
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics (2020) 165:659–679 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-018-4094-9

ORIGINAL PAPER

Coping with Favoritism in Recruitment and Selection: A Communal 
Perspective

Jasper Hotho1 · Dana Minbaeva2 · Maral Muratbekova‑Touron3 · Larissa Rabbiosi2

Received: 4 May 2017 / Accepted: 19 December 2018 / Published online: 22 December 2018 
© The Author(s) 2018

Abstract
We examine how recruiting managers cope with communal norms and expectations of favoritism during recruitment and 
selection processes. Combining insights from institutional theory and network research, we develop a communal perspective 
on favoritism that presents favoritism as a social expectation to be managed. We subsequently hypothesize that the com-
munal ties between job applicants and managers affect the strategies that managers employ to cope with this expectation. 
We test these ideas using a factorial survey of the effects of clan ties on recruitment and selection processes in Kazakhstan. 
The results confirm communal ties as antecedents to the strategies managers use to cope with communal favoritism. Sur-
prisingly, the results also show that these coping strategies are relatively decoupled from managers’ recruitment decisions. 
The findings contribute to favoritism research by drawing attention to the mitigating work of managers in societies in which 
favoritism is common.

Keywords Business ethics · Communities · Favoritism · Human resource management · Institutional logics · Recruitment 
and selection

As soon as you are doing better 
than others, as soon as you have 
even a small amount of money, 
you should help everyone around 
you. Everybody should help 
everybody.
—Study participant.

Introduction

Favoritism in recruitment and selection remains a persistent 
challenge in societies where the effects of globalization are 
on the rise. Due to the rapid professionalization of local 
workplaces, managers in these societies are now commonly 
expected to base recruitment decisions exclusively on can-
didates’ qualifications and merit (Stahl et al. 2012). Yet, 
these same managers often remain firmly embedded in local 
communities in which obligations still feature prominently 
(Oyserman et al. 1998). While managers’ embeddedness in 
local communities can provide recruitment-related benefits 
(Horak 2016; Jones and Stout 2015), the norms and obli-
gations of these communities typically exert considerable 
pressure on recruiting managers to diverge from professional 
standards and engage in various forms of favoritism (Begley 
et al. 2010; Chen et al. 2015). As a result, managers respon-
sible for recruitment processes that involve applicants from 
their own communities frequently face the acute, practical 
challenge of reconciling conflicting sets of social expecta-
tions regarding the recruitment process.

In this study, we aim to advance our understanding of 
how managers attempt to resolve this dilemma, and how they 
cope with communal norms of favoritism in their daily work. 
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To this end, we propose and test a communal perspective 
on favoritism which builds on insights from organizational 
institutionalism on institutional logics and social cues (DiM-
aggio 1997; Thornton et al. 2012; Weber and Glynn 2006). 
The perspective we develop is novel in that it emphasizes 
the obligations embedded in managers’ communities as an 
important source of normative pressure to engage in favorit-
ism in recruitment and selection. Specifically, we theorize 
that exposure to community members provides recruiting 
managers with social cues that invoke the norms and obliga-
tions embedded in communities, including expectations of 
favoritism in recruitment. Drawing on insights from network 
studies, we then propose that the characteristics of recruiting 
managers’ social ties with job applicants from their com-
munity—especially, the levels of immediacy and related-
ness—will affect how managers cope with expectations of 
favoritism during recruitment and selection processes. We 
test these ideas using a factorial survey—a quasi-experimen-
tal research design—focused on the relationship between 
social ties and the coping strategies of recruiting managers 
in Kazakhstan.

Our intended contribution is twofold. First, we aim to 
complement recent research on managerial attitudes towards 
favoritism in recruitment with insights into how recruit-
ing managers practically cope with pressures to engage 
in favoritism in their daily work. Attitudinal studies have 
significantly extended our understanding of how managers 
perceive favoritism, and why (Chen et al. 2015), as well as 
managers’ tolerance of such behavior in others (Wated and 
Sanchez 2015). In contrast, less is known about how man-
agers attempt to resolve the practical dilemmas that arise 
in work contexts where different norms towards favoritism 
prevail. By studying the practical strategies managers use 
to handle such situations, we seek to add to a deeper under-
standing of the role and influence of managers in societies 
in which favoritism is widespread.

Second, we aim to contribute to favoritism research by 
drawing attention to the local networks in which managers 
are embedded. Favoritism research has invested much effort 
into understanding culture as a source of favoritism and of 
individuals’ attitudes towards it (Chen et al. 2015; Khatri 
and Tsang 2003; Wated and Sanchez 2015). Considerably 
less attention has thus far been dedicated to the networks of 
managers and the ties they hold with potential job candi-
dates. By focusing on the communal ties between recruiting 
managers and job applicants, we hope to add insights into 
when and how managers may experience social pressure 
to engage in favoritism, and the effects of that pressure on 
their daily handling of recruitment processes. Such insights 
are relevant for both public and private attempts to combat 
favoritism in recruitment and selection.

In the following sections, we first develop our commu-
nal perspective on favoritism. We do this by highlighting 

communities and communal obligations as an important 
source of normative pressure towards favoritism in recruit-
ment and selection processes. We subsequently theorize that 
the structural attributes of the communal ties between man-
agers and job candidates will affect how managers handle the 
social pressure to engage in favoritism during recruitment 
and selection processes. We discuss our research design and 
present the results of our factorial survey. The paper ends 
with a discussion of the contributions of our study to favorit-
ism research and beyond.

Favoritism in Recruitment and Selection

Favoritism in recruitment and selection―defined as 
recruitment, appraisal, and promotion on the basis of con-
nections rather than merit (Prendergast and Topel 1996)—
represents an ethically charged class of management prac-
tices. Favoritism is generally considered to be unethical 
because of its association with a range of negative side 
effects. These include discrimination, corruption, the loss 
of productivity, reduced job satisfaction, increased inertia, 
and stress (Khatri and Tsang 2003; Pearce 2015; Pearce 
et al. 2000). However, the ethical status of favoritism is not 
uncontested. Some point out that favoritism forms an inher-
ent part of indigenous management practices that are widely 
accepted and used in their local contexts (McCarthy et al. 
2012). Examples are the notions of blat in Russia (Ledeneva 
1998), guanxi in China (Dunfee and Warren 2001; Warren 
et al. 2004), clanism in Kazakhstan (Minbaeva and Murat-
bekova-Touron 2013), jeitinho in Brazil (Tanure and Duarte 
2005), jaan-pehchaan in India (McCarthy et al. 2012), and 
yongo in Korea (Horak 2016, 2017). Others highlight that 
there are circumstances in which favoritism leaves individu-
als and organizations better off, not worse (Jones and Stout 
2015). For example, Horak (2016) argues that for small and 
medium-sized Korean firms, the use of favoritism may lead 
to more widely accepted, reliable, and efficient recruitment 
results. The necessity and prevalence of favoritism in many 
societies makes some consider favoritism ethical and accept-
able in these contexts (McCarthy et al. 2012).

Favoritism and its various manifestations, such as nep-
otism and cronyism, are frequently explained in terms of 
cultural norms and values. For example, Khatri and Tsang 
(2003) link favoritism in superior–subordinate relationships 
to the cultural dimensions of particularism and paternalism. 
Wated and Sanchez (2015) show that Ecuadorean managers’ 
tolerance of employees who engage in nepotism is affected 
by the degree of collectivism and prevailing norms. Chen 
et al. (2015) demonstrate that particularism has a surpris-
ingly negative effect on whether managers perceive favorit-
ism in promotion decisions as fair.



661Coping with Favoritism in Recruitment and Selection: A Communal Perspective  

1 3

Recent work indicates that the effects of culture on favor-
itism may be mediated by the social structures in which indi-
viduals and organizations are embedded (Liu et al. 2015; 
Skilton 2008). For example, Begley et al. (2010) suggest that 
the prevalence of cronyism varies with the type of network 
competition, and with whether networks are tight or loose. 
Liu et al. (2015) show that the presence of strong ties may 
reinforce nepotism within family firms because they create 
a sampling bias. This renewed emphasis on social struc-
tures opens favoritism research up to a range of new, excit-
ing questions. We see three areas as particularly important 
research avenues.

First, while favoritism research has paid a considerable 
amount of attention to culture as a source of favoritism (e.g., 
Al-Aiban and Pearce 1993; Khatri and Tsang 2003) and to 
attitudes towards favoritism (e.g., Chen et al. 2015; Wated 
and Sanchez 2015), it has been less attentive to how social 
structures may serve as sources of favoritism in their own 
right. An illustration of the latter are the helping behaviors 
and favoritism observed within geographical and virtual 
communities (e.g., Wasko and Faraj 2000; Wellman and 
Wortley 1990). Such behaviors often appear to stem at least 
as much from communal norms as from cultural values. Pay-
ing closer attention to social structures may enable favorit-
ism research to paint a more differentiated picture of the 
sources of favoritism and its occurrence.

Second, while extant research has sought to establish 
links between the prevalence of favoritism and network 
characteristics (e.g., Begley et al. 2010), we believe it is 
important to complement such studies with research on the 
effects of the specific ties that constitute those networks. 
Such studies have the potential to refine our understanding of 
favoritism and its effects in two ways. First, by paying more 
attention to network ties, favoritism research can explore the 
effects of different degrees of closeness (Chen et al. 2015). 
Second, paying attention to the varied nature of network 
ties, especially indirect ties, serves as a reminder that two 
individuals might be affected by local favoritism norms even 
in the absence of direct ties between them.

