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Do Financial Incentives Encourage Women to Apply for a Tech 
Job? Evidence from a Natural Field Experiment†

By Jan Feld, Edwin Ip, Andreas Leibbrandt, and Joseph Vecci

There have been many attempts to reduce 
women’s underrepresentation in  high-paying, 
 male-dominated professions such as those in the 
technology sector (tech). In recruitment, compa-
nies provide diversity and inclusion trainings for 
their hiring managers (Dobbin and Kalev 2022), 
introduce gender quotas and other affirmative 
action policies (Niederle, Segal, and Vesterlund 
2013; Ip, Leibbrandt, and Vecci 2020), make 
applications gender blind (Goldin and Rouse 
2000), use gender-balanced evaluation pan-
els (Bagues and  Esteve-Volart 2010; Bagues, 
 Sylos-Labini, and Zinovyeva 2017), and switch 
to artificial intelligence recruitment technolo-
gies to reduce human bias (Avery, Leibbrandt, 
and Vecci 2023). Many of these attempts have 
had modest success (Beasley and Fischer 2012; 
Kong et al. 2020).

One reason for women’s underrepresentation 
might be that many tech jobs are highly compet-
itive. Tech jobs often involve substantial appli-
cation costs that only pay off for a small subset 
of applicants who get the job. Compared to men, 
women might shy away from applying to these 
jobs because they are more risk averse (Croson 
and Gneezy 2009; Charness and Gneezy 2012), 
are less confident (Buser, Ranehill, and van 
Veldhuizen 2021; Sarsons and Xu 2021), and 
dislike competitions (Niederle and Vesterlund 
2007).

In this study, we test whether financial incen-
tives for applying for a tech job (even if appli-
cants do not get the job) encourage more female 

job seekers to complete their applications. The 
financial incentive has a “piece rate” compo-
nent—that is, an amount that gets paid regard-
less of applicants’ performance. Women’s higher 
risk aversion and lower confidence suggest that 
they would find such a  piece rate incentive more 
attractive than, for example,  lottery-type incen-
tives that get paid to random applicants or mak-
ing the job more attractive.

I. Experimental Design and Empirical Approach

A. Experimental Design

We test the effectiveness of financial incen-
tives for completing applications using a natu-
ral field experiment that is  preregistered (Feld 
et  al. 2019) and received ethics approval from 
Monash University.

We advertised for a Python programmer 
job across major job sites in the United States 
(e.g., Indeed.com and Dice.com). The job con-
sisted of 80 hours of programming work over 
2 months at US$40 per hour and was open to 
anyone who was based in the United States. To 
start an application, applicants had to upload 
their resume and fill out a short form ask-
ing, among other things, their demographic 
and contact information as well as how they 
learned to program. We advertised the same 
job twice (in September 2019 and in February 
2020) using identical protocols. Each time, we 
posted the job ad for one month. We hired one 
programmer for each advertised job (for more 
details, see Feld et al. 2022).

We received 2,183 applicants who met our 
criteria for inclusion in our analysis. That is, 
these applicants lived in the United States, knew 
how to program in Python, were either female 
or male, and were not excluded for other rea-
sons (e.g., they did not apply for job 1 and job 
2). We invited all eligible female applicants 
(n = 310) and a random sample of all eligible 
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male  applicants (n = 1,298) to a second stage 
of their application.

In this stage, applicants were asked to com-
plete an online skill assessment, which con-
sisted of a Python programming test and either 
an aptitude or a personality assessment. The 
programming test consisted of two program-
ming tasks. Applicants had up to 115 minutes to 
complete the tasks. These types of assessments 
are common and form an important part of the 
job application process ( Chamorro-Premuzic 
2015).

We randomize eligible job applicants into 
two treatments. In the control treatment, appli-
cants were invited to perform the online skill 
assessment without any financial incentive. 
This treatment resembles the standard prac-
tice of not paying applicants for completing 
an assessment. In the incentive treatment, job 
applicants were offered $5 for completing the 
assessment, plus a bonus payment of up to $5 
depending on their performance in the pro-
gramming test.1

Our estimation sample consists of 309 female 
applicants and 1,296 male applicants who we 
invited to the second stage across the 2 treat-
ments.2 The modal female and male applicant 
has completed a  four-year college degree. Of 
female applicants, 53 percent are employed, 
and 30 percent are studying. Of male applicants, 
58 percent are employed, and 30 percent are 
studying. Female applicants have less Python 
experience (1.9 years compared to 2.6 years); 
the majority of both female and male applicants 
learnt to program at university. Of 1,605 appli-
cants in our estimation sample, 635 (39.6 per-
cent) completed the assessments across the 2 
treatments.

1 In particular, the emails that invited applicants to the 
second stage of the job applications were identical except 
for the following text: “To compensate you for your time, 
you will receive $5 for completing the assessment plus an 
additional amount of up to $5 which depends on your perfor-
mance on the Python programming task. You may choose to 
be paid via Amazon gift voucher, PayPal or Bank transfer.”

2 This number is lower than the number of invited eli-
gible applicants, because we exclude one female applicant 
and two male applicants for whom we have missing data on 
some control variables.

