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Individuals’ social class background shapes their life experiences and outcomes, including their familial
upbringing and educational attainment. However, we know little about how social class background influences
the hiring practices of professional settings, and specifically, the ways in which evaluators conceptualize a
potential link between social class background and hiring. Through interviewing 50 evaluators at large
technology companies, we find that only 19 of them discussed how social class background affects applicants’
access to resources, and none articulated the ties between social class background and preferred interpersonal
interactional styles. This is particularly troubling because all evaluators described assessing the key hiring
criteria of “innovation potential” based on whether applicants display what we term a “transboundary
interactional style.” This style involves demonstrating an ease with articulating cross-disciplinary ideas as well
as facilitating back-and-forth scholarly conversations and debates. While evaluators characterized this style as
stemming from applicants’ individual personalities, we draw on past sociological literature to suggest that this
style is also cultivated in upper-middle-class environments. Given technology companies’ expressed desire to
hire a diverse workforce by minimizing biases in evaluators’ assessments, we conclude with ideas for evaluators
to develop more equitable hiring practices.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Large technology companies in the United States publicly express a commitment to implementing
equitable hiring practices [20,22,38]. These companies strive to increase evaluators’ awareness of
hiring biases so that they can make equitable assessments in hiring decisions and employ a more
diverse workforce. For example, these companies regularly host conversations about implicit bias
and require all employees involved in hiring to engage in diversity, equity, and inclusion training
[20,22,38]. Such efforts are a response to widespread concerns about the lack of diversity in large
technology companies. These efforts focus on recognizing and reducing potential biases against
applicants’ legally protected attributes (e.g., gender and race). However, despite these efforts,
potential areas of bias remain invisible. Specifically, we know little about how applicants’ social
class background might shape evaluators’ assessments of applicants’ quality.

Social class background is an especially thorny sociodemographic factor for companies to
account for in their efforts to promote equitable hiring practices. Social class background is not a
protected attribute under U.S. employment discrimination laws. As a result, companies and the U.S.
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission do not collect data on employees’ social class
background. This lack of data makes it more difficult for companies to be aware of and address any
social class differences in hiring outcomes and experiences. Companies’ attention to how social class
background shapes hiring also becomes subsumed by other legally protected attributes [39,46].

While social class background is not a legally protected attribute, it is a well-studied axis of
domination, where upper-middle-class environments often reproduce power structures that
marginalize working- and middle-class individuals [26,31,43,47]. CSCW and sociological scholars
generally define “social class background” as groups whose parents have similar educational,
occupational, and economic attainment [9,14,31,54]. These scholars argue that parents’ educational
level, occupational type, and income heavily influence their parenting styles and access to cultural,
social, and material resources. Parents’ class-based parenting styles and resources in turn shape
children’s adoption of class-based practices, which include their style of interacting with authority
figures (ie., the kinds of opinions and ideas that they feel comfortable expressing to authority
figures). Prior CSCW and sociological works on social class background have disproportionately
focused on the home and classroom settings, and in particular, the ways in which social class
background shapes how parents guide children and how teachers evaluate students [9,27,31].
However, we know little about the role that social class background might play in how evaluators
assess applicants in professional contexts.

Without insight into whether evaluators are aware of the extent to which applicants’ social class
background may affect hiring assessments, companies are ill-equipped to develop hiring practices
that fully promote an equitable hiring process. Therefore, we asked the following questions:

1. To what extent do evaluators (i.e., interviewers, hiring managers, and hiring committee
members) display an awareness of the role that social class background might play in the
hiring processes of their companies and the technology industry? For those who do display
such an awareness, how do they articulate the role of social class background in hiring?

2. Regardless of their displayed awareness, do evaluators’ current ways of assessing applicants
create advantages for applicants from certain social class backgrounds?

We explored these research questions by interviewing 50 evaluators at large technology
companies who assess Ph.D.-level internship applicants for computer science research and software
engineering positions. All evaluators were full-time computer science researchers or software
engineers at highly ranked companies in the U.S. (i.e., top seven in the country).
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Strikingly, we found that less than half of the evaluators (19 out of 50) could articulate how social
class background might figure into hiring, even after a direct prompt from the research interviewer.
Those who did express opinions on the subject largely focused on how upper-middle-class
applicants tend to enjoy valuable resources, such as prestigious educational credentials and
influential connections. The minority of evaluators who displayed an awareness of potential links
between social class background and hiring conceptualized class-based inequities in terms of access
to resources. However, these data suggest another possible link between social class background
and hiring that remained unacknowledged (and we assume to be unknown) by any of the evaluators
interviewed.

We found that evaluators’ methods for assessing a key criterion for hiring, what they call
“innovation potential,” has ties to social class background. All evaluators in our study reported
prioritizing applicants whom they deem as having the potential to make innovative contributions
in the workplace. They voluntarily brought up this criterion in the study interview without us
prompting. When asked to describe how they assessed “innovation potential,” participants
explained that they focused on the ways in which applicants presented themselves during an
interview. Specifically, evaluators tied “innovation potential” to applicants who displayed ease with
drawing upon various academic disciplines when generating ideas; actively facilitated back-and-
forth dialogue; and voiced differing opinions during high-pressure face-to-face conversations. In
essence, they are looking for what we have come to call a “transboundary interactional style” during
these exchanges. We chose the term “transboundary” because each element of the interpersonal
interactional style desired by evaluators involves artfully negotiating traditional disciplinary, role,
and power boundaries.

