 2004). Screening of applicants’ personal character-
istics allows employers to infer applicants’ type more precisely. The ex-
tent of screening depends on how informative the surveyed character-
istics are about applicants’ skills, and on composition of firms’ applicant 
pools, job skill requirements, duration of employment, and compensa-
tion structure (Hlasny, 2014).

In addition to the economic motivation for applicant screening, we 
may be concerned about its propriety vis-à-vis equal opportunity laws 
or norms. There are various standards of appropriateness for factors 
used in the screening of applicants (Arvey & Renz, 1992; Gilliland, 
1993; Truxillo et al. 2004). Legality of recruiting practices and of the 
collected information is the minimal benchmark. Procedural justice 
would necessitate that recruiting practices be objective, consistent and 
not susceptible to personal biases, and done by multiple decision-makers 
who are professionals (Gilliland, 1995). Content-fairness would require 
that the applicants’ characteristics surveyed be legal, merit-based (in the 
power of applicants to affect), job-related, non-invasive to applicants’ 
privacy, and difficult to falsify or distort. Finally, outcome-fairness 
would require that the recruiting practices impact all protected groups 
of applicants similarly to the mainstream group, resulting in similar se-
lection rates.

The aim of this study is not to assert that Korean employers’ screen-
ing of personal characteristics is inappropriate or discriminatory, but to 
merely identify patterns in employers’ use of personal information, 
match it to firms’ observable features, and report employers’ own 
justifications. Nevertheless, a brief review of the legality of screening 
questions is warranted.

All personal questions evaluated in this study are inappropriate under 
one or more standards of fairness. Their content is not merit-based or 
job-related, is invasive to applicants’ privacy, and requires subjective 
evaluation by HR officers or employers untrained in HR management. 
Moreover, applicants may lie on questions about their beliefs, habits, 
and backgrounds. Perhaps most importantly, when employers act on the 
collected information, these personal questions incidentally affect se-
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lection rates among different groups of applicants. The disadvantaged 
category may include even protected groups of workers, and so the rele-
vant form of screening may be in direct violation of equal opportunity 
laws, which are typically concerned with outcome fairness.

Under the current legislation and adopted labor treaties, Korean em-
ployers are prohibited from considering factors unrelated directly to per-
formance in their treatment of workers. The Act on Equal Employment 
and Support for Work-Family Reconciliation, Section 2(1), defines dis-
crimination as any “unfair measures by employers in the process of per-
sonnel recruitment and in the establishment of working conditions on 
the basis of gender, pregnancy, marriage or family status.” The Ministry 
of Employment and Labor (MOEL) and the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC) have attempted to curb firms’ screening practices. 
The MOEL (2007) put forth guidelines for appropriate recruiting practi-
ces, aiming to ensure equal opportunity at the initial stage of recruiting 
(referred to as the documents stage). The NHRC (2003b) analyzed appli-
cation forms of 100 Korean employers who hired over fifty fulltime em-
ployees during 2002, and recommended that employers voluntarily re-
move personal questions that are not directly related to job performance.

Existing Understanding of Firms’ Problem in Recruiting

The existing studies have, for the most part, been limited to identify-
ing discrimination in employment, and policy evaluation. They have fo-
cused on measuring the outcomes of recruitment rather than on under-
standing the search process itself. Surveys of employers’ job advertise-
ments and application forms have been conducted in the United States 
(Jolly & Frierson, 1989), Canada (Saunders et al., 1992), Australia 
(Bennington & Wein, 2000), New Zealand (S. Harcourt & M. Harcourt, 
2002; Harcourt et al., 2004; Harcourt et al., 2005a, 2005b), and China 
(Kuhn & Shen, 2009, 2013; Hlasny & Jiang, 2012; Hlasny, 2013). A 
common conclusion of these studies is that a substantial number of em-
ployers ask applicants about their illnesses and handicaps, and about 
their dependents, in violation of relevant laws and norms protecting vul-
nerable groups such as women and the elderly. The count of personal 
factors screened by various employers is surprisingly similar across 
Western and East Asian countries (Wallace et al. 2002; Hlasny, 2009).
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In Korea, Park (1990), Lee (1994) and Lee et al. (2001) surveyed em-
ployers about their criteria in hiring and motivation for the criteria, with 
greatest focus placed on differences in hiring criteria by applicants’ 
gender. Hlasny (2011, 2012) analyzed application forms and recruiting 
criteria of large samples of firms, and inferred statistically the economic 
rationales for asking various personal questions. Regarding appropriate-
ness of screening methods, Truxillo et al. (2004) reviewed various meas-
ures of selection fairness, and their implications for workers’ and firms’ 
outcomes. Studies surveyed by them indicated that recruiting practices 
do not affect workers’ performance on the job, and thus firms’ 
outcomes.

