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Abstract* 
 

This paper surveys evidence on discrim ination in Latin America and shows that 
there is a widespread perception of discrimination, especially against the poor, the 
uneducated and those who lack connections. The channels through which 
discrimination occurs m ay be built on the b asis of  econo mic f actors. However, 
while perception surveys may be inf ormative, they are les s than idea l at help ing 
pinpoint th e extent an d m echanisms related.  Recent experim ental eviden ce 
suggests little room for discriminatory practices in the region. This puzzle, where 
individuals perceive discrim ination is in the air,  but few act discriminatorily, is 
consistent with an explanation about ster eotyping that vanishes when information 
flows operate well.  
 
JEL Classification Code: J15, J16, J71, C93, O54 
Key Words: Economic Experiments, Discrimination, Latin America 

                                                      
* R esearch Department, I nter-American D evelopment B ank. Se bastian C alonico a nd Gi anmarco Leon p rovided 
excellent research assistance . The  fi ndings an d i nterpretations a re t hose o f t he a uthors a nd d o n ot necessa rily 
represent th e views of th e In ter-American Dev elopment Bank  or its co rresponding e xecutive di rectors. Resea rch 
Department, Inter-American Development Bank, Stop B-900, 1300 New York Ave, NW, Washington, DC 20577, 
USA. Fax: (202) 623-2481, Tel: (202) 623-1536. E-mail: hugon@iadb.org; albertoch@iadb.org; 
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1.  Introduction 
 
According to conventional wisdom, Latin America is a highly discriminatory society. This belief 

is hardly surprising given the prevalence of ethnic and class conflicts in the region that are rooted 

in history and the plethora of anecdotal inform ation that rein forces this notion. However, 

whereas it cannot be argued that many societies in the region do, in fact, discriminate, the crucial 

questions have barely been broached. Understandi ng the extent of such discrim ination as well as 

the channels through which it operates deserve special attention. 

How widespread is d iscrimination in Latin America? The quintess ential opinion survey 

of the region, Latinobarómetro, explores discriminatory perceptions for representative samples of 

the population of 18 countries.1 As shown in Figure 1, when i ndividuals were asked in 2001 who 

they think suffers the m ost from discrim ination, they consistently, and overwhelm ingly, 

highlighted the poor. Indigenous peoples and A fro-descendants were ranked second and third, 

respectively, on the same question.  Interestingly, this pattern is consistent across countries of the 

region. In all the countries surveyed, poverty is  perceived as being the m ain driver of 

discrimination. In particular, the responses vary from  14 percent in the case of Panam a, to 49 

percent in the case of Nicaragua. Figure 2 illustrates these results for the countries surveyed. 

 However, these results are not entirely consistent with the answers to a similarly worded 

question asked only a few years later. Starting in 2004, the sam e Latinobarómetro survey asked 

Latin Americans why they think people in their country are not treated equally. Echoing the 2001 

survey results, one out of every three Latin Am ericans pointed towards poverty as the reason for 

unequal trea tment. However, in a d eparture f rom the ear lier poll, indiv iduals d id n ot iden tify 

ethnic and racial characteristics as the second and third top reas ons for discrim ination. Instead, 

lack of education and lack of connections were blamed for unequal treatment.  One interpretation 

of these res ults is tha t Latin Am ericans now c onsider “economic” factors more important th an 

“social” factors in explaining unequal treatm ent. Figure 3 shows the ranking of reasons for the 

whole region, and Figures 4a th rough 4e show how the perceive d reasons for unequal treatm ent 

vary from  one country to another. W hile pov erty is considered the num ber one cause of  

discrimination in the D ominican R epublic and Nicar agua, lack of educati on tops the list of 

reasons in Guatemala. Lack of connections, which ranks third in the region overall, is viewed as 
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the most important reason for unequal treatment in Mexico, Colombia and Panam a. Skin colo r 

raises im portant concer ns in Brazil and to a lesse r exten t in Bolivia . The percentages of  

respondents who answered, “Everyone is treated equally in (country)”  varies from 16 percent in 

Peru to 2  percen t in Mexic o, Paraguay and Chile. The case s of Paraguay and Chile are 

interesting, as none of the reasons cited for unequal treatm ent are assigned great im portance. 