While evaluators viewed this interpersonal interactional style as stemming from applicants’
individual personalities, our analysis of prior research on familial and educational socialization
suggests that the desired transboundary interactional style also has structural, class-based origins
[4,10,27,31]. Past studies have shown that individuals’ social class background directly affects how
they express themselves and engage with others [4,10,27,31]. These studies found that upper-
middle-class individuals tend to be at ease with artfully rearranging disciplinary, role, and power
boundaries when interacting with authority figures. Therefore, we suggest that the key hiring
criterion of “innovation potential” is assessed via class-based interpersonal interactional styles and
learned practices rather than just innate personality traits.

Our findings contribute to CSCW scholarship on social class background and hiring. Past
literature has revealed how evaluators’ assessments of applicants have ties to applicants’ access to
class-based resources and tastes [15,28,46]. We expand this literature by showing that evaluators
also assess applicants’ interpersonal interactional style, and in particular, the extent to which
applicants display a transboundary interactional style in their interview responses. By comparing
our findings with sociological literature on familial and educational socialization, we also suggest
that this style of expressing ideas and responding to evaluators is often linked to an upper-middle-
class upbringing. Drawing on our findings, we conclude by providing recommendations for
evaluators to enact equitable hiring practices. As many CSCW community members are evaluators
at large technology companies, these recommendations are of reflexive interest to CSCW.
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2 RELATED WORK

2.1 CSCW and HCI Scholarship on Employers’ Hiring Practices

CSCW and HCI studies have been increasingly interested in understanding applicants’ various job
search and interview processes. This scholarship tends to focus on marginalized applicants—
including but not limited to Muslim-American women [2], low-income groups [16,19,24,49], and
unhoused populations [23,32-34,52,53]—to develop strategies to support applicants in securing
employment. These studies contribute a clear understanding of the roadblocks to socioeconomic
mobility from the perspectives of applicants with minimal resources. However, less clear is the
entrenched barriers in the hiring process of more elite and lucrative spaces. Further, while this research
stream provides compelling analyses of applicants’ perspectives, empirical examinations of
employers’ hiring practices are largely missing from this body of literature.

The few HCI studies on employers’ perspectives of the hiring process in elite spaces, such as the
technology industry, have focused on what employers look for in applicants [5,21,35]. This
scholarship shows that employers typically prize applicants who can demonstrate technical
competence and strong “soft skills,” such as clear communication abilities and effective time
management skills [5,21,35]. While informative and valuable, this body of literature tends to focus on
the traits that employers deem as important hiring criteria in the abstract rather than exploring how
employers actually assess such traits during the hiring process. Thus, this scholarship does little to
offer insight into the implicit social class biases in hiring exchanges.

CSCW and HCI studies have started to move beyond descriptions of desired traits and examine
employers’ actual hiring practices by examining the pre-interview assessments (i.e., recruiting and
screening practices) of recruiters [13,36]. However, the pre-interview assessments with recruiters are
not where final hiring decisions are made. The assessments that evaluators develop through their
interpersonal dynamics with applicants during interviews are the cornerstone of hiring decisions.
Given that less attention has been paid to how hiring decision-makers assess candidates in interviews,
hiring scholars have recently called for a deeper understanding of evaluators’ interviewing practices
[45].

Following this call, our recent CSCW study explored the hiring practices of evaluators at large
technology companies [15]. In our interview study, we found that in addition to technical competence,
evaluators often assessed applicants’ fit with the position based on applicants’ resources and tastes.
Specifically, evaluators prioritized applicants with access to valorized resources, such as degrees from
prestigious educational institutions and referrals from social connections at the company. Evaluators
also favor applicants who can hold casual conversations about shared tastes and experiences (e.g.,
extracurricular and lifestyle interests). These evaluators explain that applicants’ shared tastes with
colleagues will help them to build rapport and strengthen communication. By comparing these
findings with insights from past sociological literature on familial and educational socialization
[31,37,43], we showed that evaluators’ emphasis on resources and tastes can pose advantages for
upper-middle-class applicants. Upper-middle-class applicants are more likely than their working-class
counterparts to enjoy the privilege of attending prestigious educational institutions and having robust
social networks. In addition, since all evaluators are currently in upper-middle-class positions,
evaluators’ tastes often align more with those of upper-middle-class applicants than working-class
applicants.

One of the most interesting undercurrents in this body of work is how evaluators judge applicants’
fit with the company by assessing applicants’ tastes and lifestyle preferences. However, the following
threads are inchoate in current literature: how evaluators assess applicants’ interactions when they are
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talking about the technical work (e.g., an upcoming project), and how these assessments of
interpersonal interactional styles might be tied to social class background. In other words, the
relationship between hiring practices, interactional styles of engaging with evaluators, and social class
background warrants future investigation.

2.2 Social Class Background and Elite Hiring Practices

To address the relationship between hiring practices, interpersonal interactional styles, and social class
background, we need to understand how individuals’ social class background influences their
interpersonal interactional style. Sociological studies on familial and educational socialization have
found that interpersonal interactional styles that are often viewed as stemming from individuals’
personalities are also shaped by their social class background [10,31,47]. Individuals’ social class
backgrounds shape their expression of ideas and interactions with authority figures [10,31,47]. Upper-
middle-class individuals grew up in families with high incomes and quality education [10,31,47]. As
part of this milieu, children are encouraged to engage confidently with authority figures and think
creatively about the world. By contrast, working-class individuals face higher levels of risk and fewer
educational resources than their upper-middle-class counterparts. In response to these conditions,
working-class individuals are socialized to be more cognizant of their position in the social hierarchy.
They are expected to adhere to existing rules and boundaries, especially when interacting with
authority figures in higher stakes situations [10,31,47]. Overall, compared to their working-class
peers, upper-middle-class individuals are trained to express themselves and challenge the status quo
in ways that are coded as “talented” and “bright” by authority figures in elite spaces [10,31,47].