Finally, favoritism research has paid surprisingly little 
attention to the individuals who handle recruitment and 
selection processes. This lack of attention to the role of 
individuals is problematic because the effects of cultural 
values and communal norms on recruitment decisions are 
ultimately mediated by the individuals who occupy recruit-
ment functions. While recent studies significantly advance 
our understanding of attitudes towards favoritism in recruit-
ment and selection (Chen et al. 2015; Wated and Sanchez 
2015), attitudes do not always equate with action. In fact, 
in some cases, recruiting managers may play an essential 
mitigating role in limiting the effect of social expectations 
on recruitment and selection decisions. However, we still 
lack insights into how managers experience social pressures 

to engage in favoritism and the varied ways in which they 
cope with such expectations in their handling of selection 
processes. As a result, we may routinely underestimate the 
essential mitigating work that managers undertake to counter 
favoritism in organizations.

Towards a Communal Perspective 
on Favoritism

Our interest in this paper is in understanding how recruiting 
managers handle the acute, practical dilemma that arises 
when they are exposed to conflicting expectations from their 
workplace and community regarding how a recruitment 
process should unfold. To this end, we combine insights 
from organizational institutionalism and network studies 
to develop a communal perspective on favoritism. Insights 
from organizational institutionalism are helpful because this 
strand of institutional theory is sensitive to the fact that the 
behaviors of individuals are subject to broader societal and 
communal norms, as well as the fact that these may pose 
conflicting demands (e.g., Currie and Spyridonidis 2016; 
Giorgi and Palmisano 2017; Pache and Santos 2013; Smets 
et al. 2015; Thornton et al. 2012). Specifically, we first draw 
on insights from organizational institutionalism regarding 
institutional logics and social cues (DiMaggio 1997; Thorn-
ton et al. 2012; Weber and Glynn 2006) to develop theory 
about when and how recruiting managers experience com-
munal norms towards favoritism during recruitment and 
selection processes. We use insights from this stream of 
literature to suggest that workplace exposure to community 
members may provide social cues that invoke the obliga-
tions, identities, and repertoires of action embedded in that 
community. We subsequently draw on network studies to 
propose that attributes of social ties with community mem-
bers—especially the levels of immediacy and relatedness—
affect how communal norms of favoritism are handled dur-
ing recruitment processes.

Communities and Social Obligations

Institutional logics are the dominant frames of reference that 
shape rational, mindful behavior in a social context (Thorn-
ton and Ocasio 2008). Institutional logics build on interre-
lated sets of symbolic meaning systems and material prac-
tices that are rooted in specific social domains, such as the 
family, religion, or the market (Friedland and Alford 1991). 
As a result, the institutional logics from different social 
domains can provide conflicting and incompatible ration-
ales for decision making and identity construction (Thornton 
et al. 2012). For instance, many contemporary workplaces 
are characterized by an economic rationality that emphasizes 
profit maximization and professional expertise (Almandoz 
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2012; Thornton 2001, 2004). This market logic directs the 
attention of managers and employees towards resource com-
petition and competitiveness, and tends to promote relations 
that are relatively impersonal (Thornton and Ocasio 1999; 
Thornton et al. 2012). In contrast, communities are institu-
tional orders that center on meaningful and affective rela-
tionships (Marquis et al. 2011; Thornton et al. 2012). Brint 
(2001, p. 8) defines communities as “aggregates of people 
who share common activities and/or beliefs and who are 
bound together principally by relations of affect, loyalty, 
common values, and/or personal concern.” Although com-
munities are often closely linked to particular geographical 
areas, such as neighborhoods or regions, online communities 
illustrate that physical proximity is not required for commu-
nity ties and obligations to develop (Wasko and Faraj 2000).

Whereas personal obligations are often bilateral, commu-
nal obligations stem from an internalized sense of respon-
sibility to members of a community. Communal in-group 
perceptions activate relational schemas, which evoke a 
generalized sense of obligation and responsibility (Baldwin 
1992; Oyserman et al. 1998; Triandis 1995). As a result, 
within communities, reciprocities are generalized beyond 
specific individuals to community members in general (Ekeh 
1974; Gouldner 1960; Westphal and Zajac 1997). An illus-
tration of this is found in the work of Muir and Weinstein 
(1962), who show how generalized communal obligations 
encourage altruism and gift giving in lower-class commu-
nities. In communities, social obligations therefore extend 
beyond close personal contacts and relations, and beyond 
those to whom one is indebted, to members of the com-
munity with whom one may not be personally acquainted. 
Such generalized reciprocities contribute to the sense that we 
“often feel bound by our obligations to others. We regularly 
commit time, effort, and tangible resources in an attempt to 
respond to others’ needs. We even engage in these helping 
behaviors in spite of considerable personal inconvenience 
or hardship, largely because we believe we should” (Janoff-
Bulman and Leggatt 2002, p. 260).

Community Obligations and Social Ties

Management research increasingly recognizes the relevance 
of the communities in which individuals and organizations 
are embedded (Marquis and Battilana 2009; Smets et al. 
2015). However, there has been little discussion of what 
drives individuals to act on community logics and commu-
nal obligations in work situations. The logics literature dis-
cusses how socialization may familiarize individuals with an 
institutional logic (Pache and Santos 2013), and how logics 
shape individuals’ actions and interactions (Thornton et al. 
2012). Drawing on insights from the literature on social 
cues (DiMaggio 1997; Gould 1995), we suggest that the 
reverse may also be true—social interactions and exposure 

may evoke the social identities, goals, and attention patterns 
of institutional logics, including community logics and the 
obligations embedded in them.

The social cues literature highlights that interactions with 
network members serve as contextual cues that activate the 
“schemata, logics and frames” embedded in local networks 
(DiMaggio 1997, p. 283). When interactions take place in a 
certain context, such as when we meet colleagues at work or 
family members at home, the logics evoked by those interac-
tions are largely congruent with the situational context, and 
are likely to reinforce expected identities and action frames 
(Weber and Glynn 2006). However, when exposure is out 
of context and individuals associated with one sphere of life 
are encountered in another, logics can be activated that differ 
from and potentially conflict with the situational logic of the 
context in which the encounter takes place. In recruitment 
and selection processes, therefore, we expect exposure to 
community members in work situations to provide social 
cues that invoke the interests, obligations, identities, and 
repertoires of action embedded in that community.

We use this insight to understand how managers expe-
rience and handle communal norms of favoritism during 
recruitment and selection processes. Specifically, in the fol-
lowing sections, we draw on insights from social network 
studies to highlight how the structural attributes of social 
ties with community members affect managers’ experience 
of communal norms. We distinguish between the immediacy 
of social ties, or the structural distance to community mem-
bers, and qualitative differences in social ties in terms of 
the relatedness of community members. These attributes are 
important because they affect the degree and permanence of 
the obligations managers feel towards community members. 
As we discuss in the next section, we expect these attributes 
to affect how managers handle communal norms of favorit-
ism during recruitment and selection processes.

Immediacy

One factor likely to affect how managers experience and 
handle communal norms and obligations lies in the struc-
tural distance to community members, especially the imme-
diacy of the tie. In social network analyses, immediacy is 
commonly captured by distinguishing between direct and 
indirect ties. Direct ties are direct personal relationships 
among members of a network (Burt 1987). Indirect ties, in 
contrast, are relationships among network members that are 
mediated by other ties (Ahuja 2000; Bian 1997; Shane and 
Cable 2002). The notion of indirect ties highlights the fact 
that community members are connected to other community 
members even in the absence of direct ties.

The distinction between direct and indirect ties mat-
ters because it affects the degree of obligation experienced 
towards community members. Compared with indirect ties, 
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direct ties are more intimate and affective (Granovetter 1973; 
Marsden and Campbell 1984), and they encourage greater 
reciprocity and trust (Shane and Cable 2002). Managers 
are therefore likely to experience stronger obligations and 
responsibilities towards community members with whom 
they have a direct tie than towards community members with 
whom they have an indirect tie.

Immediacy also affects the enforcement of social norms 
and the threat of social sanctions (Brint 2001). The presence 
of a direct tie makes it possible to remind others of shared 
norms and obligations, to signal discontent, and to engage in 
forms of social punishment that can inflict significant social 
and emotional damage (Bastian and Haslam 2010), such as 
the withdrawal of support or the severing of social ties (Feld-
man 1984; Wiessner 2005). When ties are indirect, sanctions 
are likely to involve forms of reputational punishment, such 
as shaming and ridiculing, which require greater social coor-
dination, are less immediate, and are less predictable in their 
outcomes (Posner and Rasmusen 1999). Therefore, while 
community members may feel a general sense of obligation 
to all community members, the obligation that individuals 
feel and their propensity to align their behaviors with com-
munity expectations are likely to be higher in the presence 
of direct ties than in the presence of indirect ties.

Relatedness

The obligations embedded in communal ties are also affected 
by whether two individuals are related. As work in social 
anthropology shows, the distinction between community 
members who are related and those who are not captures an 
important qualitative difference in the permanence of social 
obligations. As Boissevain (1966) highlights in his study on 
social obligation in Sicily:

An individual is born into a kinship system, and there 
finds, ready-made so to speak, a network of persons 
with whom he has a series of jurally defined obliga-
tions. … In contrast, … the relation between patron 
and client, or between friends, is entered into voluntar-
ily (Boissevain 1966, pp. 21–22).

The permanence and immutability of the obligations 
embedded in family and kinship ties mean that such ties 
constitute a valuable and trusted resource for informal 
exchange and the provision of public goods (Cox and Faf-
champs 2007; Schweizer and White 1998; White 2011). For 
example, kinship ties encourage risk and opportunity shar-
ing (Rosenzweig 1988), such as the sharing of information 
on work and business opportunities (Granovetter 1995a, b). 
The permanence of kinship ties also facilitates the pooling 
of resources to support business activities (Krishnan and 
Sciubba 2009; Wade 1988).