Nonetheless, very few people in these countries st ate that everyone is treated equally there. The 

subtleties of discrimination are not well captured by the survey in these two countries. 

The m ost recent Latinobaróm etro survey, for 2006, further com plicates the picture. In 

addition to the reasons for unequal treatm ent cited in the 2004 and 2005 surveys, a new option 

allowed ind ividuals to state tha t they did not feel discrim inated ag ainst at a ll.  I nterestingly, 

nearly 24 percent of the surveyed  individuals chose this response, making it the new top answer. 

The relative ranking of the rest  of the reasons for unequal treatment remained almost unaltered. 

The only difference, if any, is that  being old ranked ahead of not having connections for the first 

time in 2006. As before, skin color, gender , and disabilities were  not ranked high as 

characteristics suffering from discriminatory behaviors. These results are shown in Figure 5. 

In Europe, as opposed to Latin Am erica, the characteristics that the population perceives 

as being the drivers of discrim ination (or disa dvantaged treatm ent) are m ore “social” than  

“economic” in nature. Eurobarom eter, the Europ ean opinion survey, dedica ted a recent special 

issue (European Commission, 2007) to exploring discriminatory perceptions in the EU25. The 

four groups ranked by surveyed respondents as th e most disadvantaged we re the disabled, the  

Roma (Gypsies), those aged over 50 and those of a different ethn ic group than the rest of the 

population. These characteristics co me closer to what conventional w isdom would dictate in 

terms of groups discriminated against.  

The f act that the cha racteristics ty pically link ed to discr imination registe r low on th e 

opinion surveys in m ost countries in Latin Am erica is in itself quite rem arkable.  Perhaps 

societies in the region do not di scriminate on the basis of ethnic ity, race or gender as m uch as 

conventional wisdom  s uggests. Alternatively, the individuals surveyed are being “politically 

correct” and thus, reluctant to reveal their true beliefs for fear of reta liation.  Then again, the 

problem may be that the factors indicated in opinion polls as be ing the ones m ost discriminated 

                                                                                                                                                                           
1 The cou ntries sur veyed b y Lat inobarómetro are Ar gentina, B olivia, B razil, C olombia, C osta R ica, C hile, 
Dominican R epublic, Ecua dor, El  Sa lvador, Guatem ala, Honduras, Me xico, Nicaragua, Panam a, Paraguay, Pe ru, 
Uruguay, and Venezuela.  
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against are catego ries that do n ot in  fact captu re pov erty p er se  but ch aracteristics tha t 

respondents associate with poverty.  In fact, pe rhaps the perception of discrim ination by poverty 

may be highly cor related with o ther va riables such as  th e gener al ec onomic con dition of  th e 

population or with categories  that are m ore tr aditionally linked to variab les th at influen ce 

discriminatory practices. Countries that are relatively homogeneous in terms of race are countries 

in which the perception of poverty as a key discrim inatory problem is relatively low. For 

instance, this is the case in Uruguay, wh ere only about 20 percent of respondents link 

discrimination with poverty.  By the sam e token, countries that have more  racial diversity are 

those in which respondents indicate  that poverty is a crucial discri minatory issue.  This is the 

case in Peru, where nearly 41 per cent of respondents c ite poverty as the mo st important reason 

for unequal treatm ent. Along these lines, Figures  6 and 7 show scatter plots and si mple 

correlations between basic economic variables and perceptions of discrimination. Figure 6 shows 

that the perception of discrim ination by pove rty is accentuated in sm aller econom ies. 

Conversely, Figure 7 suggests that  people in less unequal societies are more apt to view their 

environment as non-discriminatory. 