For example, scholarship based in the home and educational institutions has shown that upper-
middle-class individuals display greater ease in interacting with authority figures [10,31,47]. Upper-
middle-class environments generally socialize individuals to treat authority figures, such as professors
and teachers, as equal partners; to facilitate back-and-forth scholarly conversations with authority
figures and voice opinions and disagreements on the spot [10,31,47]. By contrast, working-class
environments often promote the value of deference to authority and code those who challenge
authority figures as troublemakers [10,31,47]. These environments generally encourage individuals
to defer to authority figures, politely follow the conversational lead of others, and not challenge the
status quo.

Sociological research has also revealed key differences in resources and pedagogical styles in
upper-middle- and working-class schools. Schools in predominantly upper-middle-class
neighborhoods train their students to make abstract connections, think expansively, and pull threads
from various academic disciplines when constructing an argument [4,27]. These schools can afford to
hire teachers who are well-versed in a wide range of disciplines and are skilled at facilitating
interdisciplinary conversations with students [27]. Smaller class sizes also provide students with the
space to explore new ways of thinking and to voice their ideas [27].

By contrast, Anyon’s landmark study found that schools in largely working-class neighborhoods
instruct students to adhere to traditional disciplinary boundaries [4]. Such social class environments
tend to de-emphasize conversations that center on creative interdisciplinary conceptualizations and
often encourage students to correctly follow the rote steps laid out by the teachers [4]. In addition,
most working-class schools struggle to fund the teachers and resources needed to cover their basic
academic curriculum [4].

Although this research has yet to be applied directly to the context of hiring, it suggests that social
class background might play a key role in hiring interviews in two ways. First, upper-middle-class
applicants are likely to be more comfortable than their working-class counterparts in facilitating back-
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and-forth academic conversations and debates with authority figures during interviews. Second, such
applicants might have more practice weaving together concepts from multiple disciplines and
articulating their ideas on the spot. The degree to which these learned interpersonal interactional styles
figure into hiring is a critical question that needs empirical attention.

3 METHODS

3.1 Data Collection

Our study! aimed to understand the extent to which evaluators at large technology companies display
an awareness of how social class background might figure into hiring and how they assess applicants
in general. To pursue these goals, we interviewed 50 evaluators who have experience interviewing
and hiring Ph.D.-level applicants for computer science research or software engineering positions.>
These evaluators are all full-time computer science researchers or software engineers at large
technology companies that often rank in the top seven in the U.S. Every participant had conducted
interviews with internship applicants, and almost all had experience making final hiring decisions.

In terms of our participants’ gender composition, 42 identified as men and eight as women.
Regarding their racial or ethnic composition, 38 identified as white and 12 as Asian American or
Asian®. We were unable to get information about participants’ social class background.

We chose to focus on evaluators’ hiring practices for Ph.D.-level internships at large technology
companies for two reasons. First, sociologists have suggested that social class differences often factor
more in evaluators’ assessments of applicants with similar educational levels, prior work experiences,
and technical skills [29,30]. Ph.D. student applicants in computer science-related fields tend to fit this
description, so we expected to see more observable links between social class background and the
hiring process in the evaluators’ perspectives. Given that class-related dynamics in hiring practices
are often subtle and hidden [15,46], the hiring process for Ph.D.-level internships at large technology
companies is a fruitful site for addressing our research questions. Second, evaluators at large
technology companies often assess Ph.D.-level internship applicants using the hiring criteria for full-
time employees because they largely view interns as potential full-time employees. As such, our
findings can likely be applied to early-career positions at these companies.

We primarily reached out to evaluators through their publicly available emails on the companies’
websites. We recruited almost all of our participants using this approach. We also asked our
participants and our university’s computer science and software engineering professors to forward our
study invitation to other potential participants. In an attempt to increase the diversity and
representativeness of our sample, we posted study invitations in public online affinity groups for
marginalized communities in the tech workforce, such as women in tech.

! The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the authors’ university approved the goals and protocols of this research
study.

2 The authors are affiliated with the School of Information and Computer Sciences (while not in the Department of
Computer Science) at an R1 university on the West Coast. Large technology companies regularly recruit computer
science research and software engineering interns from our university. While the authors have neither hired nor
applied for these internships, many of our colleagues and students have. As such, we are familiar with this internship
hiring process.

3 We understand that “Asian American or Asian” and “White” are very broad labels and that these groups comprise
individuals from various races, ethnicities, and national backgrounds. We chose to use these labels because almost all of
our participants used them as emic terms to describe themselves.
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The first author conducted semi-structured interviews with evaluators between October 2020 and
March 2021 through video calls. Each interview lasted between 30 to 45 minutes, with an average of
35 minutes. We considered this interview length to be generous because evaluators had packed
schedules, and their one-on-one work meetings tend to be only 30-minutes long. We did not
compensate evaluators for participating in the study.

When explaining our study’s goals to participants in our recruitment materials and interviews, we
mentioned our broad interest in understanding evaluators’ perspectives of interviewing and hiring
Ph.D.-level internship applicants. To avoid biasing evaluators’ interview responses and to observe
whether they would voluntarily bring up the potential role of social class background in hiring, we did
not disclose this paper’s research aims. Specifically, we did not tell them upfront that we were
interested in understanding their reported awareness of how social class background might figure into
hiring and how their assessments might have hidden and underlying social class dimensions.
However, we did ask direct questions about the potential role of social class background in hiring
toward the end of our interviews.

To encourage participants to feel comfortable expressing their thoughts during the study
interviews, we explained how we would protect their anonymity and confidentiality by removing any
mentions of personally identifiable information, company and team names, university affiliations, and
specific job titles from our research publications. Following standard ethical research practices, we
also told participants that they could skip any questions they felt uncomfortable answering. Finally,
we informed participants that the interviewer was affiliated with a university and could not influence
their job status and performance evaluations, thus reducing social desirability bias in participants’
responses.