Relatedness is often taken to refer to “true” or biological 
kin relations in which individuals are connected to relatives 
through consanguineal ties (Engels 1942; Sudarkasa 1998). 
However, in many communities, the notion of relatedness 
includes “fictive” kin relations with individuals who are 
regarded in kinship terms even though they are unrelated 
by blood or marriage (Pitt-Rivers 1973). Irrespective of 
whether kinship relations are fictive or real, the fact that 
someone is considered related results in a qualitative change 
in rights, status, and obligations. For example, in their study 
of fictive kinship relations in black communities in the US, 
Chatters et al. (1994, p. 297) note that “friendships which 
are regarded in kinship terms undergo an intensification of 
the bonds of mutual obligation in what normally would be 
a relatively informal and casual relationship.” Cha (2000) 
notes that, as in other Asian societies, social groups in Korea 
are often characterized by forms of pseudo-familism that 
encompass levels of dedication and obedience similar to 
those found in biological kinship relations.

Such examples illustrate that although communities differ 
in who is considered related, in most communities the notion 
of relatedness implies immutable obligations and trust. This 
is important for the purpose of our study because it suggests 
that relatedness is likely to affect how individuals respond 
to social expectations of favoritism during recruitment and 
selection processes.

Hypothesis Development

In hypothesizing about how managers cope with commu-
nal norms of favoritism during recruitment and selection 
processes, we build on insights from the literature on insti-
tutional complexity. While much of this literature is con-
cerned with organizations (e.g., Battilana and Dorado 2010; 
Greenwood et al. 2011; Marquis and Lounsbury 2007; Pache 
and Santos 2010), it has increasingly paid attention to indi-
viduals. In so doing, this stream of literature demonstrates 
that individuals draw on a range of responses when faced 
with conflicting expectations from important referent audi-
ences. For example, recent work shows that when individu-
als are confronted with conflicting demands, they may seek 
to delay decision making (Holm et al. 2017; Raaijmakers 
et al. 2015), or attempt to compartmentalize (Pache and San-
tos 2013), blend (Currie and Spyridonidis 2016), or balance 
those demands (Smets et al. 2015). Other work shows that 
individuals may engage in identity work to reconcile insti-
tutional contradictions (Creed et al. 2010).

For the purpose of our study, such research suggests that 
recruiting managers may employ a range of strategies to 
partially satisfy and comply with communal norms during 
recruitment processes. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that in 
the professional context we study, managers are presented 
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with an acute dilemma which demands a fairly immediate 
professional response: Job applications need to be handled, 
and recruitment-related practices need to be selected. This 
condition precludes cognitive coping strategies, such as 
identity work, or strategies that are overly time-dependent. 
We therefore draw on Oliver’s (1991) framework of behav-
ioral responses to institutional pressures. Hence, we expect 
managers to engage in practices that signal compliance 
(acquiescence) or passive conformity (compromise) with 
communal norms of favoritism, as well as practices that 
serve to avoid or even defy those norms.

In the following, we develop hypotheses on how the 
degree of relatedness and the immediacy of communal ties 
with job candidates affect managers’ handling of recruitment 
and selection processes. In other words, rather than focus on 
the effects of communal ties on the outcomes of selection 
and recruitment processes, we investigate the coping strate-
gies that recruiting managers employ to handle communal 
norms in their daily work.

Coping with Communal Favoritism in Recruitment 
and Selection

As discussed above, an important difference between ties 
with related community members and ties with unrelated 
community members is that the former are more permanent. 
Therefore, the obligations embedded in ties with related 
community members are perceived as more binding and the 
implications of not fulfilling them are viewed as more endur-
ing. As Bott (1971, p. 295) highlights in a study of the social 
and psychological organization of urban families:

Kin are of special importance in any type of network. 
… First, kin are especially likely to know one another, 
so that the kinship region of the network is likely to be 
more close-knit than other sectors. Second, relation-
ships with and among close kin are relatively perma-
nent.

The permanence of kinship relations and the obligations 
embedded in them imply that managers exposed to related 
job applicants should be more inclined to align their han-
dling of the recruitment process with communal norms 
of favoritism than to engage in behaviors that challenge 
or question those norms. One example of alignment with 
such communal norms would be to limit the use of assess-
ment tools when assessing an applicant. In addition, we 
expect the immediacy of a tie to affect managers’ efforts 
to comply with communal norms of favoritism. As with 
direct ties more generally (Burt 1987; Granovetter 1973), 
individuals are more likely to develop affective relations 
with relatives with whom they are in contact and they are 
more likely to feel obliged to help them. Although people 
may regard helping behaviors as a burden, such behaviors 

reflect and reinforce individuals’ social ties to others and, 
ultimately, lead to more binding relations (Janoff-Bulman 
and Leggatt 2002). The intimacy of direct ties with rela-
tives also enables and enhances the threat of social sanc-
tions, such as shunning or disapproval. Therefore, if a tie 
with a job applicant is direct and the applicant is related, 
we expect recruiting managers to align their handling of 
the recruitment process with communal norms and expec-
tations of favoritism.

In contrast, if a job applicant is related but the tie is indi-
rect, as might occur with more distant family members, we 
expect managers to be inclined to adopt a more balanced 
approach to communal norms and expectations. Although 
social ties with relatives are permanent, the lower attach-
ment associated with non-immediate ties coupled with the 
lower threat of social norm enforcement should make man-
agers less willing to lose sight of their own interests. In other 
words, we expect managers to be inclined to balance the 
expectations of the community with their own professional 
interests, and to engage in practices and behaviors that are 
perceived as legitimate in the workplace. Therefore, when 
a job applicant is related but the tie is indirect, we expect 
managers to pursue a compromise strategy, such that they 
handle the recruitment process in ways that accommodate 
communal norms of favoritism but only partially conform 
with them. Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 1 (H1) When a job applicant is related and 
directly connected to a recruiting manager, that manager is 
likely to seek alignment with communal norms by employ-
ing an acquiescence strategy during the recruitment process.

Hypothesis 2 (H2) When a job applicant is related but indi-
rectly connected to a recruiting manager, that manager is 
likely to balance communal obligations and professional 
interests by employing a compromise strategy during the 
recruitment process.

In contrast, when a job applicant is unrelated, social obli-
gations are more fluid and the implications of non-conform-
ity are less enduring. Under such conditions, the lower per-
manence of social obligations enhances the likelihood that 
managers will seek to serve their own interests by adhering 
to behaviors that are sanctioned by the work environment. 
Nonetheless, if a job applicant is unrelated but maintains a 
direct tie to the recruiting manager, we suggest that the emo-
tional attachment embedded in that tie may entice the man-
ager to engage in efforts to conceal non-conformity, or to 
engage in the ‘“window dressing’, ritualism, ceremonial pre-
tense or symbolic acceptance” (Oliver 1991, pp. 154–155) of 
community obligations. In such instances, we expect recruit-
ing managers to attempt to preclude or avoid the necessity of 
aligning their behavior with community obligations.
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If, however, the communal tie to an unrelated job candi-
date is indirect, as with a community member with whom a 
manager is unfamiliar, we believe the fluidity of obligations 
and low emotional attachment will provide the manager with 
sufficient leeway to engage in behaviors that defy or reject 
community obligations. In such situations, individuals are 
likely to feel little obligation to deviate from the situational 
logic in their workplace when handling a recruitment pro-
cess. Furthermore, given their limited attachment, recruiting 
managers should have little motivation or need to engage in 
efforts to avoid or conceal non-compliant behavior. Thus, 
in situations where relatedness is low and communal ties 
are indirect, defiance is the likely strategic response because 
the ties are neither relational nor affective, and individuals 
“have little to lose by displaying their antagonism towards 
the constituents that judge or oppose them” (Oliver 1991, 
p. 157). Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 3 (H3) When a job applicant is unrelated but 
directly connected to a recruiting manager, that manager is 
likely to conceal non-conformity by employing an avoidance 
strategy during the recruitment process.

Hypothesis 4 (H4) When a job applicant is unrelated and 
indirectly connected to a recruiting manager, that manager 
is likely to reject communal norms and employ a defiance 
strategy during the recruitment process.

Methods

Context of the Study: Clanism in Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan is a clan-based society, which provides a natural 
empirical setting for studying how the attributes of commu-
nal ties affect the way managers cope with communal norms 
of favoritism during recruitment processes. Clans are social 
systems that are characterized by a community logic that 
emphasizes non-dyadic and non-reciprocal (or generalized) 
obligations towards known and unknown members of the 
network (Collins 2006; Schatz 2004, 2005). Although clan 
structures exist in many non-western economies (Schweizer 
and White 1998), the resilience and power of clan structures 
are particular to Central Asia, especially to Kazakhstan, and 
they are derived from the nomadic origins of these socie-
ties (Schatz 2004; Collins 2006). Despite explicit policies 
to eradicate local clan structures during Soviet rule, kin-
ship ties survived and were reinforced as effective, trusted 
informal channels, and they continue to serve as identifiable 
mechanisms of identity reproduction (Schatz 2004).