Given the above, select countries in the re gion have recently pursued m ethodological 

efforts in order to gain more precise knowledge  about the perceptions of discrim ination. For 

example, researchers in Peru have adapted the di scrimination scales of the Detroit Area Study of 

1995 (National Survey of Exclusion and Social Discrimination; Demus, 2005) and found that 88 

percent of a represen tative sample of Peruvians report having experienced at least one situation 

of discrim ination. In Mexico, the r esults of  th e Firs t Mex ican Su rvey of  Discr imination in  

Mexico (Sedesol, 2005) show that nine out of every 10  individuals with ce rtain characteristics  

(disabilities, an indigenous background, hom osexual orientation, advanced  age, or m embership 

in religious minorities) think discrimination exists in their country. The Survey of Perceptions of 

Racism and Discrimination in Ecuador (Secretarí a Técnica del Frente Social, 2004) reveals that, 

while 62 percent of Ecuadorians agree that there is racial discrimination in their country, only 10 

percent adm it to being openly racist; Afro-descendants are th e group perceived to suffer the 

greatest discrimination in Ecuador . These are th ree prominent examples of how per ceptions of 

discrimination have been approached in the region with ad hoc surveys. However, most of these 

and related surveys, wh ile specialized, suffer from  potentially confusing biases sim ilar to those 

described above (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2001). 
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Interestingly, the perceptions of discrim ination of Latin Am ericans are also reflected in  

the public discourse. Soruco, Piani and Rossi (2007)  document the intricacies of discrim inatory 

attitudes in the m edia regarding m igrants (o r their fam ilies) in Cuenca and San Fernando, 

Ecuador. When analyzing the content of newspa per articles referring to m igration during 

September 2005 and February 2006 they found m uch discriminatory discourse. They highlight  

that the trad itional discrimination against peas ants and indigenous population has taken a new  

form as discrim inatory attitude s against m igrants who, after returning hom e, bring back from 

abroad “westernized” attitudes and behaviors.  

This panoram a of perceptions and public discourses about discrim ination in L atin 

America is an im portant step towards understanding the m agnitude of the problem , but it is still 

only relatively useful in understanding the mechanisms through which discrimination occurs and 

the welfare costs of it. Nonetheless, as Figures 6 and 7 suggest, th e perceptions of discrimination 

(or the lack of it) m ay be asso ciated with econom ic outcomes su ch as the size of the econom y 

and income distribution. An ec onomic analysis of discrim ination, beyond perceptions, is greatly 

needed. An appropriate understa nding of the mechanism s through which discrim ination occurs, 

and of the econom ic implications of related processes, is essent ial for the appropriate design of 

policies.  

 

2. Beyond Opinion Polls 
 
In order to analyze discrim ination from  an economic perspective it is not enough to use 

information on the perceptions of individuals. T hese data are inform ative only to  the extent that 

they m ay e xert influence on individuals’ econo mic decisions, actions and outcom es. It is  

precisely in relation to o utcomes that the ec onomic literature has shed light on discrim ination, 

and it is the refore wor thwhile to ou tline a f ew working def initions of discrimination from the  

international economic literature for purposes of clarity and providi ng perspective on the studies 

described in this section.   

Discrimination is a process th at may take place under differe nt circumstances or markets 

and based on different di scriminatory characteristics such as  race, ethnicity, gender, disability 

and m igratory cond ition, to n ame a few. Alto nji and Blan k (1999) pr ovide a definition of  

discrimination circum scribed to labor m arkets: “…[ it is]  a situa tion in which p ersons who 
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provide labor market services and who are equall y productive in a physical or m aterial sense are 

treated unequally in a way that is related to an observable characteristic such as race, ethnicity, or 

gender. By ‘unequal’ w e mean these persons recei ve different wages or face different dem ands 

for their services at a g iven wage.”  This is the unequal treatment for the same productivity 

definition, which outside of labor m arkets would read unequal treatment for the same 

characteristics. And as we m entioned before, som e char acteristics are harder  to o bserve than 