Throughout the interview study, the research interviewer asked open-ended questions and then
focused on the discussion topics that were most salient to participants. The first set of interview
questions revolved around understanding how evaluators assessed applicants. Examples of such
questions include: “If you could think back to the recent interviews you conducted, what did you look
for in a successful internship applicant?”’; “What would you say are the top mistakes that applicants
make?”’; and “If an intern candidate were to ask you, ‘“What could I do to prepare for the interview?’
what would you say?”

To start, the interviewer explored evaluators’ understanding of the connection between applicants’
experiences or backgrounds and their ability to display the desired hiring traits. The interviewer asked,
“In your opinion, what are particular life experiences or backgrounds that might shape applicants’
success in the hiring process?” If participants did not voluntarily discuss the potential role of social
class background in hiring, the interviewer would then directly ask, “What role do you think social
class background might play in hiring?”’

While the interviewer also asked participants about gender and race, this paper focuses on their
responses regarding social class because it is an oft-understudied sociodemographic factor in studies
on hiring. In addition, the interviewer asked whether participants thought Covid-19 influenced their
hiring criteria and assessments. Participants across the board mentioned that they did not observe any
pandemic-induced changes. Overall, the interviewer invited evaluators to provide concrete examples
whenever they gave general answers. For example, if an evaluator said, “We look for applicants who
can provide interesting ideas,” the interviewer would then ask, “Can you give an example of how an
applicant showed that they can offer interesting ideas?”

We began hearing similar patterns across evaluators’ responses after conducting 40 interviews.
However, the interviewer continued to recruit and interview 10 more evaluators to ensure data
saturation.
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3.2 Data Analysis

We used an inductive thematic analysis approach to analyze the interview data [8]. Upon completing
the data collection process, the first author conducted an open, line-by-line coding of the data. The
first author would code a few transcripts and then meet with the second author to develop, discuss,
and refine the codebook. After repeating these steps four times to create a clear and detailed codebook,
the first author coded the rest of the transcripts. Throughout the coding process, the two authors labeled
the codes based on the language that evaluators used during the study interviews. The first author also
frequently wrote analytical memos to capture and engage with the emerging patterns and themes. The
two authors met weekly over six months to discuss the codes, memos, and themes. Whenever
questions or disagreements developed during the meetings, both authors reread the relevant transcripts
and built consensus.

During the first round of open coding, we addressed our first research question by parsing the
extent to which evaluators displayed an awareness of how social class background might play a role
in hiring. Examples of initial codes included “prestigious educational credentials,” “influential
connections,” “no information about applicants’ social class,” and “hiring assessments based on
individual personalities.” In writing and analyzing our memos, it became clear that the minority of
evaluators who identified the role of social class background in hiring commonly focused on the way
this sociodemographic factor shapes applicants’ access to desired resources (e.g., educational prestige
and referrals).

Next, we reflected on evaluators’ assessments of applicants. We noted the many instances and
ways that evaluators across all companies focused on judging applicants’ “innovation potential.” This
emic term refers to applicants’ potential to do innovative work at the company. During the second
round of open coding, we created codes to capture evaluators’ descriptions of how applicants
demonstrate “innovation potential.” Such codes include: “articulate how different disciplines might
inform their work,” “facilitate engaging back-and-forth conversations,” “offer interesting ideas on the
fly,” “raise differing opinions,” and “defend and advocate for their ideas.” We then grouped these
codes under the themes: “artfully rearranging disciplinary boundaries,” “artfully rearranging role
boundaries,” and “artfully rearranging power boundaries.”

Core themes became apparent after coding 42 transcripts. Nonetheless, we kept coding and
analyzing the data to ensure that we had reached theoretical saturation. In reviewing all our codes and
themes, we were struck by how every evaluator, regardless of whether they displayed an awareness
of how social class background might figure into hiring, emphasized that their assessments of
“innovation potential” are based on applicants’ interpersonal interactional styles during the interviews.

Two core themes emerged from this analysis. These themes were broadly expressed across the
population with no discernable differences between evaluators with various sociodemographic
characteristics. First, for the 19 participants who articulated the potential role of social class
background in hiring, their awareness revolved around access to external resources. Second, all
participants described using applicants’ interpersonal interactional styles to assess whether they
displayed the specific traits needed to succeed in the company. Given the focus on assessing
candidates through how they present themselves in one-on-one exchanges, we were inspired to further
investigate this finding through past scholarship on interpersonal interactional styles. Specifically, we
turned to prior studies on social class background in familial and educational socialization to explore
whether the interpersonal interactional styles that evaluators use to assess core traits might carry social
class implications.

By comparing our emergent insights with the findings from past literature (see Related Work
Subsection 2.2), we find that evaluators’ assessments of the core trait of “innovation potential” can
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indeed privilege applicants who enact upper-middle-class interpersonal interactional styles.
Specifically, evaluators prioritize those who exhibit ease with expressing interdisciplinary ideas,
facilitating back-and-forth dialogues, and voicing disagreements on the spot when interacting with
authority figures. Taken together, our inductive findings align with previous sociological insights on
learned interpersonal interactional styles and suggest that evaluators’ reported ways of assessing
desired individual traits have underlying social class dimensions.