Historically, clan affiliations in Kazakhstan were defined 
in terms of familial and communal ties (Schatz 2004, 2005). 
In modern Kazakhstan, clan affiliations are based on a wider 

variety of ties, and they include ties with direct relatives and 
extended family, affinal ties (by marriage), and ties reflecting 
commonalities in geographical origins, schooling, or family 
friendships (zemlyaki) (Minbaeva and Muratbekova-Touron 
2013). Nevertheless, true kinship ties remain central in 
Kazakhstan—individuals are expected to be able to recount 
their genealogy for the past seven generations (zheti ata), 
and to be able to list both clan (ru) and umbrella-clan (zhuz) 
affiliations (Minbaeva and Muratbekova-Touron 2013).1

Another advantage of this focal context is that Kazakh-
stan has experienced an influx of Western management 
practices that, in line with market logics, dictate hiring and 
selection on the basis of qualification and merit (Minbaeva 
et al. 2007). Managers are therefore expected to develop and 
implement transparent, formalized, and standardized recruit-
ment and selection practices. However, Kazakhstan’s transi-
tion process also implies that formal institutions are often 
weak and incomplete. As a result, clan relations and obli-
gations are often perceived as having continued relevance 
in the allocation of positions and resources (Collins 2006; 
Minbaeva and Muratbekova-Touron 2013).

Factorial Surveys

To test our hypotheses, we collected data through a facto-
rial survey. In contrast to regular surveys, factorial surveys 
introduce an element of experimental design. Participants 
are provided with standardized, randomly assigned situ-
ational descriptions—short stories known as “vignettes”—
which incorporate factors relevant to the study. Participants 
are then presented with questions related to the situations 
described. The conditions to which participants are exposed 
are manipulated through changes in the situational descrip-
tions. The impact of these conditions on participants’ judg-
ments is then assessed in the data-analysis stage.

Factorial surveys offer several benefits relative to tradi-
tional survey research. As participants are presented with 
randomly assigned vignettes, thereby leading to approxi-
mate factor orthogonality, factorial surveys offer a more 
controlled way to study the effects of multiple conditions in 
combination on professional judgments. Factorial surveys 
are also argued to be less susceptible to social desirability 
bias than traditional survey research (Alexander and Becker 
1978; Hughes 1998; Wallander 2009). This is because the 
use of realistic vignettes encourages immersion, which tends 
to lower participants’ awareness that they are under study. In 
business ethics research, factorial surveys are therefore often 

1 There are three sub-ethnic levels of horde or umbrella clans (zhuz) 
in Kazakhstan: the younger umbrella clan (kishi zhuz), the middle 
umbrella clan (orta zhuz), and the elder umbrella clan (uly zhuz).
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used to study sensitive topics (Fritzsche and Becker 1984; 
Robertson et al. 2002, 2010; Weber 1992).

One issue requiring attention is the risk that participants 
tire or become sensitive to the conditions being manipulated. 
It is therefore recommended that the number of vignettes per 
participant is neither too high nor too low, and that vignettes 
are kept reasonably concise (Weber 1992). Another issue 
relates to the plausibility of the vignettes, as some com-
binations of text cues may be perceived as more realistic 
than others. Pilot studies are therefore advisable. Finally, 
factorial surveys differ from true experiments in that the con-
founding of effects is not deliberately controlled but follows 
from the random assignment of vignettes to participants, 
leading to approximate rather than true factor orthogonality. 
This results in weaker coefficients than in true experimental 
designs, which implies that obtained results are often rela-
tively conservative estimates (Atzmüller and Steiner 2010).

The Study

For this study, we asked 52 managers with recruitment 
experience in Kazakhstan to assume the role of a recruiting 
manager and to evaluate four random vignettes describing 

a typical application process in Kazakhstan. Each vignette 
was followed by questions designed to capture how the 
participants would handle the situation described in the 
vignette. Following a reduced random-selection factorial 
survey design (Wallander 2009), we constructed our set of 
vignettes by combining text cues related to four conditions. 
The central condition described the variable of interest, 
namely, the communal tie between the recruiting manager 
and the job candidate. The operationalization of this variable 
is described in “Measures.” The three other sets of condi-
tions described the context in which the recruitment process 
was situated. These included the type of firm in which the 
recruitment process was taking place, whether the job appli-
cant in the vignette had been referred by a powerful external 
referent, and whether the applicant described in the vignette 
was qualified for the position. We describe these conditions 
in detail when we discuss our control variables.

The combinations of these four sets of conditions pro-
duced a total of 60 vignettes, each of which contained a 
unique, fictive, situational description of an application 
process. The vignettes were first written in English and 
then translated into Russian, after which they were back-
translated in order to ensure accuracy. Table 1 provides 

Table 1  The vignettes: variables of interest and standardized text cues

The standardized text cues produced a total of 60 unique situational descriptions. The final vignettes were presented in Russian

Variables of interest Standardized text cue

Introduction and firm type 1. Imagine that you work as a manager at KAZNOM. KAZNOM is a state-owned company in Kazakhstan that 
employs several hundred people. KAZNOM is majority owned by the state

You have been working at KAZNOM for a number of years. One of your responsibilities is to screen applications 
and to select applicants for announced job positions. You have the decision-making authority to recommend and 
hire applicants

2. Imagine that you work as a manager at ALMA. ALMA is a private Kazakh company that employs several hundred 
people. ALMA was founded by Kazakhstani private investors in 2002

You have been working at ALMA for a number of years. One of your responsibilities is to screen applications and 
to select applicants for announced job positions. You have the decision-making authority to recommend and hire 
applicants

3. Imagine that you work as a manager at EDEN. EDEN is a foreign-owned company in Kazakhstan that employs 
several hundred people. EDEN is fully owned by an international corporation

You have been working at EDEN for a number of years. One of your responsibilities is to screen applications and 
to select applicants for announced job positions. You have the decision-making authority to recommend and hire 
applicants

Power of referent 1. Today you are evaluating a male applicant who applied for a lower-management position in the production depart-
ment. The applicant sent in his application after noticing the job announcement in a local newspaper

2. Today you are evaluating a male applicant who applied for a lower-management position in the production depart-
ment. A tax inspector suggested this candidate to you during a phone call last month

Communal ties 1. You read the application package and notice that the applicant you are evaluating is one of your cousins
2. You read the application package and notice that the applicant you are evaluating is a distant relative
3. You read the application package and notice that the applicant you are evaluating is a good friend of yours
4. You read the application package and notice that the applicant you are evaluating is a friend of one of your friends
5. You read the application package. You do not personally know the applicant you are evaluating

Qualification of candidate 1. You also note that the applicant is qualified for the position for which he has applied. He is motivated, and has the 
required educational background and work experience

2. You also note that the applicant is not qualified for the position for which he has applied. Although the applicant is 
motivated, he does not have the required educational background and work experience
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an overview of the variables of interest and the standard-
ized text cues that were combined to create the different 
vignettes.

Each vignette was followed by three questions designed 
to capture how participants would handle the situation 
described in the vignette. Participants were asked to indicate 
the likelihood that they would: (1) invite the candidate to 
take part in a formal screening process in order to assess the 
candidate’s knowledge and skills, (2) invite the job candidate 
to a personal interview, and (3) invite the candidate to an 
interview with other managers. These decisions form a typi-
cal part of recruitment and selection processes in Kazakh-
stan (Minbaeva and Muratbekova-Touron 2013). We also 
included a fourth question asking respondents to indicate 
the likelihood that they would recommend the candidate for 
hiring. All answers were rated on a seven-point Likert scale. 
An example of a vignette used in the factorial survey is given 
in Fig. 1.

We included the firm-type condition to control for poten-
tial mediation processes. Communal ties (our manipulated 
variable) may cause variations in recruitment strategies 
(our dependent variable) through the identification of the 
participant with the type of firm described in the vignette. 
For instance, a participant working for a state-owned firm is 
likely to perceive behaviors that reflect the norms and values 
of that firm as appropriate. By manipulating the type of own-
ership in the vignette, we aimed to control for the possibility 
that our results are driven by respondents’ identification with 
a specific type of firm.

To rule out other unobserved processes, we pre-tested 
the vignettes on four Kazakhstani managers responsi-
ble for recruitment and selection decisions. We evaluated 
their understanding of the vignettes, the suitability of the 
described situations, and the rationales for their responses 
to the described situations. We consequently made minor 
changes to the standardized text cues.

Scenario #3132

Imagine that you work as a manager at EDEN. EDEN is a foreign-owned company in Kazakhstan that employs 
several hundred employees. EDEN is fully owned by an international corporation. 

You have been working at EDEN for a number of years. One of your responsibilities is to screen applications and to 
select applicants for announced job positions. You have the decision-making authority to recommend and hire job 
applicants. 

Today you are evaluating a male applicant who has applied for a lower management position in the production 
department. The applicant sent in his application after noticing the job announcement in a local newspaper. 

You read the application package and notice that the applicant you are evaluating is a good friend of yours. You also 
note that the applicant is not qualified for the position for which he applied. Although the applicant is motivated, he 
does not have the required educational background and work experience. 

Given the situation that you just read, how likely is it that you would:

1. Invite the applicant for a formal screening      Highly unlikely   1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7   Highly likely
to test his knowledge and skills?

2. Invite the applicant for an interview with you? Highly unlikely   1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7   Highly likely

3. Invite the applicant for an interview with         Highly unlikely   1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7   Highly likely
other managers or decision makers?

4. Recommend hiring the applicant? Highly unlikely   1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7   Highly likely

Fig. 1  Example of a vignette from the factorial survey
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Sample

Our sample consists of 206 observations provided by 52 
managers responsible for recruitment and selection decisions 
in firms located in Kazakhstan. The factorial survey was 
administered face-to-face in 2012 in the cities of Almaty, 
Astana, and Karaganda. We informed each participant that 
the objective of the study was to improve our understanding 
of recruitment and selection practices in Kazakhstan, and we 
guaranteed full anonymity. Given the sensitivity of the topic, 
we selected an initial group of managers and subsequently 
adopted a snowball method (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981) 
to locate additional participants. Each participant received 
a randomly selected subset of four vignettes. However, one 
participant rated only two vignettes due to time limitations. 
Thus, we collected information on 234 vignettes.

