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ABSTRACT
Prior research has demonstrated that early career socialization expe-
riencesplay an important role in career outcomes, including learning,
performance, satisfaction, and retention. What is not yet well under-
stood, however, is how the organizational socialization experiences
of different groups of early career engineers vary and how such
variation leads to different career outcomes. By examining the expe-
riences of first year engineers, this article contributes new insights
into factors affecting socialization experiences and draws attention
to privilege as an important factor shaping engineering socialization
experiences. The stories of negative interpersonal interactions expe-
riencedby first yearwomen civil engineers are presented andused to
glean forms of privilege that affect newcomer socialization. The pri-
mary forms of intersectional privilege identified stem from gender
and race, with religion and nationality also shaping newcomer expe-
riences. The stories are used to informproposed additions to amodel
of engineering socialization.
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Introduction

Organizational socialization is

the process ofmoving frombeing an organizational outsider who is unfamiliar with the norms,
procedures, and culture of a new organization to becoming an organizational insider who has
working mastery of internal working norms, procedures, and culture of the organization.1

The lens of organizational socialization focuses attention on new employees’ (or newcom-
ers’) perspectives and how employees or newcomers respond and adjust to their new
organizations and to organizational insiders.2 Early career socialization experiences play
an important role in career outcomes, including learning, performance, satisfaction, and
retention.3 The other articles in this special issue evidence the importance of early career
socialization as well.

Traditionally, much of the focus in organizational socialization research has been on
information gathering and learning.4 However, in their research on engineering work-
places, Korte and Lin found that existing organizational socializationmodels and literature,
with their focus on information gathering, did not accurately account for what they saw.5
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Figure 1. Korte’s (2009) model of engineering organizational socialization. Source: Korte, ‘How New-
comers Learn’, 295.

Instead, they found that ‘relationships are the dominant factor in socialization processes’.6

They explain:

The newcomers’ need for information was obvious, but the emphasis they placed on cama-
raderie, solidarity, and a sense of belonging was striking . . . High-quality relationships with
coworkers not only made the work enjoyable and fulfilling but also provided access to higher
quality resources (information and learning) . . . [T]he quality of the relationships theywere able
to develop with others affected their efforts to find their place in the organization and learn
about their work.7

Consequently, Korte created a new model of engineering socialization to account for his
findings, which is depicted in Figure 1.

Even with this new emphasis on relationship-building, however, the varied socialization
experiences that different groupsmay have in engineeringworkplaces have not been iden-
tified or discussed in socialization studies of engineering workplaces.8 Some research has
focused on women’s socialization into academia and other industries, but not into engi-
neering organizations specifically.9 (How) do the socialization experiences of women differ
from those of men? (How) do the socialization experiences of white people differ from
those of people of color? What factors play a role in divergent socialization experiences for
newcomerengineers? There is apronouncedgap in research that addresses suchquestions.

This lack of attention to the organizational socialization experiences of different groups
in engineering is a problem for two reasons. The first is that we know from the broader
socialization literature that gender and race shape socialization experiences. In fact, in other
contexts, gender and race are key factors shaping socialization processes and two of the
most influential dimensions along which newcomers and existing group members can
differ.10

The second reason that gap in research is a problem is that we know from engineer-
ing workplace studies that women leave engineering careers at much higher rates than
men early on in their careers. In the United States, nearly forty percent of women with
engineering degrees leave engineering careers, and most who leave do so within their
first five to ten years after college, which is significantly higher than the rate at which men
leave.11 Comparing women in STEM versus non-STEM careers highlights even further the
need to explain these differences in retention rates. For example, a 2013 study revealed
that STEM women leave their jobs at significantly higher rates than non-STEM women and
that most STEM women who leave, leave for non-STEM jobs. In other words, they are not
leaving theworkforce altogether, but are switching to non-STEM careers.12 A variety of rea-
sons for attrition from engineering careers have been suggested; however, ‘the existing
body of research does not yet provide sufficient explanation regarding the departure of
both men and women from engineering careers to support interventions in the workplace
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to retain these individuals’.13 Further research is needed to understand the social forces
and practices within engineering workplace socialization that lead to differential rates of
attrition among early career engineers.

Therefore, the goal of this article is to bring previously unused lenses (described in the
following section) to the study of engineering organizational socialization and address the
questions: What can the challenges of newcomer engineers tell us about socialization into
the engineering profession, and how can those insights help us better theorize organizational
socialization? Using stories of newcomer engineers’ challenges, I identify how forms of
social privilege are at play in engineering socialization, and contend that those need to be
accounted for in models of engineering socialization.

In the first section of the article, I review two concepts that can advance theorizing about
engineering socialization. Following that, after describing the interviewmethods, I present
stories from three women newcomer civil engineers. Primarily, the stories were responses
to a question about the biggest challenge participants faced during their first year. Rather
than presenting the stories as simply challenges for women, however, the goal is to high-
lightwhat canbe learned about formsof privilege in newcomer socialization in engineering
workplaces, which the Discussion section explores. The findings are then used to propose
additions to an existing model of engineering socialization.