others. One avenue to better understanding discri mination along these lines would be to design 

studies aimed at uncovering the unobservables as much as possible. Before delving into this 

further, it is useful to distinguish between preference-based discrimination (people trea ting 

members of certain gro ups differently sim ply because they do not like them ) and statistical 

discrimination (people using group m embership as a proxy measure for unobserved 

characteristics). The latter corr esponds to the popularly held notions of stigm atization or  

stereotyping. For instance, em ployers who assum e that Afro-d escendants have abilities to 

perform certain m anual tasks and not necessarily ot hers of intellectual nature m ay not offer the  

same opportunities for white-collar jobs to Afro-descendants. This could be a situation in which 

an Afro-descendant does not even get into th e door for an equal comparison of observable 

human capital characteristics betw een him /herself and som ebody else. S tigmatization in this  

sense constitutes a form of discrim ination that complements the no tion of unequal treatment for 

the same characteristics. 

Enriching the discussion, the Panel on Me thods for Assessing Discrim ination (2004), 

although confined to racial discrim ination, complements the previous d efinition by extending it 

beyond lab or m arkets. They “…use a social scie nce definition of racial d iscrimination tha t 

includes two com ponents: (1) differential treatment on the basis of race that disadvantages a 

racial group and (2) treatm ent on th e basis of  inadequately justified factors other th an race that 

disadvantages a racial group (di fferential effect). E ach component is base d on behavior or 

treatment that disadvantages one racial group over another, yet the two com ponents differ on 

whether the treatm ent is based on an individual’s race or som e other fact or th at results in  a 

differential racial outcom e.” This second component serves to reveal cert ain hiring and 

promotion practices, for exam ple, as unintendedl y introducing (or accentuating) discriminatory 

outcomes. Under the lenses of this distinction,  econom ic attem pts to m easure and disentangle  

discrimination have focused on the first component, unequal treatment. 
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The literature in the region has tried to quantif y discriminatory outcomes by means other 

than opinion polls. The topics of interest have been diverse, ranging from incom e differences to 

limited participation in labor m arkets (limited access to hum an capital, segregation, differences 

in returns to human capital characteristics, limited access to jobs, and informality), limited access 

to health care serv ices, education, and physical  infrastructure and ho using, lack of political 

representation, social pr otection and security (victim ization). Gandelm an, Ñopo and Ripan i 

(2007), for exam ple, engage in an exhaustive a ttempt to docum ent the literature in the Latin 

American region that ad dresses differences in th e topics m entioned above with resp ect to race,  

ethnicity, migratory condition, disabilities and gender (as a cross-cutting category).  

To put thin gs in conte xt, it is wo rth dis cussing one of the typical exam ples of the 

literature: studies of racial discrim ination in la bor income generation. In this case, efforts have 

focused on docum enting earnings differentials be tween fem ales and m ales; or indigenous and 

non-indigenous people; or Afro-d escendants and whites. Com parisons of hourly labor earnings 

(wages or self-employment income) suggest the existence of si gnificant gaps. Depending on the 

estimates co nsidered, no n-indigenous workers earn between 80 percent and 140 percent m ore 

than indigenous ones. However, non-indigenous workers exhibit hum an capital characteristics  

that are,  on  averag e, more des irable than thos e of indigenous workers. The m ost notorious of 

these characteristics has been education (schooling), but there have also been differences in labor 

market experience and field of specialization. In a panoram a lik e this, to attribute the whole 

earnings gap to the existence of labor market discrimination in pay would be misleading. At least 

a component of it can be attributed to differences in observable human capital characteristics that 

the labor market rewards and, hen ce, is non-attributable to the existence of discrimination. With 

econometric techniques the literature has been able to identify, to  some degree, the magnitude of 

this com ponent. For the exam ple of racial earni ngs gaps, the literature has shown that these 

differences in hum an capital characteris tics account for m ore than one-half of the docum ented 

earnings gaps.2  

The eviden ce of discrim ination (or, m ore precisely, earnings gaps that can not be  

explained by differences in produc tive characteristics of individua ls) that this t ype of study has  

found is significantly sm aller than what a si mple com parison of earnings would suggest.  

