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Abstract:

Meritocratic beliefs are frequently invoked to justify inequality without
accounting for individuals' socio-economic backgrounds. This study aims to
examine how awareness of background inequalities influences perceptions of
fairness in meritocratic hiring practices. A total of 894 students from 12
universities were selected through convenience sampling and participated in
three experimental studies. In the first study, 317 students were randomly
assigned to two groups to assess the impact of no information versus unequal
background information on three key variables. Independent t-test results
indicated that knowledge of background disparities significantly moderated
beliefs about meritocratic selection, with a very strong effect size (1.434)
between the groups. In the second study, 264 participants were divided into four
conditions (no information, background inequality information, background
advantage information, and background disadvantage information). In the third
study, 313 participants were divided into three groups (no information, targeted
background inequality information, and general background inequality
information). One-way multivariate analyses in both the second and third
studies revealed that participants who received information on background
inequalities showed moderated perceptions regarding equal opportunity,
fairness of outcomes, and the meritocratic hiring process. This research does
not argue against the utility of meritocracy, but rather suggests that meritocratic
criteria should be reassessed to consider individuals' socio-economic
backgrounds, including psychological and functional variables. Reliance solely
on individual achievements, which may not always reflect true ability, is
questioned.
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