Concepts for advancing studies of organizational socialization in
engineering practice

Interactional and intersectional gender

I begin by briefly noting three points about gender and how it is conceptualized in this
article. First, gender is interactional. Interactional gender theory is one of the most impor-
tant but under-explored theories in studies of gender and engineering.14 It recognizes that
gender – as social structure that maintains the dominance of already dominant groups – is
constructed and maintained through interaction.15 Thus, one of the ways we can examine
gender as a process is by engaging interactional gender theories.16 Interactional gender
theories emphasize the role that daily actions and interpersonal interactions play in gender
construction and maintenance.17 Interactional theories point to everyday behaviors and
interactions that are problematic and produce new explanations as to how and why gen-
der operates. Regarding gender in the workplace specifically, Joan Acker’s work stands out
in naming and elucidating a ‘gendered substructure’ (re)produced through interactions on
the job. Thegendered substructure is (re)produced inboth formal and informal interactions
that ‘belittle or exclude women’, and can be complicated by sexuality.18 Acker explicitly
connects interactional gender theory to gendered organizations by identifying a range of
interactions that reinforce overt and covert sexism at work.

Secondly, in addition to being interactional, gender is intersectional, meaning that
gender constructions and experiences cannot be understood outside of other facets of
people’s identities, such as race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and sexuality, which all
bestowprivileges in differentways.19 Intersectionality draws attention to theways inwhich
power and privilege flow to and from some groups of people, but not others, because of
certain combinations of identities. For example, we know that African American women
experience engineering/education differently from African Americanmen, white men, and
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white women, and that LGBTQ+ White and Asian women engineers have different expe-
riences than LGBTQ+ Black women engineers, LGBTQ+ men engineers, and heterosexual
engineers.20 Understanding how intersectionality manifests in engineering organizational
socialization, however, has not yet been examined.

Thirdly, it is important to re-center the concept of gender to reflect that it is not syn-
onymous with women. The concept of privilege is useful here because it performs that
function, moving us away from equating gender andwomen by turning attention to domi-
nant groups,which, in the case of engineering, iswhite,middle classmen. By includingmen
and women in the study, and by using the data to problematize a gendered power struc-
ture operating through privileges, this work avoids some of the pitfalls of ‘studying down’
and treats gender as a system of power-privilege.21

Privilege

The sociological conception of privilege can bemost simply defined as systemic, unearned
advantages that accrue to individuals because they belong to certain groups. Privileges
accrue based on one’s status as a member of dominant groups. This notion of social priv-
ilege has been conceptualized as an ‘invisible, weightless knapsack of unearned assets;
special provisions that can be cashed in’22 with or without the knowledge or consent of
the privileged person.23 Further elaborating on how privilege functions, Johnson explains:

[P]rivilege generally allows people to assume a certain level of acceptance, inclusion, and
respect in the world, to operate within a relatively wide comfort zone. Privilege increases the
odds of having things your own way, of being able to set the agenda in a social situation
and determine the rules and standards and how they’re applied. Privilege grants the cultural
authority tomake judgments about others and to have those judgments stick. It allows people
to define reality and to haveprevailing definitions of reality fit their experience. Privilegemeans
being able to decide who gets taken seriously, who receives attention, who is accountable to
whom and for what. And it grants a presumption of superiority and social permission to act on
that presumption without having to worry about being challenged.24

Privilege is a complex, elusive, normalized, and often invisible (to those who have it)
concept.25 ‘In fact, “one of the functions of privilege is to structure theworld so thatmecha-
nismsof privileges are invisible – in the sense that they are unexamined– to thosewhoben-
efit from them” (Bailey 1998, 112) . . . Because privilege does not necessarily bring happiness
and fulfilment, this will sometimes also be used to deny the existence of privilege’.26

The elusiveness and invisibility can make it difficult to see and study privilege directly. It
often needs to be conceptualized through indirectmeans. It is often easier to recognize dis-
crimination and barriers than it is to recognize how privilege is operating.27 In other words,
there is a ‘tendency for conversations about privilege to break down because discrimina-
tion seems less abstract andmore visible, and therefore, easier to identify than privilege’.28