In addition to the factorial survey, participants were asked 
to fill out a questionnaire to collect data on personal charac-
teristics, such as age and ethnicity. The questionnaire also 
contained questions related to the participant’s work experi-
ence (e.g., foreign work experience; types of organizations). 
As seven respondents only answered some of these ques-
tions, the number of observations was reduced to 206.

We complemented the factorial survey with semi-struc-
tured follow-up interviews with 48 participants. The inter-
views lasted between 20 min and two hours. They were con-
ducted in Russian, although some anecdotes and wordings in 
Kazakh were used in certain interviews. Often, the respond-
ents initiated the follow-up conversation themselves, as they 
had reflected on their choices or wanted to comment on their 
decisions. When this was not the case, we asked more gen-
eral questions, such as “Why did you respond in this way?” 
and “What was the most decisive factor in your decision?” 
We also posed questions specific to the participants’ choices. 

We revisited Kazakhstan in 2014 to conduct follow-up inter-
views on the basis of questions that emerged as a result of 
our analysis.

Measures

In line with our hypotheses, the focal condition in the 
vignettes was the communal tie between the participant and 
the job candidate. In the following, we describe how the two 
focal attributes of communal ties—relatedness and imme-
diacy—were operationalized in the vignettes through the 
use of text cues. We then describe how we measured the 
hypothesized coping strategies.

Communal Ties with the Job Candidate

For testing purposes, we operationalized ties with related 
job applicants as consanguineal ties and ties with unrelated 
job candidates as friendship ties. We distinguished between 
directly connected and indirectly connected community 
members to operationalize immediate and distant clan ties, 
respectively. Table 2 contains quotes from the follow-up 
interviews that illustrate these distinctions.

In order to test our hypotheses, we combined the dimen-
sions of relatedness and immediacy, and defined four 
dummy variables to describe the tie between the participant 
and the job applicant described in the vignettes. As shown 
in Table 3, the different types of clan ties were operational-
ized as cousin (the candidate is related and directly con-
nected to the participant), distant relative (the candidate is 
related but indirectly connected to the participant), close 
friend (the candidate is unrelated but directly connected 
to the participant), and friend of a friend (the candidate is 
unrelated and indirectly connected to the participant). In 

Table 2  Operationalization of immediacy and relatedness in the context of Kazakhstan

Structural attributes Empirical definitions Illustrative quotes

Immediacy Immediate clan ties It’s just because of our culture. You respect your family, you support your friends (Manager, 
private company, ethnic Russian)

Distant clan ties You know how they detect people’s zhuz [umbrella clan attachment]? As you know, it is not 
written anywhere. They just ask where the candidate finished his or her schooling during 
the recruitment process. The answer may give a hint about their zhuz. This is important for 
some Kazakhs (Professor, academic institution, Kazakh)

Relatedness Consanguineal clan ties Your sisters and brothers are the most important people in the world. They are your father’s 
blood. Friends come and go, but family will always support you (Professor, academic 
institution, Kazakh)

All Kazaks are ‘relatives.’ If I were to hire every person with my family name, what would 
happen to my organization? [Interviewer: “What if that person is a son of your father’s 
brother?”] Then, of course, I would take him. He is my blood! (Director, public organiza-
tion, Kazakh)

Friendship-based clan ties Your blizki drug [real friend; close friend] will never betray you. You know him and you will 
not be surprised. The element of trust is very important when you work with people (Chief 
financial officer, private company, Kazakh)
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addition, we defined a separate text cue, unacquainted, to 
create scenarios in which a job applicant has no community 
ties with the participant.

Coping Strategies

Based on the first three recruitment and selection decisions 
(see Fig. 1), we operationalized the response strategies to fit 
the context of Kazakhstan. Specifically, we expected partici-
pants adopting an acquiescence strategy to attempt to com-
ply with clan obligations and communal norms for oppor-
tunity sharing by shielding the job applicant from all of the 
evaluative steps in the recruitment and selection process. 
In other words, we expected acquiescence to be reflected 
in low scores for the likelihood of inviting the applicant to 
participate in formal screening, a personal interview, or an 
interview with other managers. We expected participants 
following a compromise strategy to also show little inclina-
tion to expose the candidate to external judgment in the form 
of formal testing or an interview with other managers. In 
contrast to participants following an acquiescence strategy, 
we expected participants seeking a compromise between 
their community and work obligations to be more likely to 
invite the applicant to a personal interview. This is because 
personal interviews can serve as minimal fulfillment of com-
munity obligations, and because personal interviews provide 
a chance to shape or alter an applicant’s expectations of the 
outcome of the recruitment process. For example, a manager 
can use interviews to clarify the qualifications necessary for 
a particular position. Therefore, personal interviews may 
serve as a means to achieve partial conformity to the insti-
tutional demands of both the community and the workplace.

In contrast, we expected participants who chose to avoid 
their clan obligations to do so by precluding the necessity 
of conforming with community obligations (Oliver 1991; 
Pache and Santos 2010). In other words, we expected par-
ticipants choosing an avoidance strategy to subject the 
job applicant to formal screening and to the judgment of 
other decision makers, rather than to interview the candi-
date directly. Such responses are likely when community 
obligations cannot be ignored but recruiting managers are 

either unable or unwilling to comply with clan obligations. 
Finally, we expected participants adopting a defiance strat-
egy to explicitly challenge or reject their obligations to com-
munity members. We therefore expected these individuals to 
subject the job applicant to all three steps in the recruitment 
and selection process. Table 4 shows the expected distribu-
tion of the recruitment and selection decisions for the four 
strategic-response categories, and lists several quotes from 
the follow-up interviews that illustrate these four strategies.

We validated the operationalization of the response 
strategies by applying statistical cluster techniques. Cluster 
analyses are widely used to determine natural groupings of 
observations (Everitt et al. 2011; Gordon 1999). However, as 
these analyses are generally intended for generating, rather 
than testing, hypotheses, they lack p values (Everitt 1993). 
We applied a partition-clustering method that breaks the 
observations into a distinct number of non-overlapping k 
groups. More specifically, we used a mean-based iterative 
partitioning procedure to assign each observation to the 
group with the closest mean. On the basis of that catego-
rization, new group means were determined. These steps 
were reiterated until no observations changed groups from 
the previous iteration. We used Euclidean distance to deter-
mine the similarity between observations. The results of the 
cluster analysis closely correspond with our operationali-
zation of the response strategies (Table 5). The responses 
contained in group 1 (acquiescence) scored low (below aver-
age) on each of the three items. The opposite is observed for 
responses in group 4 (defiance), which scored high (above 
average) on each of the three items. In the middle, we find 
behaviors that mirror the compromise (group 2) and avoid-
ance (group 3) strategies. In the former case, study partic-
ipants were inclined to invite the applicant to a personal 
interview, while participants in the latter case preferred to 
invite the applicant to a formal screening and to an interview 
with other managers. Based on this analysis, we defined four 
dummy variables to be used as dependent variables in our 
econometric model: acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, 
and defiance. The correlations between these variables are 
included in the table with descriptive statistics and correla-
tions (Table 6).

Control Variables

We controlled for various factors that may influence the par-
ticipants’ response strategies. First, we accounted for the 
possibility that responses to institutional demands may be 
affected by the degree of hybridity in the organizational con-
text (Pache and Santos 2013). As described above, the influ-
ence of clanism on recruitment and selection practices in 
Kazakhstan may be contingent on the company’s ownership 
type. Previous research (Minbaeva et al. 2007; Minbaeva 
and Muratbekova-Touron 2013) indicates that the pressure 

Table 3  Operationalization of immediacy and relatedness in the 
vignettes

Immediacy Relatedness

Consanguin-
eal clan ties 
(related)

Friendship-based 
clan ties (unre-
lated)

Immediate clan ties (direct 
ties)

Cousin Close friend

Distant clan ties (indirect ties) Distant relative Friend of a friend
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to conform to clan obligations is strong in state-owned com-
panies, moderate in private companies, and weak in MNC 
subsidiaries. To account for this, we varied the type of firm 
in the vignettes as described above (see Table 1). We defined 
the following dummy variables to qualify the type of firm: 
privately owned firm, foreign-owned firm, and state-owned 
firm. The latter was used as the baseline in the estimation.

In addition, responses to institutional pressures may be 
affected by resource dependencies (Oliver 1991; Pfeffer and 
Salancik 1978). To account for this possibility, we included 
a text cue in the vignettes signaling whether the candidate 
had been referred by a powerful external referent (i.e., an 
inspector from the tax authority; see Table 1). In our analy-
ses, the dummy variable tax inspector took the value of 1 

if the candidate had been recommended by a tax inspector 
during a phone call in the previous month. The baseline (tax 
inspector equal to 0) was the situation in which the candidate 
submitted an application after noticing a job advertisement 
in a local newspaper. As meritocracy might be downplayed 
in contexts in which community norms are more pervasive, 
we also included a text cue in the vignettes that signaled 
whether the candidate was qualified. We subsequently added 
the dummy variable unqualified to the model, which equaled 
1 if the candidate described in the vignette was not quali-
fied for the position. The baseline consisted of situations in 
which the candidate was qualified.

Several participant characteristics were added to the 
model based on data collected through the questionnaire. 