Method

To investigate employers’ recruiting practices and their own justifica-
tions of them, we interviewed HR officers of fifteen for-profit 
employers. The firms were selected among the list of the largest firms 
in Korea, headquartered in Seoul or in Gyeonggi province, who con-
ducted recruiting events in Seoul at the time of our research. 
Admittedly, this “convenience sampling” raises a concern over the rep-
resentativeness of our sample. Firms’ participation may be correlated 
with their recruiting practices, beliefs, or attitudes. If this is the case, the 
responses reported in this study may be unreliable estimates of the con-
duct and views in the population of all Korean firms. Section III, how-
ever, finds that the sample appears quite representative in terms of the 
extent of applicant screening, providing validation to our analysis.

The interviewed firms are all external auditing corporations with for-
mal HR departments, with ₩0.1-40bil. in annual sales, employing be-
tween 400 and 31,000 workers. Jointly, they account for 0.02% of 
Korea’s gross domestic product (₩173bil. out of ₩840tril.), and 0.06% 
of national private-sector workforce (126,000 out of 22 mil.). They are 
headquartered in Seoul (10 firms) or in Gyeonggi province (5 firms).1 

1 Our sampling is biased toward larger and urban employers. There is some evidence that 
smaller and rural employers ask more personal questions, and may provide different re-
sponses to our interview. However, large firms in the Seoul metropolitan area, provide a 
disproportionately larger number of jobs, and attract a larger than average number of appli-
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Their main industrial classifications are finance (5 firms), manufacturing 
(4 firms), IT service (2 firms), sales (1 firm), media (1 firm), manage-
ment consultancy (1 firm), and public utility (1 firm).

Our interviewees held various positions in HR departments of their 
firms, ranging from a clerk to an executive director, and they were all 
knowledgeable of the recruiting practices at their firms. Twelve of the 
fifteen interviewed HR officers were familiar with the guidelines set 
forth by the National Human Rights Commission, the Labor Standards 
Act and other acts that ban the consideration of applicants’ gender, age 
and other personal background in employment decisions (collectively re-
ferred to as discrimination laws). Twelve interviewees were male and 
three female.

The interviews were conducted during April-July 2011, using the same 
consistent interview method and set of questions, and using questions 
suggested in previous surveys. The interviews were conducted in person 
to ensure high rate of completion and accuracy of responses, at the ex-
pense of sample size. Inquiry was funneled from general background in-
formation about the officers, the firm’s organization structure, the re-
cruiting process and the system of revising it over time, the role of ap-
plication forms, and the officer’s view regarding the purpose and appro-
priateness of personal questions. Our detailed inquiry about individual 
personal questions, their appropriateness, and the officers’ familiarity 
with discrimination laws was deferred to the end of the interviews to 
establish trust and prevent attrition.

We asked the interviewees specifically about 1) the importance of an 
application form in the hiring process using a 5-point Likert scale, 2) 
the importance of applicants’ appearance and their photograph in hiring, 
3) characteristics of an ideal job candidate, 4) reason for asking each 
personal question, 5) the department or person responsible for creating 
or revising the application form, 6) frequency of updating of application 
forms, 7) fraction of applicants selected from the documents stage for 
standardized tests or personal interviews, 8) gender ratio among the 

cants per opening. We may accept the potential selection bias in return for the greater rele-
vance of the sample to the conditions faced by most Korean applicants. Furthermore, our 
convenience sample allowed us to conduct face-face interviews and collect accurate detailed 
responses, which would have been impossible with a larger sample.
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firm’s workforce, 9) interviewees’ familiarity with discrimination laws, 
and 10) interviewees’ own thoughts regarding the prohibition of person-
al questions on application forms. Likert scale measures of importance 
were anchored as follows: 1-not important at all; 3-of medium im-
portance; 5-very important. The transcript of our interviews is available 
on request. Tables 1 and 2 report interviewees’ detailed responses.