Therefore, the goal of this article is to take instances of discrimination, bias, or inequity
and reframe them in order to glean the privileges operating behind them. By making ‘vis-
ible the normative power of the practices and processes to which’29 newcomer engineers
must conform, we can see who is advantaged by those practices and processes, what the
advantages are, and how they function in relation to power. Privilege is inherently related
to power because ‘dominant systems of power work to establish and sustain particular
advantages’.30
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The most commonly discussed privileges are dominant group privilege. In the US con-
text, that means White privilege and male privilege. Less frequently examined privileges
stem from religion, gender identity, sexuality, and class.31 Examples of White privilege
include, but are not limited to: feeling welcomed and ‘normal’ in most public institutional
and social settings; coming home from work meetings feeling ‘somewhat tied in, rather
than isolated, out of place, outnumbered, un-heard, held at a distance, or feared’; being
able to take a job with an affirmative action employer without having co-workers suspect
you got the job because of your race; being able to find peoplewho arewilling to talk about
your career and give you professional advice; being able to ‘worry about racism without
being seen as self-interested or self-seeking’; and having your voice heard in a group in
which you are the only member of your race.32 Examples of male privilege include, but are
not limited to: being taken seriously as competent and knowledgeable,33 feeling safe from
sexual harassment and sexual assault in public spaces, receiving higher pay for equal work,
typically having fewer childcare and household cleaning responsibilities (in heterosexual
couples), being able to work and have children and not being thought selfish, less pressure
to look physically attractive, rarely being seen as ‘delicate’, or ‘emotional’, being easily able
to find other men in positions of authority to serve as role models, and usually having your
voice being heard in group settings.34

Like gender, these forms of privileges must be conceptualized intersectionally.35 For
example, they do not necessarily accrue in the same ways to men and women of color as
they do to white men and women. They do not necessarily accrue in the same ways to
white women as they do to white men. They do not necessarily accrue to LGBTQ+women
and men as they do to straight women and men. They do not necessarily accrue to Mus-
lims as they do to Christians in the United States. Across differing contexts, various forms of
privilege interact in complex, overlapping, and reinforcing ways.36

Methods

Participants were recruited through national and regional civil engineering listservs, social
media postings, and emails sent out by engineering faculty members. Twelve participants
self-identified as women and six participants self-identified as men. Eleven self-identified
as white, three as Hispanic or Latina/o, three as a combination of white and another
race or ethnicity, and one as Black. The Black participant was originally from a different
country, and the rest were from the United States. They worked in six different states at
seventeen different companies and attended nine different universities for their under-
graduate degrees. Seventeen had undergraduate degrees in civil engineering and one in
environmental engineering. Four had completed orwere pursuingmaster’s degrees at four
different universities. All participantsworked in civil engineering positions in civil engineer-
ing companies.37 At the time of the interviews, the majority of participants had been in
their jobs for approximately one year, and a smaller number (approximately 1/3) had been
in their jobs for between 1.5 and 2 years.

I conducted semi-structured interviews online in 2019.38 I asked participants about first
impressions of their workplace, the biggest challenges they had faced in their job, the
most surprising thing about their jobs, how they thought their education had prepared
them to do their jobs, the biggest change they experienced since starting their jobs, how
they would describe the culture or environment of their workplaces, and if they thought
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there was anything unfair or unjust about their workplaces. In a prior analysis,39 I analyzed
responses pertaining to the biggest challenges question through open coding to deter-
mine if any themes could be identified.40 That analysis revealed that negative interpersonal
interactionswere only reported as the biggest challenge bywomen.While conducting that
analysis, I found some of the stories particularly striking for what they revealed about gen-
der and concluded they should be presented in their entirety. Methodologically, this article
therefore draws on long-standing traditions of storytelling as a social science method.41 I
selected three stories that each speak to a different form of privilege to reveal a range of
factors influencing newcomer socialization. The names used in this article are pseudonyms,
and the quotations were edited for readability by removing false starts and crutches of
speech.

Stories of negative interpersonal interactions

Negative interpersonal interactions on the jobwere reported by four participantswhendis-
cussing thebiggest challenge theyhadencountered sincebeginning their job. Twoof these
interactionswerewith co-workers, onewaswith a supervisor, onewaswith clients. All of the
participants who identified negative interpersonal interactions as their biggest challenge
were women. None of the men participants discussed negative interpersonal interactions
anywhere in the interviews. This is an important finding that would not have been possible
without a comparative study that includedmen andwomen. The other types of challenges
discussed varied widely and are presented in greater detail elsewhere.42 In this section,
I present stories from three participants that highlight three different forms of privilege,
which will be further discussed in the following section.

Before presenting the stories, it is worth reflecting on the implications of participants’
status as newcomers. These are not stories accrued over the course of a long career; they
occurred during early career engineers’ first year on the job. On one hand, the very short
time span in which they occurred suggests a certain level of prevalence. In other words, if
these problematic interactions occurred so early on, how many more are likely to accrue
over the course of a career? On the other hand, it may also be the case that newcomer
status increases the ease with which dominant-group privileges can exercised over them
(i.e. non-dominant group newcomers may be more vulnerable). If the latter is true, then it
adds another dimension that should be considered in intersectional studies of engineering
workplaces – that of organizational insider versus newcomer. Moreover, it would suggest
that newcomer vulnerability warrants further exploration as a cause of attrition.

Lisa

Lisa identifies as awhite woman. Sheworks at a large, international civil engineering firm in
the southeastern United States. Lisa recounted challenges she faced regularly when work-
ing with clients, namely that they would not talk to her and/or not look at her. Even if she
was the primary person working on their project, if a male engineer was at the meeting,
even if it was his first day on the project, the client would only talk to theman. She summed
it up as: The challenge is when the client doesn’t respect women as thinkers, engineers, or
decision-makers.
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[Me:] What is the biggest challenge you’ve encountered since you began your job?