Nonetheless, these s tudies are subject to a seve ral critiques. The m ost common ha s been the ir 

                                                      
2 For more details on these issues see Gandelman, Gandelman and Rothschild (2007). 
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failure to  truly identif y disc riminatory behaviors due to the presence of “unobservable 

characteristics.” That is, the human capital characteristics that these studies can typically analyze 

are only those that are easily  observable (schooling, labor market experience, field of  

specialization, sector choice, etc.), but there are others, not as easily observabl e, that also help to 

explain earnings gaps. Good examples of these unobservable characteristics would be  

entrepreneurship attitudes, m otivation, work et hic, comm itment and a ssertiveness. These are  

typical characteristics that a rese archer cannot capture in a surv ey (and in that sense, cannot 

“observe”) but an employer, or more generally, the relevant actors in the labor market, can better 

observe and act accordingly. If there were regular differences between indigenous and non-

indigenous in some of these “unobservable characteristics,” the components of the earnings gaps 

attributable to discr imination would be overestim ated. The liter ature has m oved then towards 

different attem pts to “ observe the unobservables,”  that is, trying to capture, with research 

methods, the rich est possible information that th e relevant actors in the m arkets face in m aking 

their decisions.  

 
3. Can Unobservables be Observed? 
 
Very recent research, mostly sponsored by th e Inter-American Development Bank in the region, 

has found mixed evidence for the unequal treatment definition of discrimination. There have also 

been attem pts to disentangle pr eference-based and statistical discrimination, and the evidence 

suggests that Latin Am ericans do not exert discrim ination of the former type. One interesting  

attempt to assess social class discrimination with a rich set of da ta has been Gutiérrez and Núñez 

(2004). The authors of this study utilized adm inistrative records of alumni  of a university in 

Chile where they had access to school performa nce variables on top of the traditional hum an 

capital variables that the studies have used. This  allowed them to uncover some of the traditional 

unobservable elements of individual productivity. To assess class differences they asked a pool 

of individuals to rate the exte nt to which they believed a surn ame belonged to a high-class or a 

low-class category. Their resu lts su ggested the exis tence of  som e sort of “class ism” in Chile. 

Individuals with su rnames perceived as b eing pa rt of t he hi gh c lass ha d earnings  s ignificantly 

greater than  those of in dividuals with surnam es perceived as  being fro m the lower class,  even  

after controlling for hum an capita l characteristics that included school-perform ance indicators. 

Bravo et al. (2007b), f ollowing the sam e approach  of interviewing co llege alum ni, studied 
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gender differences in labor m arket earnings among graduates from Business, Law and Medicine  

at the same university, finding ev idence of unjustified gender differe nces in earnings only in the 

legal profession. The gender differences they  found in the Business/Econom ics profession 

vanished after controlling for family conditions. The gender differences a mong alumni of the  

medical school vanished after controlling for hours worked, firm size and geographic region. 

Along a different line, Bravo et  al. (2007a), replicated in Santiago, C hile the standard 

hiring audit study by mail (see Riach and Rich, 2002). They sent resu mes of fictitious applicants 

to the job postings that appe ared in the Santiago new spapers of wider circulation. The 

“synthetic” resum es were created s uch that fo r each job posting they sent fem ale and m ale 

applicants, with high-class and low-class surnames, and fr om wealthy and poor municipalities 

(neighborhoods). W ith these variations by gend er, surname and m unicipality they random ly 

created hu man capital characteris tics as well as  labor m arket histories f or th eir f ictitious 

applicants. During the period from March to August 2006, they sent 6,300 resum es to the job 

postings an d recorded the callback s receiv ed by their fictitious applicants. They  found no 

systematic dif ferences in callb ack rates by eith er gender or surname or m unicipality. This 

surprising result contrasts with the other results found by Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004), who 

originally applied this m ethodological approach and found substantial diffe rences in call back 

rates for fictitious applicants with Black-sounding and White-sounding names in job applications 

made in Chicago and B oston. The result suggests th at Chilean em ployers, or at least those who 

post their job vacancies in the newspapers, do not act  discriminatorily in the first ro unds of their 

process to fill their vacancies. 