Interviewees were instructed to provide their candid opinions regard-
ing the justification of recruiting practices at their firms. They were 
promised protection of their own identity as well as that of their firms. 
Still, several interviewees refused to respond to selected queries, and 
some replied in a formal fashion that did not appear candid. Most re-
sponses clearly exhibited a bias in the direction of social desirability: fa-
miliarity with the concerned laws, and legality and appropriateness of 
personal questions asked on application forms. This study, however, 
does not concern itself with the honesty of their beliefs, but rather with 
their stated viewpoints. Information from the interviews is analyzed 
qualitatively, noting patterns in the data and relationships among re-
sponses to various questions, content of application forms, and employ-
ers’ characteristics. Quantitative tests of patterns in the data are per-
formed, recognizing the small sample size and the potential subjectivity 
and imprecision in interview responses.

Findings

Table 2 reports on the recruiting process used by each of the inter-
viewed firms, and on the personal questions asked on their application 
forms. Nine out of the fifteen firms (or 60%) ask about family back-
ground including each family member’s name, age, education level, job, 
employer’s name, job position, and address. Three firms (20%) ask 
about birthplace; four (26.7%) about marital status; one (6.7%) about fi-
nancial status; two (13.3%) about dwelling type or home ownership; one 
(6.7%) about method of financing one’s education; four (26.7%) about 
physical appearance; six (40%) about the reason for military exemption; 
and three (20%) about religion. Five firms do not ask about health but 
require a medical check-up. This prevalence of personal questions is 
similar to that reported by the NHRC (2003b) or by Hlasny (2009).2 
For example, Hlasny (2009) reports that prevalence of questions about 
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family background is 57.3% in a large representative sample of 389 
firms in year 2008, while it is 60% in our small sample. Prevalence rates 
for questions about financial status (11% vs. 6.7%), home ownership 
(15.4% vs. 13.3%), and marital status (30.3% vs. 26.7%) are also very 
similar. These findings suggest that the issue of sample selection into 
our small sample may not be as grave as feared.

The importance of application form information in the hiring process

Human resource officers typically use information from the docu-
ments stage to infer candidates’ skills, motivation, personality, and job 
fit (Cole et al. 2003, 2007). Application forms are a major source of 
such information.3 According to the interviewed HR officers, personal 
background questions provide employers with the following four general 
sets of information: job-specific skills, obstacles to working effectively, 
ability to harmonize with the firm, and dedication to the firm. The first 
set of information sought relates to the needs of particular openings. 
For most jobs, employers look for candidates with problem-solving abil-
ity, creativity, passion for the job, leadership and pro-activeness. Some 
firms that ask more personal questions report that, among applicants 
with similar qualifications, they look for those with “well-rounded” 
backgrounds. In addition to these general characteristics, candidates 
should possess job-specific skills. Questions about eyesight and color 

2 In the NHRC (2003b) sample of 100 year-2002 application forms, 90% of firms asked 
about family background, 80% about physical conditions, 80% about the reason for military 
exemption, 29% about marital status, 64% about religion, 37% about birthplace, 17% about 
property, 36% about dwelling, 9% about financing of education, and 9% about 
acquaintances. These rates are higher than those found by Hlasny (2009), because of the 
passage of time, enactment of several discrimination laws, and direct intervention by the 
NHRC and MOEL between 2002 and 2008 (NHRC 2003a; MOEL 2011). Still, the preva-
lence of questions about birthplace, marital status, physical conditions, ownership, and fi-
nancing of education remain similar across the two studies.