Table 4  Empirical operationalization of the response strategies

Response strategies Likelihood of inviting an applicant for: Illustrative quotes

Formal screening A personal 
interview

An interview 
with other man-
agers

Acquiescence Low Low Low To invite this candidate for an interview with other managers, I would 
also not be able to do that. Why? Because I don’t want to show that 
some of my relatives may be stupid! … For a low-level position … I 
would [still] recommend, not a problem; even my relatives. Yes, yes 
guys, I have a Western education, but still, I mean, in Kazakhstan 
you have to do that! (Academic, academic institution, Kazakh)

Compromise Medium/low High Medium/low I don’t know … if he is my relative … of course I don’t want all my 
other relatives telling me that I’m so arrogant that I will not even 
invite him to talk! (Manager, private company, ethnic Russian)

Avoidance High Low High These [recruitment and selection] rules are also in place to protect our 
employees. Their relatives may be offended. They may say ‘You are 
the bastyk [‘boss’] and you cannot take me or my nephew?’ In this 
case, our managers can say ‘Look, we have company rules. I am 
unable to do it differently. It does not depend on me’ (HR manager, 
subsidiary of a Czech MNE, Korean ethnicity)

For me, the most important thing is competence. I have a cloud of 
relatives who are constantly asking me to help them find a job. I use 
the company processes to politely otshivat [‘refuse’ in Russian slang] 
them but to avoid offending them (Director of executive education 
department, academic institution, Kazakh)

Defiance High High High One of the missions of our HR department is to stop all of these rela-
tionships—the hiring of relatives, the use of friends, etc. At least one 
additional HR manager has to assist in all recruitment interviews in 
order to avoid all of these issues (HR Manager, academic institution, 
Kazakh)

Table 5  Validation of the response strategies

Mean SD Acquiescence Compromise Avoidance Defiance

Likelihood of inviting an applicant for formal screening 4.77 2.42 1.93 4.39 5.07 6.75
Likelihood of inviting an applicant for an interview with the decision maker 4.39 2.49 1.44 5.63 1.62 6.49
Likelihood of inviting an applicant for an interview with other decision-

making managers
4.68 2.47 1.24 4.25 5.76 6.76

Number of observations 59 51 29 92
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Table 6  Descriptive statistics

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
Mean 0.26 0.23 0.12 0.39 0.19 0.22 0.16 0.23 0.20 0.52 0.27

SD 0.44 0.42 0.32 0.49 0.40 0.41 0.37 0.42 0.40 0.50 0.45

(1) Acquiescence
(2) Compromise − 0.32
(3) Avoidance − 0.22 − 0.20
(4) Defiance − 0.48 − 0.44 − 0.29
(5) Cousin 0.07 − 0.09 0.01 0.01
(6) Distant relative 0.17 0.02 − 0.12 − 0.09 − 0.26
(7) Close friend − 0.05 0.01 0.17 − 0.08 − 0.21 − 0.23
(8) Friend of a friend − 0.11 − 0.05 0.02 0.13 − 0.27 − 0.29 − 0.24
(9) Unacquainted − 0.08 0.11 − 0.07 0.02 − 0.24 − 0.26 − 0.22 − 0.27
(10) Unqualified 0.39 0.10 − 0.11 − 0.37 0.00 0.13 − 0.03 − 0.06 − 0.04
(11) Privately owned firm − 0.12 0.01 0.12 0.02 − 0.05 0.02 − 0.09 0.03 0.08 − 0.07
(12) Foreign− owned firm 0.06 0.09 − 0.11 − 0.06 − 0.11 0.08 − 0.03 − 0.03 0.09 0.02 − 0.41
(13) Tax inspector − 0.07 0.15 0.00 − 0.06 0.04 0.01 0.06 − 0.11 0.01 0.09 − 0.09
(14) Kazakh ethnicity 0.08 − 0.07 − 0.01 − 0.01 0.00 0.12 − 0.06 0.06 − 0.12 0.00 0.01
(15) Female − 0.16 0.14 − 0.05 0.06 − 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.02 − 0.04 − 0.01 − 0.07
(16) Age − 0.13 0.07 0.17 − 0.06 − 0.02 − 0.07 0.07 0.02 0.01 − 0.06 0.06
(17) Company experience − 0.09 − 0.02 0.09 0.04 − 0.01 − 0.03 0.03 − 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.09
(18) Senior manager 0.01 0.14 0.13 − 0.22 − 0.07 − 0.03 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.01 − 0.05
(19) Foreign work experience 0.07 − 0.13 − 0.09 0.12 0.04 0.00 − 0.05 − 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.04
(20) Western MNE 0.08 0.09 − 0.11 − 0.07 − 0.08 0.03 − 0.11 − 0.01 0.16 0.01 − 0.05
(21) Privately owned background − 0.22 − 0.09 0.12 0.19 0.16 − 0.04 − 0.09 − 0.04 0.00 − 0.02 0.03
(22) Foreign-subsidiary background 0.22 0.00 − 0.13 − 0.11 − 0.07 0.04 − 0.02 0.06 − 0.02 0.04 − 0.05

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
Mean 0.31 0.50 0.67 0.65 40.32 7.15 0.36 0.04 0.16 0.46 0.23

SD 0.46 0.50 0.47 0.48 10.87 8.46 0.48 0.11 0.36 0.50 0.42

(1) Acquiescence
(2) Compromise
(3) Avoidance
(4) Defiance
(5) Cousin
(6) Distant relative
(7) Close friend
(8) Friend of a friend
(9) Unacquainted
(10) Unqualified
(11) Privately owned firm
(12) Foreign− owned firm
(13) Tax inspector 0.11
(14) Kazakh ethnicity 0.06 0.00
(15) Female 0.07 0.10 0.09
(16) Age − 0.02 0.11 0.09 0.05
(17) Company experience − 0.07 0.02 0.20 0.01 0.70
(18) Senior manager − 0.02 − 0.06 − 0.23 − 0.45 − 0.01 0.00
(19) Foreign work experience − 0.01 − 0.11 − 0.04 − 0.23 − 0.02 − 0.04 − 0.04
(20) Western MNE 0.09 0.10 0.07 0.07 − 0.08 − 0.20 − 0.10 0.06
(21) Privately owned background 0.02 0.04 − 0.09 − 0.13 − 0.15 − 0.13 0.09 0.03 − 0.18
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More specifically, we controlled for the participant’s ethnic-
ity in order to isolate possible ethnicity-related effects on the 
response strategies. The variable Kazakh ethnicity took the 
value of 1 if the participant was a Kazakh, and 0 otherwise. 
We also controlled for the gender (female) and age (age) of 
the participant, and for whether the participant worked for 
a western MNE (western MNE). We also controlled for the 
participant’s foreign work experience (foreign work expe-
rience), which we measured as the ratio of years worked 
abroad to total years worked. The dummy variable senior 
manager equaled 1 if the participant was either a senior 
manager or the owner of a firm. Finally, we sought to control 
for the participants’ degree of familiarity with the organiza-
tional logic of the workplaces described in the vignettes (see 

also Pache and Santos 2013). The variables privately owned 
background and foreign-subsidiary background allowed us 
to control for the contexts that participants had experienced 
in their previous jobs. Participants who had worked for state-
owned companies or who did not have previous work experi-
ence served as the baseline.

Findings

Table 6 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations for 
all variables considered in the econometric model. We esti-
mated the effect of immediacy and relatedness on the likeli-
hood that a manager would adopt each response strategy 

Table 6  (continued)

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
Mean 0.31 0.50 0.67 0.65 40.32 7.15 0.36 0.04 0.16 0.46 0.23

SD 0.46 0.50 0.47 0.48 10.87 8.46 0.48 0.11 0.36 0.50 0.42

(22) Foreign-subsidiary background − 0.04 − 0.03 − 0.21 0.10 − 0.15 − 0.26 − 0.13 0.01 0.27 − 0.51

N = 206. Correlations greater than 0.10 are significant at least at p < 0.10

Table 7  Analysis of the 
effects of communal ties on 
individuals’ response strategies

Probit regressions. Friend of a friend, combining indirect and unrelated ties, is used as the baseline for 
communal ties
Robust standard errors corrected for heteroscedasticity and cluster-correlated data are in brackets
N = 206. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 (two-tailed tests applied)

Variable Response strategy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Acquiescence Compromise Avoidance Defiance

Cousin 0.86 (0.36)** − 0.01 (0.40) 0.00 (0.29) − 0.68 (0.32)**
Distant relative 0.83 (0.32)*** 0.17 (0.36) − 0.40 (0.45) − 0.54 (0.34)
Close friend 0.42 (0.39) 0.19 (0.38) 0.60 (0.36)* − 0.75 (0.33)**
Unacquainted 0.36 (0.36) 0.42 (0.34) − 0.04 (0.42) − 0.34 (0.32)
Unqualified 1.42 (0.28)*** 0.30 (0.24) − 0.18 (0.22) − 1.17 (0.26)***
Privately owned firm − 0.38 (0.25) 0.34 (0.31) 0.32 (0.30) − 0.36 (0.24)
Foreign-owned firm 0.25 (0.27) 0.34 (0.25) − 0.32 (0.37) − 0.36 (0.20)*
Tax inspector − 0.33 (0.23) 0.35 (0.21)* − 0.02 (0.24) 0.01 (0.17)
Kazakh ethnicity 0.38 (0.31) − 0.15 (0.33) 0.35 (0.31) − 0.30 (0.31)
Female − 0.86 (0.36)** 0.75 (0.34)** 0.08 (0.30) − 0.03 (0.37)
Age − 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.03 (0.02)* − 0.01 (0.01)
Senior manager − 0.16 (0.37) 0.82 (0.30)*** 0.56 (0.26)** − 0.97 (0.35)***
Foreign work experience − 0.31 (1.07) − 1.74 (1.33) − 2.63 (1.28)** 1.88 (1.37)
Western MNE 0.10 (0.36) 0.33 (0.39) − 0.53 (0.45) − 0.39 (0.44)
Privately owned background − 0.77 (0.34)** − 0.30 (0.34) 0.61 (0.40) 0.43 (0.33)
Foreign-subsidiary background 0.45 (0.37) − 0.24 (0.40) 0.10 (0.51) − 0.46 (0.35)
Constant − 0.84 (0.88) − 2.27 (0.78)*** − 3.16 (0.97)*** 1.85 (0.74)**
Wald χ2 53.33*** 31.82* 52.86*** 63.29***
Log-pseudolikelihood − 80.41 − 94.58 − 59.81 − 104.63
McFadden’s adjusted pseudo-R2 0.32 0.15 0.19 0.24
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(i.e., acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, and defiance). 
Given the dichotomous nature of these dependent vari-
ables, we run four separate probit regression estimations. In 
Table 7, Model 1 tests Hypothesis 1 in which acquiescence 
is the dependent variable. Compromise is the dependent 
variable in Model 2, which empirically tests Hypothesis 2. 
In Model 3, which tests Hypothesis 3, we consider avoid-
ance as the dependent variable. Finally, we test Hypothesis 
4 in Model 4, which has defiance as the dependent variable. 
In each model, we use the variable friend of a friend (i.e., 
the job candidate is unrelated and indirectly connected to the 
decision maker) as the baseline. Thus, the estimated effects 
of the variables cousin, distant relative, and close friend 
are relative to the effect of friend of friend. Although the 
vignettes were randomly assigned to each participant, non-
independence among the observations may arise because 
each respondent was usually responsible for four observa-
tions in the dataset (Greene 2000). Therefore, we used the 
Stata cluster option to rule out respondent-level effects and 
to obtain a robust variance estimate that adjusted for within-
respondent correlations (Williams 2000).