Moreno et al. (2004), inspired by the sam e audit study m ethodology, designed a field 

experiment to detect discrim ination in hiring in  Li ma, Per u. Instead of creating a sa mple of 

synthetic resum es to be sent to the job postin gs, they m onitored the functioning of the job 

intermediation service of the Ministry of Labor. The enriched design allowed improving over the 

traditional audit studies since it m easured actual job of fers and not only callb acks. When trying 

to detect discrim inatory outcom es i n job hi ring by race and gender th ey found no significant  

differences across groups. Males and fe males as well as white-looking and indigenous-looking 

applicants were equally likely to recieve job offers in the three occupations of the study: 

salespersons, secretaries and (a dministrative and accountant) assi stants. The design of  the study 

also allowed the authors to interview the applicants before the job interview. In these interviews  
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they were able to capture a rich set of hum an capital characteristics that were used to control th e 

results of the study. One of the aspects explored in the interv iew was expectations/motivations; 

and they found an interesting result along those lin es. When they asked individuals “how m uch 

would you like to earn at this job for which you are applying? ” they found no race differences 

but significant gender differences. Fem ales asked for wages that were between 6 percent and 9 

percent lower than those asked by their m ale competitors, even after controlling for a rich se t of 

observable characteristics. This rev eals som e s ort of  se lf-discrimination or se lf-punishment in 

labor markets (for similar evidence in the U.S. see Babcock and Laschever, 2003). 

Cárdenas et al. (2007) constitutes anothe r exam ple of t he experim ental econom ics 

literature f or understanding discrim ination. They  applied a battery of games (dictator, 

distributive dictator, ultimatum, trust and third party punishment) to  a sample of people involved 

in the provision of social  services, at both sides of the counter : beneficiaries and public officials. 

To properly m easure the behavior of public o fficials they also gathered inform ation on non-

public officials in order to be able to generate the counterfactuals of inte rest. Within this setup 

they tried to measure the extent to which individuals who work in the provision of social services 

to the poor discriminate against the beneficiaries of those servi ces. Across the board, they found 

an interesting pro-social behavior on the part of the average p layer. Public officials stated having  

more pro-social norm s than thei r non-public official counterpart s. However, when facing real  

economic incentives in the field, pub lic officials showed lower levels of fairness—altruism, trust 

and social punishm ent—when compared to non-public  officials.  Both publ ic officials and their 

control group favored wom en and households with lower education and m ore dependents  

(especially if the dependents were children). On the other hand, ex-combatants, street recyclers, 

street vendors and people living in common-law unions received less favorable treatment. 

Castillo, Petrie and T orero (2007), in another experim ental setup, detected som e 

stereotyping a mong a representa tive sam ple of young Lim a resi dents that vanished after 

information about perform ance was publicly re vealed. Using a repeat ed linear public goods 

game they m easured the extent to which peopl e trus t each other an d engage in reciprocal 

behavior. In  these gam es, each subject was giv en a 25-tok en endowment and ask ed to decide 

how to divide it between a private and a publ ic investment, which had different returns that 

depended not only on the individuals’  decisions but also on  the decisio ns of their peers. They 

found that people do use personal characteristics of others when given the opportunity to choose 
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partners, showing evidence of stereotyping. This  happened in favor of wom en, tall and white-

looking people. However, when the individuals are given information about the past performance 

of other players, the inform ation that was previ ously used to stereotype does not seem to m atter 

any m ore. The information inflow about perf ormance of individual s overrides the beliefs  

individuals had before that inflow. In the pr esence of an inform ation shortage, perform ance-

optimizers individuals relied on ob servable ch aracteristics as pr oxy m easures of perform ance, 

stereotyping their p eers in th is way.  Whenever such s tereotyping proved to b e sub-optimal for 

their performance-maximizing objectives, the players stopped using it. 