[Lisa:] This is cliché, but dealing with diversity is difficult because there is a severe lack of
diversity in engineering. It’s a male-dominant field . . . So that does become a challenge when
we have a client that doesn’t necessarily respect women as thinkers and engineers and
decision-makers. So that can be a challenge I face regularly depending on what we are doing.

[Me:] Are there specific examples you can share?

[Lisa:] Let’s see. We were in a meeting and we happened to have a guy with us that day but
he didn’t really know what we were doing. He had just been brought on, and it was good for
him to come to the meeting to catch up on what we had been working on. And there were a
couple of guys [clients] that were on the other side that kept directing questions to the guy
that we brought. And he just kind of looked around like ‘I have no idea. Why are you asking
me? Why don’t you ask the project manager?’ And at the same time, the same situation, some
of the clients won’t look at me in the face. They will talk to me, but not at me, like towards me,
in my face, which is very strange for me. It’s just like stuff like that.

Amy

Amy identifies as a White and Arab woman. She works at a relatively small, regional civil
engineering firm in the southeast. Amy reported an instance of harassment, although she
did not name it that. Another early career engineer ‘hounded’ her about going outwith him
and ‘constantly’ asked for her phone number. She turned down all of his requests, but he
did not stop, and the harassment went on for several months, until a colleague intervened.

[Me:] What is the biggest challenge you’ve encountered since you began your job?

[Amy:] There was a . . . um . . . [pause], I don’t know what to call it exactly. I mean it wasn’t like
a sexual assault or anything, but there was a time where I did kind of feel that someone was
making some sexual comments at me. He was a new person, he was in his internship.43 And
so you know, he would always constantly try to invite me out to lunch, invite me out on the
weekends you know. I told him I had a boyfriend, and then I had even gotten engaged when
hewas there and even that didn’t stop him. So then hewould comment a little on – becausewe
were bothMuslim, however I think hewas a lotmore conservative than Iwas, so hewouldmake
comments here and there like, ‘Oh I sawyoudrinkingwater. You’re supposed tobe fasting right
now’. Like, ‘Howdare you, that’s awful, you’regoing tohell’. Ya, itwasbad. Youknow, constantly
ask me for my number, I wouldn’t give it to him. Just kind of hounding me on a lot of stuff. But
luckily, I think someone overheard it because I wasn’t I guess strong enough at the time to go
to my company and tell them ‘hey, this is what’s going on’ because of course I didn’t want to
get anybody fired . . . So they ended up firing him and then having a talk with me about how
it’s important to come and tell themwhat is going on because if no one says anything they will
never know. So I’d say that was the hardest part even though that wasn’t really engineering
related, it was just a workplace issue.

[Me:] And so it only stopped because someone happened to overhear?

[Amy:] Ya . . .

[Me:] And how long had it been going on for?

[Amy:] I want to say two months, but within those two months it got worse and worse, you
know? Like at first I just thought he was being friendly, he wasn’t really too pushy, but then it
got to the point where every day he was at my cubicle like ‘When are we going out? When are
we going out?’ So, ya . . .

[Me:] It’s interesting that women are sometimes more concerned about not getting someone
fired than our own well-being.
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[Amy:] Ya, I remember talking to thebusinessmanager andwhen I said it out loud Iwas like ‘Was
that reallymy thinking?’ Like, ugh. Just looking back, I was like ‘What?’ So ya, it is sad sometimes
how we rationalize it in our head.

After finding out about the harassment, no one in Human Resources or a position of lead-
ership at the firm ever asked Amy any questions about what had happened. They simply
told her he had been fired and said she should report such incidents in the future, but they
never asked her for further details.

Helen

Helen identifies as a Black woman. She is not from the United States originally, and came to
theUS for college. Sheworks at a large, international consulting firm in the northeast. Helen
was confused and bothered by several interactions with coworkers. In one case, amanwho
sat near her would never speak to her, even though he spoke to other newcomer engi-
neers who were white. In another case, a white woman co-worker made racist comments.
Additionally, Helen spent her first morning of the job locked out of the building.

[Me:] Thinking back to when you first started, what were some of your first impressions of that
company or workplace?
[Helen:] Onmyvery first daywhen I came inmy supervisorwas out and I didn’t get an answer on
thephonewhen I calledhim toget into thebuilding. And I hadanother number for agentleman
I’d been speakingwith, but he was in a different office, and so it took like 30minutes of waiting
outside. So that was a little discouraging. I felt like no one expected me. And then I got in and
an admin staff person, I think, took me around, and showed me my desk, and so for a while I
didn’t interact with anyone . . . It was, I don’t know . . . ya, so my first day was not great.