3 According to a Korean job portal survey of 349 HR officers, 34% of employers review 
carefully the entire application form and another 57% review carefully most items. Only 
4% merely skim through them, and another 4% only review particular items. (http://www. 
saraminhr.co.kr/open_content/pr/press_release.php, accessed 11.16.2010.) Employers re-
portedly place the greatest weight on applicants’ work experience (most important for 57% 
of surveyees), personal background (9.2%), name of university (5.7%), other certifications 
(4.6%), foreign languages (4.3%), and education level (3.2%).
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blindness are important in precision occupations, and in laboratory and 
factory jobs. Ability to drink alcohol is desirable in jobs requiring fre-
quent contact with clients and participation at receptions (Lee & 
Rowley, 2008, p. 162). According to one interviewee, even when person-
al questions pertain to only specific positions, firms with job-rotation or 
promotion systems may ask these questions to all applicants.

Regarding applicants’ appearance, interviewees differ in the im-
portance they attribute to it. Refer to Table 1. On a 1-5 Likert scale, 
the mean reported importance is 2.86, slightly lower than the middle of 
the Likert range corresponding to medium importance. According to 
one HR officer, applicants’ appearance is important for front-office 
workers, secretaries, reporters and consultants, as their appearance helps 
to establish good impression and trust during interpersonal dealings. An 
applicant’s photograph carries different importance across firms too. 
The mean reported importance is 2.25. One interviewee, an HR depart-
ment clerk, mentions that his office judges the reliability of the content 
of an application form by how trustworthy the applicant appears in his 
photograph. Another interviewee explained that the purpose of ques-
tions about applicants’ height and weight is to exclude outliers such as 
highly obese or short individuals. At his firm, the questions are not in-
tended to identify superior applicants under some subjective standard of 
beauty. Physical traits are surveyed merely to sieve out outlying 
applicants. But he added, good appearance may still be an advantage 
when an applicant satisfies other prerequisites.

Some interviewees, however, say that appearance is evaluated only in 
person at the interview stage rather than from a photograph on an ap-
plication form. This is because recruiters care about applicants’ looks in 
reality, but the limited features in applicants’ photographs do not reveal 
those. Four interviewees also mentioned that the photograph may affect 
an applicant’s outcome negatively if it is very different from the appli-
cant’s true look.

The next type of information sought by recruiters concerns any phys-
ical obstacle or inconvenience that would prevent workers from working 
effectively. Questions about health status and chronic diseases help to 
evaluate this. Six out of fifteen firms in our sample ask male applicants 
about the reason for their discharge or exemption from military service. 
Also, five firms ask applicants to undertake a physical examination be-
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fore getting officially hired. Their officers argue that physical examina-
tions are important for their firms because certain diseases may harm 
workers’ own work, their coworkers, and the firm at large.

The third set of information ascertains applicants’ ability to fit in with 
the firm’s existing workforce. Most interviewees state that applicants 
should possess the ability to adjust to the specific needs and organiza-
tional structure in a firm, including the ability to harmonize with cow-
orkers, submit to the culture of the organization, and contribute to it 
in the long term. Religion may be surveyed to screen out applicants 
with abnormal views, social skills, or needs from a job. Religion is also 
an indicator of a well-rounded personality, according to one HR officer. 
Employers only consider whether an applicant comes from one of the 
mainstream religions. If an applicant comes from another persuasion, he 
may hold abnormal views on certain subjects, which may hinder his 
ability to harmonize in the workplace.

Finally, as the fourth set of information, applicants’ financial status 
and the financial status of their parents indicate whether they would 
work for the firm in the longer term. According to one interviewee, 
poor employees have a higher tendency to move when they are offered 
a higher salary elsewhere. Another interviewee explained that applicants’ 
dwelling type indicates their fixed monthly expenditures, which affects 
their desired structure of compensation. Employees with rental housing 
allegedly need higher base salary to pay monthly wolsae rent, or princi-
pal and interest on chonsae housing deposits, so they seek jobs with a 
higher base salary than house-owners or those who live in their parents’ 
house. Marital status and family background proxy for applicants’ will-
ingness to move for work. According to one employer who has branch-
es in several provinces, and asks for addresses of applicants’ family 
members, and when an applicant’s spouse works in another province, 
this applicant would have a higher tendency to accept a job offer near 
the spouse’s home or workplace. Furthermore, workers’ productivity, re-
gardless of gender, may suffer if they live far from their spouses.