4 RESULTS

4.1 Evaluators’ Display of Awareness of How Social Class Background Might Figure into
Hiring

When asked open-ended questions about “the life experiences or backgrounds that shape applicants’
success in the hiring process,” only five evaluators voluntarily brought up the potential role of social
class background in hiring. When asked directly “what role social class background might play in
hiring,” only 14 additional evaluators discussed the ways in which the hiring practices of large
technology companies might have social class dimensions. Almost all of these 19 evaluators focused
on how social class can influence applicants’ access to valuable resources, such as elite education and
social networks. For example, several evaluators explained that upper-middle-class applicants often
enjoy an advantage over their working-class counterparts when it comes to securing admission to elite
universities. In turn, this advantage gives them a leg up in the competition for internship offers. Robert
described why and how he often favors applicants from elite universities:

“[The company] is an elite, well-known organization, so there’s a lot of competition to get
here. We get hundreds and hundreds of internship applications. I have a job, right? I’'m not
going to spend hours every day pouring over them. So, there are signals that come through,
like I’'m automatically going to give a closer look to applicants from elite schools like
Stanford, [schools] that tend to be very classist. I try hard to overcome that, but I know I
don’t.” — Robert*

Robert’s comment is representative of a common challenge that numerous evaluators expressed.
Evaluators reported that their companies often expect them to review numerous applications in detail
while juggling their core responsibilities as full-time software engineers or researchers. Given this
reality, many of them explained that they often use educational prestige as a quick screen for “quality”
applicants (again, with 19 evaluators explicitly recognizing that this practice might pose disadvantages
for working-class applicants.)

In addition, many of these 19 evaluators emphasized that the partnerships between large technology
companies and elite universities can ease students’ process of building first- and second-degree
connections with evaluators. Participants described how large technology companies frequently host
networking and recruiting events at elite universities, where applicants and evaluators can meet and
get to know each other. They also reported frequently collaborating with professors at elite
universities, and through these collaborations, meeting students whom they choose to recruit as
interns. Nancy noted:

4 To protect our participants’ anonymity and confidentiality, we used pseudonyms and did not list their race. We also
removed all company and team names and slightly modified the research areas mentioned in their interview responses.
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“[The company] doesn’t have many people from schools that aren’t Ivy and fancy. [The
company] is in [a city], and we’re close to [an elite school that is near the city]. There’s a lot
of connections there. And the biggest determinant is about networking—whether you know
the person beforehand, or your advisor is great friends with them.” — Nancy

Nancy then explained how applicants’ connections to the evaluators can shape evaluators’
interview questions and experiences:

“If you’re interviewing somebody you don’t know at all, you must make sure they have all
the skills you need. But if you already know them or someone can vouch for them, then you
know they meet the basics, and you can get to the interesting conversations.” — Nancy

As Nancy’s comments reveal, knowing the applicant before the interviews or having a referral
from a trusted source can allow evaluators to focus on discussing “interesting” topics during the
interviews. Rather than assessing whether the applicant meets the minimum technical requirements
needed to do the job, many evaluators described being able to have more engaging conversations that
might foster positive impressions.

While the vast majority of evaluators talked about educational prestige and network ties in hiring,
only a minority of participants felt that enjoying such resources had a social class dimension. More
than half of the evaluators reported that either social class background did not play a role in hiring, or
that it was unclear what exact role social class background might play in this process. Of the 32
participants who did not articulate a connection between social class background and hiring, many
explained that they do not have information about applicants’ social class background throughout the
hiring process. These evaluators emphasized that the internship application forms do not ask
applicants about their social class background and that they have difficulty gauging applicants’ social
class based on their self-presentation alone. According to these evaluators, they can only get this
information if applicants voluntarily disclose it. As Helen said: “Social class is a characteristic that is
not very visible unless they tell me.” When asked how applicants’ social class background might
shape their interview performance, Harold explained:

“It’s hard to say. Actually, the better answer for you: I don’t ask people about their families.
I don’t want to be biased by that in the slightest. I don’t think it’s relevant for an interview.
It’s massively inappropriate to ask someone in an interview, ‘What was your home like
growing up?’ If I found out a coworker did that, I would honestly report them.” — Harold

Like Harold, many evaluators described avoiding asking applicants about their social class
background to minimize biases against them. These evaluators maintained that not knowing the social
class background of applicants makes it difficult to intuit whether application strategies and
performance are linked to social class structures or individual personalities. In other words, they
reported lacking the necessary information needed to observe the patterns across different social class
groups they encounter in hiring.

Further, several evaluators expressed that relevant educational and work experiences will matter
more than upbringing as applicants move forward in their academic and professional careers. Linda
explained:

“I don’t think social class matters. Getting a job solely lies in how well you do at the
interview. I think just relevant background matters, not other backgrounds. If you’re a
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software development candidate, then just your technical expertise and other soft skills
matter.” — Linda

Linda’s quote illustrates how evaluators conceptualize interviews as a site that primarily assesses
applicants’ individual abilities. For all evaluators, applicants’ interview performances and hiring
outcomes largely depend on their displays of technical skills, time management abilities, and the most
important and elusive trait, “innovation potential.” While a minority of evaluators displayed an
awareness that social class influences applicants’ access to valued resources, none described a possible
connection between social class background and the ways in which evaluators assess desired traits
such as “innovation potential.” In the next section, we examine whether and how evaluators’ use of
applicants’ interpersonal interactional styles to assess “innovation potential” might privilege those
from a particular social class background.

4.2 Evaluators’ Assessments of “Innovation Potential”

Across the board, evaluators explained that their companies rate the job performance of current interns
and full-time employees in computer science-related positions based on their abilities to make
innovative contributions. As Roy said:

“We provide innovation. If you can get a piece of running code in one of our production
services or publish an academic paper, or some combination of those two things, you’ve
done great.” — Roy

EINT3

Through analyzing evaluators’ descriptions of how they assessed applicants’ “innovation
potential,” we find that they often interpreted applicants’ comfort with expressing and asserting
themselves during power-laden interviews as signs of having such potential. Specifically, evaluators
reported prioritizing applicants who demonstrate what we term a “transboundary interactional style,”
in which applicants display ease with communicating how different disciplinary insights might inform
their work, facilitating back-and-forth conversations about the potential internship project, and
standing up for their opinions by voicing disagreements. In the following subsections, we unpack how
evaluators described the elements of a transboundary interactional style and these elements’ relations
to the trait of being “innovative.” We also illuminate how sociological literature suggests that the
elements of this style are often cultivated in upper-middle-class backgrounds.