Later in the interview, in response to the question about the biggest challenge she had
encountered since beginning her job, Helen shared that:

I’m theonlyBlackperson in theorganization [well there is another Blackwoman fromadifferent
organization temporarily in the office for a specific project] . . . but just the social aspect of that
has been difficult. It’s a very diverse group, there are people from everywhere, but there is a
loneliness with being the only black person. So that has been difficult. But I think that would
have been true in a lot of places.
[Me:] Have there been times you think you have been treated differently for being the only
Black women there?

[Helen:] Oh ya. Certainly. I wanted to mention this too as a challenge, but it is just a small situa-
tion, not an overarching thing. We sit in rows of cubicles, and in my row there is a particular
gentleman who has to pass by my seat to get to his, but I worked there for many months
and he never said ‘Hello’. And then a few months in, there is another new hire and she is
American . . . and she sits right across from me, and then suddenly, he starts talking to her. He
completely continues to ignore me; he never says ‘hello’, he never says ‘bye’. I don’t know . . . I
don’t know. Well a few times I would say ‘hello’ but he would just divert his eyes. He just would
never talk to me . . . But this is just interesting, you know, I don’t know why he won’t talk to me.
And the first time he ever talked tome, I was with her. And hewas coming to talk to her, and he
had to acknowledge my presence there, so I thought you know this is interesting. So him, and
a few other people, but with him it stood out because we sit so close together he has to pass
bymy seat, and he never said ‘hello’ tome since I joined. And I still wonder why, you know? But
there are small things like that and they happen repeatedly. And ya, you just kind of wonder,
you know?

[Me:] Thank you for sharing that. Are there any other examples you’d like to share?
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[Helen:] Ohman. [laughs] Somany. Actually to be honest I think part of it is inmy head because
I’m also international, so I can’t jump into the same conversations about sports and baseball
and whatever. There’s just no interest fromme. So some of those conversations I avoid myself.
And those conversations are crucial because otherwise you are talking about work, but when
people are talking about more American things, I can’t jump in, so that doesn’t help.

But one other experience I had that felt isolating was one ofmy co-workers is kind of similar
to me – she joined a year before I did, she is also international and has a Master’s degree. And
so she was similar to me, we were good friends, we were both new hires. And I found out after
we interacted with each other that she had applied to some of the same [degree] programs
I had applied to and hadn’t gotten in. And we also both want to transition into another field
later, so part of why we’re close is talking about our future plans, and you know kind of sharing
tips with one another, and she makes a comment and says, ‘Oh, you’ll get into that company
and that school because you are Black. I will not get in’. And you know, it’s funny, this was right
after I met her. It wasn’t too long intome being at the company, and she didn’t know anything
about me, about what activities I was in at school, what my GPA was, she had no idea about
any of those things, but she felt comfortable making that comment. And that kind of surprised
me . . . She said it within the first months of knowing her. And that took me aback. I decided to
ignore it, and we’ve continued to be friends, but little things like that will come up again and
again. Andwe are not as close now because of these repeated comments. So ya, that’s another
one. Those two people and those two situations have been bigger stressors for me at work,
among other things, but as far as interpersonal things go, those two relationships have caused
me stress at the office.

Later on in the interview, when I asked if there was anything else that she thought was
unjust or unfair about her workplace, Helen said:

The American girl that I mentioned earlier, she is very nice, her father is a leader in our industry,
he has his own company, it’s verywell respected, and our industry is very small, so people know
each other, so some of the older more tenured people have worked with him, they know who
he is, so that also didn’t help with that gentleman that I mentioned. So sitting next to her, or
near her, it does not feel good when themanagers are all coming in and saying goodmorning
to her and asking her how her weekend was and just kind of walking by my desk. I can under-
stand though that they know her and the family and everything, but that has not been a great
experience for me . . . So that has kind of felt unfair.

Toward expanded understandings of engineering socialization

Gleaning forms of privilege from the stories

Including both men and women in the study from which these stories came allows for
comparative findings. As reported elsewhere, in their first year, both men and women
newcomer engineers encountered many different challenges – from having to learn new
technical content, materials, and industry norms, to adapting to high levels of interdepen-
dence, to more general adjustments associated with commuting and having to work forty
hours perweek year round.44 However, for someof thewomen, therewere additional layers
of challenges to deal with because theywerewomen, and/or Black, and/or not from theUS,
and/or Muslim. These layers need to be explicitly identified as part of the socialization pro-
cess. They call attention to forms of privilege shaping socialization experiences, and they
provide new insight into aspects of relationships that must be accounted for when devel-
oping understandings of socialization that are not gender-blind. The most notable forms
of privilege that can be gleaned from these stories are: (1) presumption of competence,
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(2) freedom from sexual harassment, and (3) sense of belonging and/or feeling welcomed.
These are primarily instantiations of intersectional male privilege and white privilege.

First, presumption of competence as an instantiation of both a male and white priv-
ilege can be seen in Lisa and Helen’s stories. In Lisa’s case, clients spoke to her men
colleagues rather than to her. They received the presumption of competence rather than
Lisa. In Helen’s case, her abilities were explicitly doubted by a colleague who was a white
woman because Helen is Black, possibly combined with the fact that she is a foreign
national.