Along similar lines, within a simplified setup, Elías, Elías and Ronconi (2007) performed 

a study of group form ation and popularity am ong a dolescents in Argentina.  The experim ents 

they ran in a sample of classrooms in Buenos Aires and Tucumán consisted of asking students to 

rank their classmates according to their preferences to form a team. The students were also asked 

to assess the beauty of their classmates.  This  subjective infor mation about students was then 

complemented with grades, disciplinary actions, participation in scholarship programs and tenure 

at the school from  administrative records. Inte rpreting the aggregate ranki ngs of the students as 

measures of popularity, they found no role for either  ethnicity or skin colo r or parental wealth 

and nationality as exp lanatory factors. The onl y factor th ey found i mportant in  determ ining 

popularity was academic perform ance. Beauty  was found im portant only in m ixed schools.  

Interestingly, they also found preferences for as sortative m ating in the sense that there was a 

strong correlation between the stude nts’ academic perform ance and that of their corresponding 

top choice in the rankings. Similar results were found for beauty, parents’ education and gender. 

Along different lines, testing th e hypothesis of differential tr eatment in the courts on the 

basis of gender, Gandelm an, Gande lman and Roth schild (2007) went to the field to docum ent 

housing-related cases in Uruguay. Using data fo r 2,437 cases involving foreclosu re proceedings, 

annulment of purchase agreem ents, actions in  rem , annulm ents of prom issory purchase 

agreements and evic tions, they analyzed the  ro le of  the g ender com position of  the  def endant 

household on the duration of the process. They found a strong correlation between the presence 

of women and the prev alence of tim e extension in  the pro cesses, after controlling  for a set of 

covariates. Judges were more lenient with women across the board. 
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4. Conclusions 
 
Discrimination is well- rooted in the Latin Am erican collective subconscious, and m ost   

individuals in the region believ e there is som e sort of discri mination. Nonetheless, when asked 

about the reasons for this discrimination, most people in the region do not believe that it operates 

against the groups traditionally  discriminated against (indigenous, afro-descendants and wom en, 

to cite th e most prom inent, historical examples); they instead believe that the poo r are the on es 

who suffer the most. After the poor, Latin Am ericans believe that the uneducated and those who 

lack proper social connections are those who su ffer discrimination the most. These perceptions 

of the identity of the discrim inated groups pos e interesting and challenging questions for the 

research agenda, pointing toward the existence of som e sort of discrimination that exists on the 

basis of economic reasons, rather than others of biological or sociological nature. 

But an econom ic analysis of discrim ination requires more than inform ation about  

perceptions. It is necessary to  explore econom ic decisions and their outcom es. The  econom ic 

literature in the region has advanced towards an  understanding of discrim ination by analyzing 

outcomes. Examples have been s een in labor m arket (wages/ea rnings, occupations, formality), 

access to  p ublic goods and services (edu cation, h ealth, security) and  poli tical representation, 

among other areas, and we now have well-docum ented outcomes in most of these m arkets by 

gender, race and ethnicity. The unfavorable si tuation of m inority groups has been stressed. 

However, the docum entation of differentiate d outcomes is  not necess arily proof of 

discrimination, as the presence of unobservable factors limits the possibility of assessing racial or 

ethnic discrimination. As it is very difficult to properly identify discrim ination (as there are too 

many unobservable elements), it is even m ore problematic to attem pt to quantify its econom ic 

impact.  