The observed distribution of questions across firms’ application forms 
and firms’ justification for them appear to confirm that firms screen in-
formation systematically and hierarchically. Most firms screen factors 
that are more directly informative of applicants’ productivity or loyalty, 
and less intrusive, and only some firms continue on to screening less 
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directly informative and more intrusive characteristics (Hlasny, 2014).
Our interviewees denied that screening using personal questions is 

discriminatory. One interviewee explained that personal information is 
more predictive of applicants’ productivity than standardized test scores. 
For example, whether an applicant lives 100km away from the firm has 
greater bearing on his productivity than a score of ten more points on 
the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC). 
Personal questions are also allegedly intended to promote affirmative 
action. Applicants’ disability is allegedly surveyed to offer preferential 
treatment to disabled workers, in compliance with the Act for the 
Employment Promotion and Vocational Rehabilitation of Disabled 
Persons. Questions about religion, birthplace, military service or age may 
be asked to comply with the organization’s founding principles, or with 
legal age limits.

Applicant Screening at Different Types of Firms

Having evaluated the composition of firms’ application forms, we may 
start noting patterns between employers’ characteristics or broader hu-
man resource practices, and the number of personal questions asked. 
Figure 1 shows that more mature firms tend to ask more personal back-
ground questions than younger firms. This is consistent with prior anec-
dotal and statistical evidence of a positive relationship between the ex-
tent of applicant screening, and the age of firm’s current majority owner 
or founder (Hlasny, 2009). Both of these trends may be explained by 
inertia in firms’ responses to changing regulatory conditions and new 
laws. Figure 2 appears to confirm this conjecture. Employers who up-
date their application forms more frequently, and are thus less suscep-
tible to inertia, tend to ask fewer personal questions today.

Figure 1 indicates another interesting relationship – that between the 
firms’ ownership structure and the number of personal questions asked. 
Domestic firms tend to ask significantly more personal questions than 
multinational and foreign direct investment corporations. The latter 
firms are among the youngest in our sample. Hence, changing owner-
ship structure across firm cohorts provides another account for why 
more established firms appear to ask more personal questions on appli-
cation forms. For alternative explanations, or to explain why some firms 
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update their applications more often than others, we would need to turn 
to conjectures about the business environment in which firms operate, 
about firm hierarchy and adaptability of firms’ management style, or 
about owners’ moral standards. Unfortunately, such information is un-
reliable or missing, and we have too few observations for different types 
of firm (various industries, local labor markets, firm organizational struc-
tures, founder personalities etc.) to draw reliable conclusions.

Industry does appear to be associated with the extent and type of ap-
plicant screening. Among the industries represented more heavily in our 
sample, manufacturing firms appear to ask more personal questions than 
financial and insurance firms. Manufacturers inquire about applicants’ 
birthplace, family background, and physical conditions more often than 
firms in other industries. Financial and insurance firms ask more about 
home ownership and religion. The only firm in our sample asking about 
the ability to drink alcohol is a publishing firm. These facts are con-
sistent with a prediction that firms inquire about characteristics that 
have bearing on applicants’ performance on the job. Different require-
ments for skills across industries and types of firms give rise to different 
forms of screening. Because of small sample size, however, it is impos-
sible to determine how important industry classification is in driving the 
observed pattern of screening practices across firms. Even among firms 
facing similar business conditions – industry, incorporation years and 
size – we observe quite diverse application forms. Differences in hu-
man-resource institutions, practices and attitudes at different firms may 
explain this. The following paragraphs explore the limited available 
evidence.



Asian Women 2014 Vol.30 No.3  ❙  69

Figure 1. Firms’ type and year of incorporation, and the count of personal 

questions asked

 Domestic firm
 Foreign Direct Investment
 Multinational Corporation

Note: Pearson correlation coefficient is -0.30.