Presumption of competence as an instantiation of white and male privilege is not lim-
ited to engineering contexts; rather it is a reflection of broader societal stereotypes. Gender
roles, often also called gender stereotypes, are ‘consensual beliefs about the attributes of
women and men’ that inform collective ‘expectations associated with women and men’.45

Research from social psychology and sociology shows that because of these collective
beliefs, women’s behavior and work are evaluated differently and judged on different cri-
teria thanmen’s. Certain traits and behaviors are widely associatedwithwomen and others
(often opposing ones) with men. Men are perceived and expected to be more competent,
agentic, dominant, and influential than women, and women are perceived and expected
to be nicer, more communal, and more service-oriented than men.46 The different com-
petency perceptions and expectations associated with men and women mean both that
women are expected and perceived to be less competent and that they have to prove
and reprove their competency in different ways than men and meet higher standards.47

Furthermore, because women are perceived to be less competent, they are expected
to perform more poorly, and their performance and work products are evaluated more
negatively.48 One significant effect is that women must meet higher standards than men
to get promoted.49

Yet the findings presented in this article are a clear example of why the presumption
of competence cannot simply be seen as male privilege. Helen’s story reveals how it can
manifest aswhiteprivilegeaswell. Indeed, just as researchhasdemonstrated thatpresump-
tion of competence is an instantiation of male privilege, it has also demonstrated how it is
an instantiation of white privilege.50 The same patterns of privilege that show up for men
compared to women, also show up for white people vis-à-vis people of color. Clearly, then,
presumption of competence can affect engineering organizational socialization in multi-
ple, intersecting ways. These findings add to the small body of work that has discussed
presumption of competence privilege in engineering contexts.51

Second, being able to go to work each day without the fear of sexual harassment is
a distinct instantiation of male privilege. That is not to say that men never get harassed
in the workplace, but it is far less common.52 Data on percentages of women who have
been sexually harassed at work vary widely depending on context, demographic group,
and data collection methods, but rates of between 24% and 35% appear to be common
in the US, with higher rates for women in technical roles and lesbian women.53 One meta-
analysis found that the rate went up to 58% when ‘potentially harassing’ behaviors were
included.54 In Amy’s case, her harassment experience marred what was otherwise a posi-
tive first year. Amy’s story also reveals an intersectional facet of her experience. Her religion
and her harasser’s religion played a role. Because they were both Muslim, he harassed her
not only to go out with him on a date, but also about being a bad Muslim for not following
certain religious customs.
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Recent years have seen a growing recognition of the importance and scope of sex-
ual harassment in STEM workplaces. Women who work in fields dominated by men are
more likely to be harassed than women who work in more balanced fields.55 Perhaps
most notable was the 2018 National Academies’ report Sexual Harassment of Women: Cli-
mate, Culture, and Consequences in Academic Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine.56 This
report, which both compiled existing literature andpresented newempirical data, revealed
that over half of academic women in STEM had experienced sexual harassment. Fur-
thermore, being a woman of color or an LGBTQ woman increased the likelihood of
harassment and feeling unsafe at work.57 More research has been done into academic
STEM settings, but sexual harassment of practicing women engineers is also routinely
documented.58 As Wendy Faulkner explains: ‘Being sexually visible brings the risk of
predation. Most women engineers – unlike their male colleagues – have experienced
unwanted flirting and/or sexual harassment from men colleagues or associates at some
point’.59

Sexual harassment can negatively affect career outcomes. Being harassed at work can
decrease opportunities for advancement and carry financial costs for forced job changes
and unemployment.60 A meta-analysis of sexual harassment research concluded that:

Sexual harassment (SH) has been identified as one of themost damaging and ubiquitous barri-
ers to career success and satisfaction forwomen . . . SHexperiences are associatedwithnegative
outcomes such as decreased job satisfaction, lower organizational commitment, withdraw-
ing from work, ill physical and mental health, and even symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder.61

It is easy to see how decreased job satisfaction, lower organizational commitment, with-
drawing from work, poor health, and PTSD could all affect early career socialization
experiences.