4.2.1 “Innovation Potential”: Displaying an Ease With Articulating How Different Disciplines Might
Relate to One’s Work

More than half of all evaluators expressed a desire to hire interns who seem capable of integrating
insights from different disciplines into their work. These evaluators often characterized their projects
at the company as large-scale and complex. They believed that having a knowledge base that spans
multiple domains and being able to configure different ways of thinking allow applicants to tackle
their projects innovatively. Ray explained:

“The company solves complex problems, and we deeply believe that if you only know one
research area, you’re not going to help solve the problem. The company needs very
collaborative and interdisciplinary people. People who know how to combine different
methods and distill core knowledge from various areas, like robotics, vision and language,
anthropology, and economics. If you can combine all the fields and techniques, there’s great
potential.” — Ray
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Additionally, evaluators across the board emphasized that they often worked with colleagues from
different disciplinary backgrounds. Thus, being familiar with a wide range of disciplines is seen as
helping applicants to communicate and collaborate effectively with various team members. Michelle
noted:

“If you only study computer science, then you are less exposed to being able to talk and
express yourself clearly to people with other frames of mind. That’s important for being a
team member. You’ll have to talk with people with different backgrounds, terminologies,
and ways of saying the same thing.” — Michelle

Ray’s and Michelle’s comments illustrate how numerous evaluators tied innovation to an ability
to work across disciplines. When asked about how they assessed applicants’ abilities to do such work,
these evaluators described prioritizing applicants who explicitly expressed an interest in incorporating
insights from people and fields outside of their domains into their work. For example, Thomas said:

“I look at whether they’re curious. Did they read about things that aren’t what they do but
could be related? I look at whether they’re adaptable. Can they apply their skills [from
different disciplines] to new problems? Do they value the contributions of people from all
sorts of [disciplinary] backgrounds?’” — Thomas

In a similar vein, Lucas explained:

“I look for people with a more diversified set of approaches or techniques.... I ask them
about what other fields they’ve explored and what things they took away from that to shape
how they think about their field.” — Lucas

Thomas’ quote widely reflects the comments of our study participants. Evaluators regularly
described valuing applicants who seemed “curious” about topics that might initially appear unrelated
to their projects. However, displaying curiosity was not sufficient. Evaluators also reported assessing
applicants’ “adaptability” in drawing connections between the seemingly disparate topics and their
work. Lucas’ remarks are particularly telling. Lucas’ comments show how evaluators often discussed
favoring applicants who could articulate on the spot how they would apply their “diversified set of
approaches and techniques” to their projects. Here, we observe that displaying a comfort in traversing
disciplinary knowledge structures and uniquely combining various perspectives is seen as a key
component of demonstrating “innovation potential.”

Interestingly, prior literature on familial and educational socialization suggests that upper-middle-
class educational settings often train individuals to build an argument in this desired way. These
individuals may feel at ease with artfully rearranging disciplinary boundaries and expressing
interdisciplinary insights during scholarly conversations because they have had much practice doing
so (see Related Work Subsection 2.2). Building on these studies, we suggest that regardless of whether
applicants can make these connections, evaluators’ methods of assessing “innovation potential” can
pose advantages for upper-middle-class applicants.

4.2.2 “Innovation Potential”: Demonstrating a Comfort with Facilitating Interesting Back-and-Forth
Conversations about the Work

According to evaluators, another vital part of demonstrating “innovation potential” entails displaying
one’s abilities to be a dynamic collaborator who can contribute to team endeavors. All evaluators
described judging the extent to which applicants took initiative in leading a conversation about the
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upcoming internship project in a way that evaluators found interesting. Nancy explained how she
deliberately sought applicants who provided “interesting” ideas during the interviews:

“I’1l talk about my ideas, things I want to do [for the project]. And I’ll see if they like them
and if they have interesting things to add. I want a candidate who has a trajectory that’s
parallel to mine and can find interesting interconnections that could be interesting for
everybody.” — Nancy

Nancy’s quote illustrates how evaluators prioritized applicants who gave fresh insights into their
project pitches during the interviews. Evaluators’ perceptions of how fast applicants produced
interesting responses also mattered. Almost all evaluators reported assessing applicants’ abilities to
“think on their feet” and carry a “back-and-forth conversation.” Lance discussed what he looked for
in an ideal intern candidate:

“I’m looking for whether they can ask questions. Can they run with a line of reasoning? And
I like people who can interact and respond on the fly. I like the banter [and] the back-and-
forth discussion. [It’s because] I’m looking for a collaborator. ... Most work that I run into at
[the company] has an innovative part associated with it. And I’m trying to maximize joint
success.” — Lance

Like the vast majority of evaluators, Lance interpreted applicants’ displays of quick thinking during
the interviews as signals of their potential to enhance collaborative innovation later in the internship.