B. Empirical Approach

To measure the effect of offering finan-
cial incentives on the application behavior of 
female applicants, we use ordinary least squares 
 regressions to estimate the following model for 
the sample of female applicants only:

(1)   Y i   =  α 1   Incentiv e i   +  γ ′    X i   +  u i   ,

where   Y i    is a binary indicator that is equal to 1 if 
applicant i completed the Python programming 
test and 0 if the applicant was invited but did 
not complete the test (this variable is missing for 
applicants who were not invited). We classify an 
applicant as completing the test if they attempted 
both programming tasks (regardless of whether 
the programs actually worked).  Incentiv e i    is an 
indicator showing whether the applicant was 
randomly assigned to the incentive treatment, 
and   X i    consists of the following control vari-
ables: five indicators of applicants’ level of edu-
cation; one dummy variable indicating whether 
the applicant is currently studying; one dummy 
variable indicating whether the applicant is cur-
rently employed; four dummy variables show-
ing whether the applicant learned to program 
at university, learned in an online course, was 
 self-taught, or learned in another way; years of 
Python programming experience; and years of 
Python programming experience squared.

To test whether the effect of offering financial 
incentives differs by applicant gender, we use 
ordinary least squares to estimate the following 
model using the full sample of both male and 
female applicants:

(2)   Y i   =  β 1   Incentiv e i   +  β 2   mal e i   

 +  β 3   mal e i   × Incentiv e i    +  γ ′    X i   +  ϵ i   ,

which is identical to equation (1) except for 
additionally including a male dummy as well as 
an interaction term of the male dummy and the 
incentive dummy. In this model,   β 1    shows the 
effect of offering the incentive for female appli-
cants, and   β 1  +   β 3    shows the effect of offering 
the incentive for male applicants.

II. Results

Table  1 shows no statistically significant 
effect of being offered a financial incentive for 
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female applicants. The point estimates in col-
umn 1 suggest that being offered an incentive 
statistically insignificantly reduces the prob-
ability of female applicants completing the 
Python test by 3.5 percentage points. The 95 
percent confidence interval allows us to rule 
out effects of the incentive offer of smaller 
than −14.7 percentage points and larger than 
7.6 percentage points. The result look identical 
when we add control variables (see column 2), 
where we also see an estimated 3.5 percentage 
point reduction.

Furthermore, this result holds for both gen-
ders. Columns 3 and 4 show the estimated effect 
of offering incentives is −1.9 percentage points 
for men (−2.5 percentage points with controls). 
The small differences between the estimated 
effects for men and women are also not statisti-
cally significant.

III. Discussions

There are a few plausible reasons why we did 
not see an economically meaningful or statisti-
cally significant effect of being offered an incen-
tive to complete the application.

Introducing financial incentives within a job 
application process is  nonstandard, so applicants 
may treat it with some skepticism.

The incentive may have also been too low. 
Maybe many of those who did not provide their 
payment details did not think that a payment 
between $5 and $10 was worth the hassle.

Providing financial incentives may also signal 
that there will be a larger applicant pool, increas-
ing competition and reducing the probability of 
obtaining the job. Since women are more likely 
to shy away from competition, this signal may 
reinforce this behavior.

Finally, while the aim of the experiment is to 
increase the number of women entering a com-
petitive job tournament, it is interesting that in 
our sample, women are more likely to complete 
their applications than men (see the male coeffi-
cient in columns 3 and 4 of Table 1). One possi-
ble reason for this finding is gender differences 
in opportunity costs. If our male applicants have 
higher-paid job opportunities than our female 
applicants, then they may exert their effort on 
jobs that pay more.

Another possible reason is that the kind 
of women already  self-selected into a 

Table 1—The Impact of Incentives on Attempting the Python Test

  (1) (2) (3) (4)

Incentive −0.035 −0.035 −0.035 −0.028
(0.057) (0.056) (0.057) (0.056)

Male −0.092 −0.101
(0.045) (0.044)

Male × Incentive 0.017 0.003
(0.063) (0.062)

Constant 0.481 0.296 0.481 0.361
(0.040) (0.198) (0.040) (0.099)

Observations 309 309 1,605 1,605
 R2 0.001 0.118 0.005 0.037
Controls No Yes No Yes

Sample Female applicants Female applicants Female and  
male applicants

Female and  
male applicants

Notes: The dependent variable for all columns is an indicator variable that is equal to 1 if the applicant attempted the Python 
programming test and 0 if the applicant did not attempt the test. The main independent variable in columns 1 and 2 is an indi-
cator variable that is equal to 1 if the applicant was assigned to the incentive treatment and 0 if the applicant was assigned to 
the  nonincentive treatment. The main variables in columns 3 and 4 are the incentive indicator, a male indicator that is equal to 
1 if the applicant is male and 0 if the applicant is female, and an interaction term of the incentive and male indicator variables. 
We include controls in columns 2 and 4. See Section I for more details on the included controls. Heteroskedasticity robust stan-
dard errors in parentheses.
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 male-dominant programming profession may 
be different from women in the general popu-
lation (Feld et al. 2022). For instance, unlike 
many studies of gender differences in the gen-
eral population or student samples, we find no 
significant gender differences in  self-reported 
risk attitude among our applicants. Perhaps 
guaranteed financial incentives would be more 
effective targeting women who are still choosing 
their career or specialization instead of women 
who have already  self-selected into such an 
environment.
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