Additionally, Amy’s story highlights how gender norms, and possibly company poli-
cies and practices, affect responses to sexual harassment. Amy said she did not report the
harassment to anyone because she wanted to protect the harasser. Essentially, she wanted
to be nice and not get him fired. The cultural norm to be nice, or not difficult, was more
powerful than the need to protect her own comfort and safety. Her company orientation
included no discussion of sexual harassment or instruction that the company wanted inci-
dents of harassment tobe reported.Nordid any systematic instructionof this sort takeplace
after Amy’s experience. Wendy Faulkner has pointed out that ‘Young women are often ill-
equipped todealwith this effectively.Oneoilfield engineerwas sexuallyharassedbya client
early in her career; with the benefit of hindsight, she says, “I should have reported him, but
I didn’t have the confidence, or the support”’.62 Other research has found that it is com-
mon for women to not report sexual harassment in the workplace due to fear of retaliation
or other negative consequences for themselves, which very often occurs.63 Whatever the
case, for a young, first year engineer, putting up with the harassment may be preferable to
the imagined problems that would occur from reporting it. This reflects one way in which
gender operates as relations of power in engineeringworkplaces. When sexual harassment
does not reach formal decision-making processes, ‘it is rendered invisible by the prevailing
normative rules, or through the capacity of harassers – often male managers – to mobilize
the cultural resources of the organization in their favour’.64 The extent towhich newcomers
may be more vulnerable to harassment than insiders remains an open question in need of
further exploration.
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Third, feeling welcomed, included, and a sense of belonging at work is another form of
privilege that is more likely to accrue to those in a dominant group. It can be thought of
as a warm climate – the privileged side of the more commonly discussed chilly climate. In
this case, Helen’s stories can be seen as examples of white, American privilege, and possi-
bly male privilege. Helen’s stories highlight many examples of how those privileges shape
differing socialization experiences. Helen was the only participant who reported anything
like being locked out of her office on her first day, being ignored by co-workers, feeling
‘lonely’, and feeling out of place during informal socialization. None of the other partic-
ipants reported experiencing anything like the chilly climate Helen experienced. In fact,
when asked how they would describe their workplaces, most of the eighteen participants
said some variation of ‘friendly’.

Helen’s stories are particularly revealing because of the contrast she witnessed between
herself and her white, American counterpart, Ashley. According to Helen, Ashley experi-
enced a warm climate, while Helen experienced a chilly climate.65 They were both new,
young, women engineers, but while co-workers were friendly and welcoming to Ash-
ley, they ignored Helen. This contrast can be seen as an example of white privilege
that resulted in the white woman having a different socialization experience. Specifically,
the relationship-building piece of socialization was clearly quite different for these two
women. Ashley also presents an opportunity to see other forms of privilege at work here. It
appears that Ashley stepped easily into a sense of belonging because her family already
‘belongs’ in her industry. That is a significant privilege that combines elements of class
privilege and social, cultural, and financial capital. It appears that Ashley takes these priv-
ileges for granted and does not recognize the roles they have played in her engineering
pathway.

Intersectionality is built into Helen’s stories. They contain various combinations of being
a woman, being Black, and being a foreign national. In some instances, the ambiguity is
built into these lived experiences, as well as how we can interpret them. For instance, we
cannot know with certainty why her co-workers ignored her. Trying to make sense of why
she was ignored, Helen repeatedly lamented ‘I don’t know’.

Lastly, Helen’s stories highlight the importance of informal socializing at work and
being able to participate in ‘water cooler conversations’. Helen noted that such conver-
sations were often about American sports. She attributed her inability to participate to
the fact that she grew up in a different country. However, this could also be seen as a
gendered phenomenon.66 Being able to associate with people like oneself is a dominant
group privilege.67 It points to one possible level of differential socialization experiences
and privileges that can contribute to different senses of belonging at work.

These stories counter the belief some have that women no longer face discrimina-
tion and harassment in engineering.68 Ultimately, they reveal that for some newcomer
engineers, privilege means not having to deal with the issues surfaced in these stories.
Men’s challenges were related to learning technical knowledge and norms of practice, and
how to work interdependently.69 Lisa, Amy and Helen faced those same challenges, but
also had to navigate challenges related to not being seen as competent, being sexually
harassed, being ignored by coworkers, not feeling like they belonged, and, in Helen’s case,
racist comments. Navigating thenormative engineeringworkplacemeant navigating these
inequalities.
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Accounting for interactions and clients

In addition to the need to account for privilege in any model of socialization, findings from
this study also point to othermodifications of Korte’smodel. Specifically, relationships with
clients and specific interactions should be added. While clients exist outside of an organi-
zation, and therefore may not have been included in a model strictly about organizational
socialization, Lisa’s experiences with clients’ not respecting her because she is a woman
indicate that client interactions need to be accounted for in any engineering-specificmodel
of socialization.

Additionally, while Korte added relationship-building within the work group to previ-
ous organizational socialization models, positing that it was key in the socialization of
newcomer engineers,70 it is important to go further and specifically include interpersonal
interactions. While interpersonal interactions are certainly a part of relationship-building,
they are not exactly the same thing, and there are several reasons for their addition to
the model. First, in recognition of the fact that very specific negative interpersonal inter-
actions were reported as some women’s biggest challenges, and those interactions were
actually the opposite of relationship-building (i.e. they undermined a potential relation-
ship), it is important to name and include interactions as their own category, in addition to
the (different, though related) category of relationship-building. Second, this is important
for future studies. For instance, if a future study only asked participants about relationship-
building within workgroups, it likely would not capture the kinds of negative experiences
reported here. Third, specifically identifying negative interpersonal interactions connects
themodel to interactional gender theory, connecting abodyof literature fromgender stud-
ies with that of organizational socialization. It highlights the need to bring interactional
gender theory to bear on organizational socialization because it is through interactions,
in the first place, that gender is (re)produced. Lastly, Korte’s work highlighted the impor-
tance of relationship-building within work groups specifically, but these stories highlight
the significance of interactions outside of work groups and interactions that do not lead
to relationship-building as well. In Helen, Lisa, and Amy’s stories, relationship-building is
not what happened, so naming only that phenomenon risks hiding the role of negative
interpersonal interactions within and outside of work groups.