Almost all evaluators explained that maintaining a two-way dialogue involves posing thought-
provoking questions about the project. However, merely asking questions was insufficient. These
evaluators also sought applicants who could build on evaluators’ responses to applicants’ inquiries.
Later in his interview, Lance said:

“They also need to be able to cope with the answers. If they ask me a question and I give
them an answer, what do they do with it? If they answer, ‘Thank you,’ that’s probably not
the correct response. A good response might be, ‘Huh, that’s interesting. What about this?”’
— Lance

Similarly, Carol stressed the need for applicants to contribute to the conversation actively:

“I’m seeing how proactive they are in the interview itself. Part of it is how much of an equal
exchange you have at the appropriate time in the conversation. A naturally curious person
can do that because you’re picking up and feeding off something I said. Versus sitting there
waiting for my question, then answering it and stopping. It’s where I realize that this
conversation has become much more interesting because I was talking to you and learned
something new.” — Carol

As Lance’s and Carol’s remarks illustrate, numerous evaluators described distinguishing between
applicants who “proactively” contributed to the flow of the conversation and those who merely
followed evaluators’ conversational lead. A critical aspect of maintaining an engaging back-and-forth
dialogue involved appearing at ease with steering the conversation to explore intriguing ways of
thinking about the internship project. Evaluators largely took applicants’ comfort levels with fostering
an “equal exchange of ideas” during interviews as indicators of individual personality traits that
contribute to innovative endeavors. As her quote shows, Carol directly tied this interpersonal
interactional style to being a “naturally curious person.”
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However, our analysis of past research on social class differences in home and school settings
reveals that such style is promoted in upper-middle-class environments. These environments tend to
encourage individuals to practice the art of witty exchange and feel comfortable with artfully
rearranging role boundaries (see Related Work Subsection 2.2). Looking at our findings through this
perspective, it becomes clear that evaluators’ emphasis on applicants who seem comfortable treating
them as equal conversation partners and facilitating back-and-forth conversations may privilege
learned behaviors from upper-middle-class environments.

4.2.3 “Innovation Potential”: Displaying a Willingness to Challenge the Status Quo by Voicing
Disagreements

In addition to judging applicants’ ability to generate and communicate interesting ideas on the fly,
many evaluators reported tying applicants” willingness to assert their personal opinions during
conversations to their “innovation potential.” Specifically, just under half of the evaluators described
seeking applicants who seemed willing to challenge the status quo by voicing their opinions. As
Carol explained:

“Rebelling against authority can be a very good trait. Challenging the status quo can be
very innovative.... To be willing to stand their ground and speak out against the rest, the
person has got to be self-confident. It’s admirable.” — Carol

When asked how they assessed whether an applicant is willing to express strong and often
contradictory opinions, evaluators reported inviting the applicant to describe past experiences of
challenging the status quo or pointing out the mistakes of others in constructive ways. For instance,
Carol gave an example of the language that interviewees could use to demonstrate this hiring
criterion: “It could be like, ‘T see what your organization is doing and where you’re headed, but I
think we can go further if we go this other direction.”” Similarly, Susan said:

“We try to suss out if [the applicant] is willing to stand up for something. If you think that
something is not being done correctly or that people are making a technical mistake, we
want you to stand up and say respectfully, ‘Can we reconsider this?”” — Susan

Many evaluators also described favoring applicants who appeared comfortable “defending” their
ideas in the face of feedback. According to Cody:

“There are certainly jobs for people who just do what they’re told. But, to have a good
career, you need to be able to advocate for your ideas. That means concisely describing
your ideas and defending them against critiques, either well-meaning or hostile ones.
Thinking on your feet is part of it. When people can have back-and-forth conversations, it
makes the process of doing a collaborative project faster and more fun.” — Cody

In a similar vein, Deborah explained how she assessed this hiring criterion during interviews:

“It’s the way that [the applicants] respond to feedback [or ideas]. If they’re an expert and
understand why [they disagree with the feedback], then they’ll explain it. Versus just
shooting it down like, ‘Oh no, that’s not a good idea.”” — Deborah

As Cody’s and Deborah’s remarks reveal, many evaluators viewed the ability to “advocate for
one’s ideas” in ways that sustain back-and-forth dialogue—even when responding to “hostile
critiques” and authority figures such as evaluators, senior colleagues, and managers—as indicative
of assertiveness. Evaluators regularly viewed assertiveness as an individual personality trait that
allows applicants to be intellectually stimulating and innovative collaborators.
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At the same time, evaluators commonly deemed applicants who seemed too defensive or
argumentative as terrible collaborators. “Some candidates can be very argumentative, and then
you’ll know that they won’t be good people to work with,” said Linda. She then described how
evaluators typically judged whether an applicant was argumentative:

“I've read stories of how the interviewee told the interviewer repeatedly ‘this is not the
right method to solve it’” or ‘my method is better,” got into an argument, and went on about
it” — Linda

Numerous evaluators underscored applicants’ need to strike the right balance between standing
up for their own opinions and incorporating others’ ideas. Craig explained:

“All [hiring criteria] must be balanced. If you take [a criterion] and go to the extreme,
that’d be too much, and that’d be wrong.... Like with [the criterion of] disagreeing, [it’s
about] disagreeing with people in ways that don’t cause conflict but cause innovation and
thought.” — Craig

Linda’s and Craig’s comments illuminate the delicate line between productively and
destructively voicing disagreements. Like Linda and Craig, many evaluators described wanting
interns who they felt would work well with team members due to an ability to welcome “productive
conflict.” Taken together, their remarks reflect how evaluators often relate applicants’ willingness
to voice differing opinions to authority figures to the demonstration of “innovation potential.”

Scholars who study familial and educational socialization have contended that upper-middle-
class environments largely socialize individuals to feel at ease with artfully rearranging power
boundaries by challenging and debating with authority figures (see Related Work Subsection 2.2).
Returning to our empirical findings, we thus argue that evaluators’ assessments of how comfortable
applicants are with advocating for their personal opinions and challenging the status quo are also
related to upper-middle-class parenting and educational styles.

