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Defining income discrimination as an unequal payment for equal performance a main task of 

social science research on discrimination is to disentangle the effects of productivity and non-

meritocratic inequality. By now, in order to provide empirical evidence for the presence or 

absence of discrimination most studies have relied on a kitchen sink approach – controlling 

for all available variables which might influence a person’s productivity the effects of 

ascriptive characteristics, such as age, ethnicity, or gender, on individual wages are 

interpreted as discrimination. Due to the well-known pitfalls of this residual strategy we rely 

on a mechanism approach and propose a more direct test for different forms of income 

discrimination. Using Pearl’s toolkit of directed acyclic graphs we work out several potential 

pathways proposed in economic, psychological, and sociological theories. Taking the case of 

overweight and obese employees we exemplify this theory-driven approach for the German 

labor market with data from the German Socio-Economic Panel 2002-2012. Our results 

indicate that – even when ruling out the possibility of health-, education- and intelligence-

related differences in productivity – the body mass index as well as more sophisticated 

measures for body fat and fat free mass are significantly and strongly associated with 

employees’ hourly wages. Second, well in line with existing literature on gender-specific 

body images, females are penalized more for body fat whereas males profit more from fat free 

mass such as muscles. Third, we find that effects of body composition do not decline with 

seniority indicating the presence of taste-based discrimination or rigid payment schemes, but 

not of statistical discrimination. Fourth, in contradiction with considerations on costumer 

discrimination we find no differences between front and back office jobs. Finally, focusing on 

job changers we highlight the crucial role of job interviews, wage negotiations, and 

employment decisions in the formation and stabilization of non-meritocratic inequality. 