Connections to interactional and intersectional gender theories

Interactional gender theory focuses on how gender is an ‘interactional accomplishment
that requires ongoing signifying behavior’.71 When Lisa’s client would only speak to the
man in the group, despite his being unfamiliar with the project, it signified that the pre-
sumption of competence is a privilege given to men. When Helen’s colleague told her that
she would only get into the graduate program she wanted to get into because she was
Black, it signified that the presumption of competence is not given to Black people, and
it signified a relation of power in which white engineers can exercise a privilege to tell
them so. When Helen’s other co-workers would not speak to her, it signified that she did
not belong in the group because she was a Black woman. When Amy’s co-worker sexu-
ally harassed her, it signified her harasser’s power to intrude on her ‘feelings, thoughts,
behaviours, space, time, energies’ and body by treating her like a powerless object.72 Sex-
ual harassment is ‘primarily about men exercising power over women in inappropriate
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ways that undermine, isolate, and degrade women’.73 In Amy’s case, the harassment was
inflected with a religious component. The power relations in these interactions signify that
women and people of color do not belong, are not real engineers, are less than and other
than their white men peers, and do not have to be taken seriously as engineers.

Moreover, the fact that none of this is taken seriously as a problem for organizations
to address evidences gender operating as a normative power structure. While the privi-
leges discussed in this article are largely conferred by society in general, it is also the case
that they are being reinforced in engineering firms. It could be otherwise. Engineering firms
could be working to establish practices, norms, policies, and cultures that do not reinforce
dominant group privileges. However, that is not what is happening in these participants’
organizations.

Expanded organizational socializationmodel

With these stories, we can see some ways gender and race are key factors in the workplace
relationships of early career engineers, and consequently in the socialization of engineers.
We also see that negative interpersonal interactions at work are salient for women in their
socialization experiences, and that interactions with clients can be an important factor. It is
easier to build relationshipswhen your interactions are not contentious, when your compe-
tence is not doubted, when clients and co-workers see you as an engineer, and when you
are not being sexually harassed. It is easier to ‘achieve social acceptance by the group’74

when you are seen as one of the group, when the group believes in your competence, and
when sexual politics do not have to be navigated. These advantages in turn affect what and
how individual, informal, random, disjunctive and investiture socialization tactics must be
navigated.75 Learning and adaptation are easier when you only have to focus on the work,
when you do not have to navigate sexual politics and harassment, when you do not have to
do extra work to fit into norms of the dominant group in order to be welcomed, when you
do not have to learnwhat to dowhen your competence is doubted, andwhen your identity
as an engineer is reinforced. In other words, when ‘clarifying and resolving role demands’76

is simpler.
As noted, ‘dominant systems of power work to establish and sustain particular

advantages’.77 In this case, the advantages listed above accrue primarily from whiteness
and maleness and reinforce the dominance and legitimacy of whiteness and maleness in
engineering. Newcomer engineers are socialized into relations of power wherein the sub-
jectivities ofwhiteness andmaleness haveunearned advantages (i.e. privilege). Beingwhite
and being a man automatically positions a newcomer engineer as a member of the dom-
inant group whose subjectivity has legitimacy and belongs as an engineer. On the other
hand, these systems of power are (re)producing women’s subjectivities as less than, as
lacking legitimacy, as not belonging.78

Therefore, socializationmodels need to account for these aspects of engineering social-
ization. Figure 1 presents Korte’s model of organizational socialization for engineering.
However, these processes do not occur against a blank backdrop. Instead, as depicted in
Figure 2,which ismyexpandedmodel, they are coloredby various formsof power-privilege
and need to be understood through that lens. Specific interactions and clients also need to
be accounted for. Thus, Figure 2 presents a proposed new model that builds on Korte’s
model of engineering socialization in these ways.79
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Figure 2. Expanded model of engineering organizational socialization.

The expanded model indicates that certain types of privilege accrue to make
relationship-building, socialization, and learning and adaptation easier for some than oth-
ers. The intersectional privileges latent in these stories (gender, race, nationality) identify
reasons why some newcomer engineers may be more successfully socialized into the pro-
fession than others. The dominant forms of privilege evident in these stories (presumption
of competence, freedom from sexual harassment, and sense of belonging) accrue from
being a man and being white. Several other intersectional privileges are also suggested,
however, namely nationality and religion. These are likely not the only forms of privilege
shaping newcomer engineers’ socialization, but they are the ones that emerged from this
set of interviews. They are presented to begin efforts to better understand aspects of
engineering socialization not previously studied.
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