Figure 2. Firm type, update cycle of application forms, and the count of personal 

questions asked

Note: ‘Not regularly’ denotes updating of application forms when the firm HR policy changes, 
when business partners request it, or on another arbitrary date (say, 2009 yearend).
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The Role of Human Resource Management

Two properties about recruiting practices that are relevant to this 
study and that notably vary across firms are frequency with which they 
update their application forms, and familiarity with discrimination laws 
reported by their HR officers. Figure 2 shows that employers updating 
their application forms more frequently tend to ask fewer personal 
questions. Difference in means of the number of questions between the 
annually (6 firms) and less-frequently updated application forms (7 
firms) is highly statistically significant. Firms exhibiting inertia in re-
sponding to regulatory conditions are stuck with an older, larger set of 
personal questions today. Secondly, the observed inertia may reveal 
something about firms’ latent attitude toward application forms. Firms 
that assign greater importance to application forms, or their appropriate-
ness, may keep them more up to date and more consistent with 
legislation.

Figure 3 provides more evidence on firms’ attitudes. Firms whose of-
ficers are allegedly familiar with discrimination laws are shown to ask 
fewer personal questions than other firms. The difference between the 
two group means – 1.5 and 4.3 – is highly statistically significant. The 
officers’ responses to why each personal question appears on their appli-
cation form are equally interesting. The four officers who ostensibly be-
lieve that it is a firm’s right to know applicants’ personal background 
all work at firms asking many personal questions (black diamonds in 
Figure 3). Two other officers at firms asking many personal questions 
claim that information on application forms is not crucial to hiring deci-
sions (black dots). We may interpret these trends in a number of ways. 
Firms with better informed HR departments may adopt less intrusive re-
cruiting practices. Furthermore, employers who believe that they have 
the right to know applicants’ personal background tend to inquire about 
it, even if the benefit of the information is small. Alternatively, these 
responses may simply serve to rationalize firms’ observed behavior. 
Employers caught asking intrusive questions may claim that they lack 
knowledge of pertinent laws, believe that the questions are warranted, 
or claim that they don’t use the collected information to discriminate. 
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Next, we turn to employers’ perceptions of the importance of personal 
questions.

Figure 3. Interviewees’ familiarity with discrimination laws, importance of personal 

questions, and the count of personal questions asked

Some officers emphasize that they use personal information only at 
a later stage of recruitment, during interviews. They do not reject appli-
cants in the documents stage based on their personal information. On 
the other hand, firms that do not ask personal questions report that 
they focus more on applicants’ skills and ability than on their personal 
background in all stages of recruitment. One plausible interpretation is 
that, in the use of personal information, the documents stage is repre-
sentative of other stages of the overall recruitment process at firms. 
Firms asking personal questions on application forms use this in-
formation one way or another – in the documents stage or the interview 
stage – while firms with short application forms truly ignore personal 
information. Another possibility is that personal considerations taint the 
decisions in the interview stage at all firms, and the prevalence of per-
sonal questions on application forms is irrelevant to the eventual use of 
personal information. Officers’ responses may simply be evasive. 
Employers caught asking for personal information downplay its im-
portance – at least in the documents stage – while firms who are not 
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caught never acknowledge considering this information.
Figure 4 considers explicitly the importance that firms reportedly at-

tribute to application forms. The importance of application forms in de-
cision-making about applicants varies significantly across firms, from 
one to five on the 1-5 scale (mean 2.87). On average, those who report 
importance of three points higher tend to ask one personal question 
fewer. Higher reported importance of application forms is associated 
with higher frequency of updating of application forms at firms (white 
circles in Figure 4). Once again, this tendency may represent ex post ra-
tionalization by HR officers. Employers asking many personal questions 
may report lower importance of application forms to downplay the role 
of personal factors in recruiting. 

Figure 4. Update cycle and importance of application forms, and the count of 

personal questions

Note: Pearson correlation coefficient is -0.24.