This paper has shown the resu lts o f recent empirical research perform ed in the region, 

towards the goal of understanding discrim ination and its channels, using tools that em phasize 

efforts to “observe the unobservables.” Intere stingly, many of the  results obtained from 

controlled experim ental setups seem  to c ontradict the  idea tha t Latin A mericans a ct 

discriminatorily nowadays. The evidence found point s towards the existence of stereotyping that 

vanishes when information is revealed. To som e extent, there is also evidence that s ome sort of 

self-discrimination pa rtially exp lains discr iminatory ou tcomes. Both stereo typing and self -

discrimination are beha viors tha t m ay sim ply re sult f rom equilib rium situations in which the 
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agents in m arkets pre sent subs tantial dif ferences in endowm ents. Under these kinds of 

circumstances, labor m arkets (o r the othe r m arkets ana lyzed in  this p aper) sim ply opera te as 

resonance boxes that amplify diffe rences that exist in oth er spheres. These are avenues where 

more research needs to be undertaken in orde r to understand the m echanisms underlying these 

behaviors. 

How can these generalized perceptions about discrimination coexist w ith the lack of 

evidence of discrim inatory behaviors? Is there a way to reconcile th is apparent mismatch? This 

paper closes by proposing two explan ations to the puzzle. On the one hand, it could be that in 

many other transaction points, not analyzed yet by the experim ental literature, there is ev idence 

of discriminatory behavior. Along these lines it should be emphasized  that there is a price to be 

paid for obtaining a deeper understanding of the functioning of discrim inatory behavior and 

increasing the ability to “obser ve the unobservables.”  The gains in specificity of these studies 

come at the cost of bounds on the possibilities of generalizing the resu lts (reduced external 

validity). T he sam ple of  studies outlin ed he re does no t exhaust either the set of  relev ant 

transaction points or the inter-group interactions. Hence, more research is needed. 

On the other hand, it is clear th at in their da ily activities m ost Latin A mericans observe 

substantial differences in hum an, physical, financial and social a ssets that are asso ciated with  

gender, racial, ethnic and cla ss distinctions. H owever, these differentiated outcom es do not 

necessarily em erge as a result of the discrim inatory practices  of Latin Am ericans today.  

Unfortunately, the confusion between differen tiated outco mes with di scrimination has been 

commonplace in  the academ ic discussion. Th is, in turn, has autom atically translated to  public 

discourse and to collective m emories, and the extremely unequal distribution of wealth and 

assets reinforces th e g eneralized notion th at there is discrim ination in Latin Am erica. An  

important step towards understanding the issues  and the proper design of good policies m ust 

recognize the differences between these facts, as they require different responses from 

governments, states and societies. It is im portant to clarif y the discussion in order to m ove 

forward. 
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Figure 1. From what you know or have heard,  ¿which groups do you think are the most 
discriminated, or do you think that there is no discrimination?
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Figure 2:
Percentage of people who thinks that Poverty is the main reason for which people is not 

treated equally.
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Figure 3.  Reasons for Discrimination. 
From all the reasons for which people is not treated equally, which one 

affects you more?
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Figure 4a. Reasons for which people is not treated equally
Percentages of responses mentioning "POVERTY"
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Figure 4b. Reasons for which people is not treated equally
Percentages of responses mentioning "EDUCATION"
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Figure 4c. Reasons for which people is not treated equally
Percentages of responses mentioning "CONNECTIONS"
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Figure 4d. Reasons for which people is not treated equally
Percentages of responses mentioning "SKIN COLOR"
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Figure 4e. Reasons for which people is not treated equally
Percentages of responses mentioning "EVERYONE EQUALLY"

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Mexico
Paraguay

Chile
Argentina

Guatemala
Ecuador

Nicaragua
Uruguay

El Salvador
Costa Rica

Panama
Bolivia

Colombia
Republica

Brasil
Venezuela
Honduras

Peru

Percentage
Fuente:  Latinobarometro 2005

 



 24

Figure 5. 
From all the reasons for which people is not treated equally, which one affects 

you more?
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Figure 6. Size of the Economy and Perceptions of Discrimination by Poverty
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Figure 7. Inequality and Perceptions of No-Discrimination
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