Model 1 (Table 7) reports the effects of our independ-
ent variables on the likelihood of a recruitment manager 
employing an acquiescence strategy. Based on Hypothesis 1, 
we would expect only the variable cousin to be positive and 
significant. However, the coefficients of the variables cousin 
and distant relative are both positive and statistically signifi-
cant at p < 0.05 and p < 0.01, respectively. This indicates that 
managers related to a job applicant are more likely to rely on 
acquiescence to manage communal norms and obligations. 
This effect is independent of the immediacy of the tie. The 
results also imply that direct ties favor acquiescence only 
under conditions of relatedness. As shown by the coefficient 
of the variable close friend, the likelihood that a manager 
will choose acquiescence does not increase with unrelated 
job candidates to whom the manager is directly connected. 
Overall, our findings provide support for Hypothesis 1, but 
they also show a more general positive effect of relatedness 
on acquiescence. In Model 2, none of the social tie variables 
are statistically different from the baseline variable friend of 
a friend. Accordingly, we do not find support for Hypothesis 
2. In Model 3, the coefficient of the variable close friend 
is positive and statistically significant at p < 0.1, while the 
coefficients of cousin and distant relative are not signifi-
cant. These results provide support for Hypothesis 3 and 
suggest that when job applicants are unrelated but directly 
connected, managers are more likely to use avoidance as a 
response strategy in their handling of the recruitment pro-
cess. Finally, in Model 4, the negative and statistically sig-
nificant (p < 0.05) coefficients of the variables cousin and 
close friend suggest that defiance is more likely when the 
job applicant is indirectly connected to the manager. How-
ever, as the coefficient of distant cousin is negative but only 

borderline significant (p < 0.109), the evidence that the job 
candidate should also be unrelated to trigger defiance is not 
particularly strong. These results provide partial support 
for Hypothesis 4. In other words, indirect ties between the 
manager and the job applicant might be sufficient to trigger 
a meritocratic recruitment and selection process.

The results of the estimations largely confirm the sug-
gestion that relatedness and immediacy are two distinct yet 
interrelated attributes of social ties that together explain how 
the managers in our sample handle communal norms and 
obligations related to favoritism during recruitment pro-
cesses. The main exception is the lack of a clear pattern in 
the relation between social ties and compromise as response 
strategy (H2). While this finding is unexpected, our qualita-
tive findings help with its interpretation. More specifically, 
our interviews suggested the presence of differences between 
ethnic groups in terms of the perceived boundaries between 
immediate and distant consanguineal ties. Participants with 
different ethnic backgrounds appeared to differ in their per-
ceptions of which relatives were close and which were more 
peripheral. As one participant explained:

Ethnic Koreans [a sizeable historic minority in 
Kazakhstan] are less clan-oriented than Kazakhs. Our 
family is like a European family, as we consider the 
“family” to be a small entity including a mother, a 
father, brothers, and sisters (HR manager for a western 
MNE, ethnic Korean)

In contrast, participants who were ethnic Kazakhs dem-
onstrated much greater awareness of familial affiliations 
and extended kinship ties. This reflects the cultural expec-
tation of zheti ata, the ability to list one’s genealogical back-
ground for the past seven generations. In addition, the sense 
of immediacy and obligation expressed by ethnic Kazakhs 
tended to extend beyond relatives who were directly related 
to include more distant relatives. As one ethnic Kazakh 
explained:

We are not Russians who see only their very close rela-
tives [parents or siblings]. For us Kazakhs, relatives 
are important. For example, if my husband’s cousin 
invited us to his son’s wedding, we would see all of 
our relatives there—not only the relatives of the cousin 
and my husband but also my own relatives. If someone 
asks me to help a relative, I try to do so. (Professor, 
academic institution, Kazakh)

Similarly, when asked to elaborate on the distinction 
between relatives and friends, a participant clarified:

A friend is a friend, a relative is a relative! [laughter] 
You are responsible for your relatives, but you are not 
responsible for your friends! … Any person who is a 
little bit better educated, has a slightly higher posi-
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tion, or has a slightly higher salary feels responsible 
for those who have less than them … Nobody pushes 
you, nobody pressures you. It is just somewhere here. 
You feel that you are responsible. (HR professional, 
private company)

Thus, although all ethnic groups in Kazakhstan share an 
understanding of the distinction between related and unre-
lated community members, the perceived obligation to rela-
tives appears to vary less between direct and indirect ties 
among ethnic Kazakhs than in other ethnic groups. These 
findings highlight that immediacy and relatedness may 
carry different structural connotations in different cultures 
and communities (see, e.g., Pitt-Rivers 1973), and they may 
explain the unexpected non-significant discriminating effect 
of immediacy in conjunction with related job candidates. 
Therefore, although the results generally support our expec-
tations, they illustrate that measures to capture differences in 
immediacy may need to be separately defined for different 
communities.

The combination of methods provided us with several 
additional insights. For example, our post hoc interviews 
suggested that managers often decoupled their behaviors for 
coping with community members from their actual hiring 
decisions. In fact, several participants who chose to shield 
a job candidate from formal selection-process procedures 
(i.e., acquiescence) also stated that they were hesitant to 
recommend that candidate for hiring. These participants 
highlighted that although accommodating the norm-related 
expectations of clan members was important, actually rec-
ommending a clan member for hiring might hurt their own 
credibility and career prospects within the organization. As 
one participant explained:

I do not want to recommend my relative [for hiring] 
because I do not want his name to be associated with 
mine. I do not want others in the company to remem-
ber that this person is my relative. (Finance director, 
subsidiary of a foreign bank, Kazakh)

Given these intriguing findings, we returned to the quan-
titative analysis. We conducted additional estimations to 
explore the relation between the participants’ response 
strategies and the likelihood that a candidate would be rec-
ommended for hiring. Interestingly, the results of this post 
hoc analysis show that recommending a candidate for hir-
ing is less likely in the case of an acquiescence strategy (β 
= − 1.13, p < 0.001) than in the case of a compromise (β 
= − 0.57, p < 0.001), avoidance (β = − 0.53, p < 0.05), or 
defiance strategy (baseline).2 In other words, the strategies 

managers use to navigate communal favoritism during 
recruitment processes are not necessarily aligned with their 
actual intentions to recommend a community member for 
hire. Instead, these results suggest that how managers han-
dle communal favoritism during recruitment processes is 
relatively decoupled from their actual recruitment intentions 
and decisions.

We also examined our data for signs of potential social 
desirability bias. Given the stigma attached to favoritism, we 
expected social desirability to manifest itself as the desire to 
come across as fair, objective, and merit-based. We there-
fore applied two-sample t tests to assess whether there was 
indeed a general tendency to apply best practice in recruit-
ment and selection to all applicants, such as formal screen-
ings and interviews, or whether participants were inclined to 
shield unqualified applicants from best practice. We found 
that participants were less likely to submit unqualified job 
applicants to formal screening (mean 3.92) than qualified 
ones (mean = 5.63), and that the difference is significant 
(p < 0.001). We obtained comparable results when analyzing 
the other selection practices. Although it is difficult to rule 
out social desirability, such patterns would be unlikely if our 
data were systematically affected by social desirability bias.

Discussion and Conclusion

Favoritism poses a significant challenge to organizations in 
collectivist societies (Pearce 2015). In this study, we sought 
to complement recent work on managerial attitudes towards 
favoritism (Chen et al. 2015; Wated and Sanchez 2015) with 
insights into how managers in collectivist societies handle 
favoritism-related communal norms and obligations in their 
daily work. To this end, we used insights from institutional 
theory to advance a communal perspective on favoritism, 
which identifies communal norms and obligations as a 
source of favoritism in recruitment and selection. Drawing 
on the notion of social cues (DiMaggio 1997), we argued 
that exposure to job applicants from one’s community may 
evoke communal norms and obligations, including expecta-
tions of favoritism, even in workplaces where meritocratic 
HRM practices are common. We then hypothesized that 
managers’ strategies for handling communal norms and obli-
gations towards favoritism are contingent on their communal 
ties with job applicants. The results of our factorial survey 
and qualitative interviews shed new light on these relations, 
and advance research on favoritism and institutional theory.