Consequences of Screening on Workforce Composition

To independently evaluate the impact of firms’ recruiting practices on 
the composition of their workforce, Figures 5 and 6 plot the number 
of personal questions against the average continuous working years, and 
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the gender ratio among the firms’ current workforce. HR officers claim 
that a primary reason for asking personal questions is to infer applicants’ 
expected tenure with the firm. However, Figure 5 shows that there is 
extremely weak correlation between the questions asked and workers’ 
tenure. Knowledge of applicants’ personal information does not appear 
to help predicting their long-term performance at the firm. Employers 
who ask 3-5 personal questions tend to have essentially the same aver-
age tenure among workers as employers asking 0-2 questions.4 A similar 
result was obtained for the relationship between the extent of screening 
and firms’ overall prosperity. The correlation between the number of 
questions in 2008, and firms’ net profit for 2009 is -0.32, suggesting at 
face value that expending resources on applicant screening may actually 
hurt firms. At the same time, Figure 6 shows that employers asking 
more personal questions tend to have a lower fraction of women 
(correlation -0.28) than employers asking fewer questions.

On the face value, evidence in Figures 5 and 6 supports the allegation 
that firms’ screening practices contribute to discrimination in hiring even 
more than they affect quality of the hired workers, or firms’ overall 
performance. If we believe the causal interpretation of the figures, we 
may conclude that the employers, in attempting to sieve out high-turn-
over applicants, incidentally disqualify some protected groups of workers 
such as women. For every additional personal question asked, the pre-
dicted fraction of women falls by 36 percentage points.5

4 The weak positive relationship (correlation +0.14, statistically insignificant) may be explained 
in several ways. It may be caused by a positive correlation between firms’ age and workers’ 
average work experience (correlation +0.45). The workforce of firms that were established 
in the late 1990s cannot have tenure over 15 years today. Excluding the four firms estab-
lished in 1999 or 2000, correlation between the number of personal questions and average 
tenure falls to +0.03.

5 One caveat is, of course, that we cannot identify a direct or even one-way causal effect 
of hiring practices on the composition of firms’ workforce. Workforce composition depends 
on many events after the rendering of a job offer, such as acceptance by the worker, mater-
nity leave, termination, own resignation etc. Current composition of workforce, and firms’ 
satisfaction with it, may have a feedback on firms’ recruiting objectives and practices.
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Figure 5. Application-form update cycle, average employee tenure, and the count 

of personal questions

Data source: Financial Supervisory Service.
Note: Pearson correlation coefficient is +0.14.

Figure 6. Firms’ gender ratio, and the count of personal questions

Data source: Financial Supervisory Service. 
Note: Pearson correlation coefficient is -0.28.

Returning to the standards of appropriateness (Arvey & Renz, 1992), 
the recruiting practices identified in this study may conform to the crite-
rion of procedural justice, as the surveyed personal characteristics are 
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objective and are evaluated by a professional team of HR officers. Most 
information collected by firms is dispassionate (with the exception of 
appearance surveyed from photographs or during interviews), not sub-
ject to interviewers’ interpretation and straightforward for applicants to 
measure and provide. The recruiting practices may, however, violate the 
legality and content-fairness criteria of appropriateness. Some of the 
questions asked by employers are in explicit violation of the Act on 
Equal Employment and Support for Work-Family Reconciliation (Article 
7). Furthermore, many questions are not merit-based or sufficiently 
job-related, and are invasive to applicants’ privacy. To the extent that 
these recruiting practices result in the hiring of fewer women or other 
protected individuals, the practices may be in violation of outcome 
fairness. Unfortunately, reliable data at the level of individual applicants 
are missing.

Career, a Korean online recruiting portal, surveyed 1,016 applicants on 
their views about the appropriateness of questions on application form
s.6 The results agree with our conclusion that applicant screening practi-
ces at Korean firms may be problematic in terms of both content and 
outcome fairness.

Conclusion

This study has tried to explain Korean employers’ applicant screening 
practices by their business environment, their broader human resource 
management system, and HR officers’ own justifications and attitudes. 
Our results extend the evidence from previous studies regarding the role 
of screening of personal factors in recruitment. For example, the NHRC 
(2003b) reported that firms asked about applicants’ religion to judge 
their availability to work on holidays, while employers in our sample re-

6 Some questions about educational background were deemed discriminatory (by 92% of re-
spondents), as were questions about occupation and financial status of family members 
(52%), age (49%), physical condition (40%), religion (16%), military service (15%), and pho-
tograph (14%) (Online Survey of Applicants, www.career.co.kr, accessed on 15-October 
2011). These questions were deemed discriminatory because they covered personal details 
that were not needed in the hiring process (17% of respondents), they were unrelated di-
rectly to job skills (44%), they prevented applicants from demonstrating their true ability 
(20%), or they were based on applicants’ social status (17%).
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portedly ask about it to judge applicants’ “commonality” and ability to 
harmonize with the rest of the firm, a more plausible explanation.

In addition, our interviewees confess that family background is used 
as a predictor of applicants’ economic situation. Ultimately, applicants’ 
economic situation serves to predict their tendency to remain on the job 
in the long term. Here, the tradeoff from the employers’ perspective is 
that disadvantaged employees may be more willing to quit in pursuit of 
a higher salary, but they may also be more loyal in order to protect their 
jobs. Empirically, however, firms don’t appear to be very successful at 
predicting workers’ future tenure with them. The average experience of 
workforce is similar across firms asking many or few personal questions. 
If we account for the higher age of firms screening extensively, the ef-
fect on average tenure becomes negative. Firms’ overall profitability also 
appears negatively related to the extent of screening. On the other hand, 
firms asking more personal questions tend to have a significantly lower 
ratio of women among their workers. In attempting to sieve out 
high-turnover applicants, employers may be incidentally disqualifying 
some protected groups of workers, to the workers’ and perhaps even 
their own detriment.

According to our interviews, most recruiters believe that screening 
based on personal characteristics is a legitimate way to collect necessary 
job-related information about applicants. But this perceived need should 
not be viewed as real benefit of applicant screening. First, the in-
formation obtained is an imperfect predictor of applicants’ skills, and 
may lead to the hiring of even inferior workers. Indeed, firms never 
learn the true productivity of applicants whom they reject, and their jus-
tification for their screening practices is hypothetical. Second, it is un-
clear how firms actually use the information they collect. Interviewees’ 
responses give an impression that firms collect applicants’ personal de-
tails simply to get a sense of security of having relied on a thorough 
decision-making process and controlled for all contingencies, rather than 
to obtain any valuable information in itself. The commonplace practice 
may reflect the effortlessness or low short-term cost of applicant screen-
ing, rather than any long-term benefit from it.

Recruiters reportedly seek workers who can harmonize well with their 
firm, but may overlook the fact that their organization is dynamic and 
that another sort of workers may be needed for the firm’s long-term 
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growth. This tendency may reflect the recruiters’ aversion to change or 
their instinct to safeguard their own jobs, rather than real intention to 
seek out future talent. Applicants who are capable of adjusting to the 
existing corporate culture and who will promote this culture proactively 
and passionately may not be the best workers for the future. The evi-
dence from interviews suggests that organizations underplay their own 
responsibility to harmonize with new workforce and their own need to 
evolve. Previous studies have shown that organizations that accept di-
versity tend to be more successful than those that do not (Wright et 
al. 1995). This study provides some confirmation of this. Prejudice 
against applicants’ personal backgrounds may not only legally but also 
economically harm them. Finally, even if personal screening practices 
ended up helping individual firms in the short term, they distort appli-
cants’ incentives to accumulate qualifications, and may hurt long-term 
productivity and growth in the overall economy. They may also breed 
discord and casteism in the Korean society at large.

These findings should prompt greater introspection by HR depart-
ments into their screening practices, and closer scrutiny by market 
regulators. HR departments should calibrate their practices more care-
fully and frequently, to align them with their underlying long-term ob-
jectives and with social aims. Regulators should usher in market con-
ditions conducive to these efforts – through civic education campaigns, 
publicizing of appropriate social norms, and enforcement of minimum 
standards of responsible recruiting practices.
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