Our paper contributes to our understanding of favoritism 
in several ways. First, to the best of our knowledge, this 
study is the first to examine the strategies managers use to 
cope with communal favoritism during selection and recruit-
ment processes, and the determinants of those responses. 
Recruiting managers often face a difficult social conundrum, 

2 Based on the statistical tests for equality of the regression coeffi-
cients, the difference between the coefficients of acquiescence and 
compromise is statistically significant (F(1,51) = 11.04; p < 0.01). The 
same is true for the difference between the coefficients of acquies-
cence and avoidance (F1,51) = 4.90; p < 0.05).
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especially in collectivist societies. On the one hand, they 
may experience considerable pressure to share employment 
opportunities with family members and acquaintances. On 
the other hand, studies of attitudes towards and perceptions 
of favoritism (e.g., Chen et al. 2015; Wated and Sanchez 
2015) indicate that engaging in favoritism often carries con-
siderable social costs, which can hurt managers’ careers. To 
capture these dynamics, we advanced a communal perspec-
tive on favoritism in recruitment and selection to comple-
ment existing perspectives. This perspective differs from 
extant perspectives in that it conceptualizes low-level favor-
itism as a social expectation to be managed, and identifies 
communal norms and obligations as an important source of 
favoritism in recruitment and selection. In addition, it identi-
fies communal ties with job applicants as an antecedent to 
the ways in which managers handle these social expectations 
during recruitment processes.

The results of the factorial survey appear to support our 
theorizing. Specifically, we find that when a job applicant 
is related and the communal tie is direct, our participants 
are inclined to acquiescence to communal norms in their 
handling of recruitment processes. Furthermore, our par-
ticipants pursue avoidance strategies when the applicant 
is unrelated but directly connected, while the handling of 
the recruitment process reflects defiance in cases where the 
applicant is unrelated and indirectly connected. These results 
appear to confirm our expectation that the strategies manag-
ers adopt to handle favoritism norms vary with the commu-
nal tie between the recruiting manager and the job applicant.

The findings are also in line with our theorization that 
the two focal attributes of communal ties—immediacy and 
relatedness—have different implications for the cueing 
function of social ties. More specifically, the variation in 
responses we observe supports our expectation that imme-
diacy affects the degree of social obligation that managers 
experience, while relatedness affects the leeway they have 
in handling communal norms and obligations towards job 
applicants from their own communities. These findings are 
important because they illustrate the value of community-
oriented perspectives for an improved understanding of the 
causes and consequences of favoritism, especially in collec-
tivist societies. In particular, the findings suggest that paying 
more attention to the communities in which managers are 
embedded and their ties to members of those communities 
can provide valuable insights into when and how managers 
experience social pressure to engage in favoritism, and the 
effects of that pressure on their daily handling of recruitment 
processes.

Another contribution lies in our finding that the strategies 
managers use to cope with communal favoritism are rela-
tively decoupled from their recruitment intentions. While 
managers’ handling of the recruitment process varies with 
their communal ties to the job applicant, those same ties 

have relatively little effect on their professional judgments 
regarding whether to recommend the applicant for hire. In 
fact, hiring decisions are mainly driven by the applicants’ 
qualifications. Just as organizations may engage in decou-
pling to buffer task activities from institutional demands 
(Bromley and Powell 2012; Meyer and Rowan 1977), our 
findings suggest that recruiting managers may decouple their 
recruitment decisions from their handling of the recruitment 
process. This allows them to adhere to communal norms and 
obligations, if only ceremoniously, while making decisions 
that are more aligned with organizational norms and their 
own career interests.

Our findings regarding the decoupling of recruiting man-
agers’ coping strategies from their recruitment decisions are 
significant because they paint a more nuanced picture of the 
role and influence of recruiting managers in societies where 
favoritism is widespread. Recruiting managers in these soci-
eties are often viewed as the human conduits of local norms 
of favoritism or even as favoritism’s instigators. In contrast, 
our findings suggest that recruiting managers may play a 
crucial role in mitigating the effects of social expectations 
on organizational recruitment decisions. While recruiting 
managers may seemingly be the “perfect villains” in socie-
ties plagued by favoritism (see, e.g., Mozur and Sang-Hun 
2017), categorizing them as such may do injustice to the 
daily work many of them may do to shield organizations 
from favoritism and its many side effects (Pearce 2015; 
Pearce et al. 2000).

A related implication is that favoritism in recruitment 
may be an even greater challenge than previously suspected. 
The significant degree of decoupling we observe suggests 
that merely examining actual cases of favoritism in recruit-
ment and promotion decisions may hide much of the mitigat-
ing work that occurs below the surface. This also highlights 
the value of complementing studies of attitudes and percep-
tions towards favoritism (e.g., Chen et al. 2015; Wated and 
Sanchez 2015) with studies that look into how recruiting 
managers and organizations cope with this work-related 
challenge in practice (Jones and Stout 2015).

Limitations and Future Research

Although the findings generally confirm our expectations, 
our paper is not without limitations. A first limitation is that 
we did not measure the extent to which study participants 
experienced communal norms directly. The vignettes used 
in our factorial survey were designed to induce varying 
degrees of communal norms and obligations in the partici-
pants. However, the absence of manipulation checks means 
that we have no direct measure of the actual extent to which 
the participants in our study experienced these norms. There 
are, however, multiple indications that the manipulations 
were indeed successful. These include, first, the quantitative 
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support for almost all of our hypotheses and the absence, to 
our knowledge, of plausible alternative theoretical explana-
tions for our findings. Other indications are the initial obser-
vations from our pilot and the reported insights gained from 
the qualitative follow-up interviews. These factors make that 
we believe there is little reason to doubt that the uncovered 
relationship between communal ties and managers’ coping 
strategies is mediated by a construct other than communal 
norms and obligations.

A second limitation is that we did not consider manipu-
lation (Oliver 1991) as a strategy that recruiting manag-
ers may use to cope with communal norms of favoritism. 
We refrained from including this response strategy in our 
quasi-experimental design due to our interest in the cue-
ing function of incidental exposure to community members 
during recruitment and selection processes, and managers’ 
responses to such instances. In contrast, the manipulation 
of institutional demands is often associated with forms of 
engagement that are sustained over time, such as social 
movements (Lounsbury et al. 2003; Rao et al. 2003). Nev-
ertheless, we recognize the potential for manipulation at the 
individual level, especially in situations characterized by a 
long-term conflict between communal and professional or 
organizational norms in recruitment and selection processes. 
Such conflicts are particularly conducive to critical reflec-
tions, which often precede attempts at institutional change 
(Seo and Creed 2002; Hardy and Maguire 2008; Battilana 
et al. 2009).

Finally, our study also pays relatively little attention to 
identity and identification. As previous work highlights, 
identification and familiarity with the norms of a particular 
social sphere are important because these factors affect how 
individuals relate to that social sphere and the conflict they 
experience (e.g., Lok 2010; Pache and Santos 2013). Iden-
tification and familiarity are therefore important for under-
standing how individuals cognitively cope with tensions 
between the situational logic and the self (Creed et al. 2010), 
and how they respond to competing institutional require-
ments. In our study, we control for our survey participants’ 
familiarity with the logics of the workplaces presented in 
the vignettes (Pache and Santos 2013) as well as their eth-
nic backgrounds. However, we do not measure the extent to 
which these individuals identify with their clan and kinship 
networks, for which ethnicity is only an indirect proxy.

These limitations aside, we hope that our findings and 
the perspective developed in this paper encourage new lines 
of research into the sources and mitigation of favoritism 
in recruitment and selection. One relevant line of research 
would be to assess the generalizability of our findings and 
the value of the paper’s perspective by exploring the rela-
tions among communal ties, favoritism, and managers’ 
coping strategies in other contexts. For example, although 
our communal perspective may appear most relevant for 

collectivist societies, we do not rule out the possibility that 
similar effects may be observed in individualistic societies 
as well. We also encourage research that explores whether 
the observed relationships hold in other types of communi-
ties relevant for recruitment, such as professional communi-
ties and alumni networks. While we expect the constructs 
of immediacy and relatedness to be of similar theoretical 
relevance in other contexts, we also observed that the struc-
tural connotations of these constructs may vary. We there-
fore encourage empirical examinations of the generalizabil-
ity of our findings to demonstrate considerable sensitivity to 
how immediacy and relatedness are understood and defined 
within specific communities.

Another opportunity for new research lies in the observed 
decoupling of managers’ coping mechanisms from their 
professional judgments. This finding is interesting because 
researchers often implicitly assume that individuals handle 
institutional demands in ways that are aligned with their 
own intentions (e.g., Oliver 1991; Pache and Santos 2013). 
Our results illustrate that alignment should not be taken for 
granted, and that managers may play an active role in medi-
ating the relation between communal norms and the appoint-
ment of friends and family members. One relevant question 
is how managers reconcile the apparent tensions between 
their behaviors and their intentions. Interestingly, several of 
our Kazakhstani participants reported that they experienced 
surprisingly little internal conflict between their work and 
social lives, even when these domains entailed seemingly 
competing demands. Their comments suggest that individu-
als who are deeply embedded in collectivist societies may 
experience institutional demands in a more fluid manner 
than the “either/or” thinking (Chen and Miller 2011) that 
tends to characterize academic discussions. We therefore 
also encourage further examinations of managers’ cognitive 
response strategies when faced with multiple institutional 
demands as well as studies of how those strategies inter-
relate with the use of behavioral strategies, such as those 
observed in this paper. We believe such studies may signifi-
cantly extend our understanding of how managers handle 
communal, competitive, and ethical demands in practice.
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