5 DISCUSSION

In sum, our research offers two insights. First, we observe a pervasive lack of awareness among
evaluators that social class background may affect hiring decisions. Second, evaluators—even those
who display an awareness that social class background can provide applicants with valuable
resources—do not draw connections between social class background and the desired transboundary
interactional style. Across the board, evaluators interpret this style as evidence of “innovation
potential.” They report valuing applicants who display an ease with drawing upon ideas from across
disciplinary boundaries, facilitating conversations through witty exchanges, and defending their
opinions and challenging the status quo in high-pressure face-to-face exchanges.

Whether or not the transboundary interactional style is indicative of applicants’ actual
“innovative potential,” prioritizing applicants who seem comfortable with displaying this style can
privilege upper-middle-class applicants. Our review of sociological literature on familial and
educational socialization shows that the desired transboundary interactional style is cultivated in
upper-middle-class backgrounds. Thus, despite evaluators’ best intentions and active efforts to
reduce potential hiring biases in general, we find that their current hiring practices can create
hidden advantages for upper-middle-class applicants. Table 1 offers an overview of how our analysis
of past sociological studies suggests that evaluators’ assessments of innovation potential can have
underlying social class dimensions.
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It is important to note that we are not arguing that upper-middle-class applicants are more
“innovative” than their working-class peers. We are asserting that regardless of their actual abilities
to be innovative, upper-middle-class applicants likely have more practice with demonstrating the
transboundary interactional style that evaluators use to judge applicants’ innovation potential. As
a result, evaluators could be rejecting working-class applicants who are indeed innovative but do
not display the desired interpersonal interactional style in the high-pressure environment of a face-
to-face interview.

We are also asserting interpersonal interactional styles are not purely a reflection of personality
traits. Interpersonal interactional styles are, to a degree, learned. Studies on the influence of social
class background on educational socialization have shown that working-class students who attend
upper-middle-class schools can indeed learn to display the transboundary interactional style that
their schools promote [11,26]. That said, scholars have asserted that adopting this style is not a quick
or straightforward process [11,26] and may take several years. Further, past sociological studies
have found that some working-class students may resist acquiring upper-middle-class interpersonal
interactional styles in service of maintaining their working-class styles from childhood [11,26,51].

Table 1. Summary of how evaluators’ assessments of “innovation potential” can privilege upper-middle-class
applicants

Elements of a transboundary interactional
style that evaluators use to assess
“innovation potential”

Ties between social class background and ease with enacting
elements of a transboundary interactional style

Assessing applicants’ ease with artfully
rearranging disciplinary boundaries by
expressing ideas that draw on insights
from multiple disciplines

Assessing applicants’ ease with artfully
rearranging role boundaries by facilitating
back-and-forth conversations with
evaluators

Assessing applicants’ ease with artfully
rearranging power boundaries by
challenging ideas and asserting their
opinions

5.1 Implications for CSCW Scholarship

Upper-middle-class individuals are often encouraged to
engage with a wide variety of academic disciplines and to
feel at ease with sharing their thoughts on the potential
connections between various disciplinary insights [4,27].

Upper-middle-class individuals are often trained to feel
comfortable treating authority figures as equal conversation
partners [10,31,47].

Upper-middle-class individuals are often shaped to be at
ease with challenging the status quo and voicing their
differing opinions to authority figures [10,31,47].

Our study has several implications for CSCW and HCI scholarship that explores how social class
background influences hiring processes. First, prior scholarship has found that working-class
applicants often lack valuable resources in securing professional positions at elite companies, such
as educational prestige and social connections at the companies [17,18,25,50]. However, our findings
suggest that only a minority of evaluators display awareness of this dynamic in hiring. Thus, there
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are opportunities for the insights generated by the CSCW and HCI communities to be better
translated into practice.

Even more importantly, our research adds another layer to our scholarly insight into how social
class background shapes hiring decisions. As noted above, past CSCW and HCI studies on hiring
have focused on examining social class disparities in terms of access to employment-related
resources (e.g., educational prestige and professional networks) [17,18,25,50]. However, resources
are not the only class-related factors that create advantages for certain applicants. By showing how
social class differences also play out in the form of communication, or interpersonal interactional
styles, our research adds to scholarly discussions about the mechanisms that perpetuate social class
bias in hiring.

Social class biases are difficult to address partially because these differences are subtle and often
invisible to evaluators. Evaluators commonly assume that deeply ingrained practices—such as tastes
(e.g., extracurricular interests) and styles of interacting with others—are the sole product of core
personality traits. Our findings challenge this assumption by showing that individuals’ practices are
not reducible to core personality traits. Their practices are also the product of social class
upbringing. That is, evaluators describe favoring a transboundary interactional style when assessing
“quality” candidates. This style, as sociological literature suggests, is cultivated in upper-middle-
class environments. Thus, we argue that beyond influencing access to valorized resources,
applicants’ social class background also affects the extent to which they display the desired
transboundary interactional style during interviews.

Based on our findings, we assert that CSCW studies on hiring inequality should also account for
interpersonal interactional styles as a crucial dimension of hiring that is related to social class
background. The influence of class-based interpersonal interactional styles on the perspectives and
practices of those involved in the hiring process warrants continued scholarly attention. We show
that class-based interpersonal interactional styles can contribute to stratification and social
inequalities. In other words, systematic biases favoring upper-middle-class interpersonal
interactional styles reproduce power structures that exclude working- and middle-class individuals
from entering prestigious occupations.

Further, our findings push forward the current understanding of how the interpersonal
interactional exchanges between applicants and evaluators figure into the hiring practices of elite
companies. Our recent CSCW study shows that interpersonal interactions are an avenue for
evaluators to establish connections with applicants and assess applicants’ fit with the company [15].
Specifically, we find that evaluators positively assess applicants who can connect on a personal level
by identifying and discussing shared tastes (e.g., hobbies and lifestyle interests) [15]. As evaluators
tend to be from upper-middle-class backgrounds themselves, such hiring practices can privilege
upper-middle-class applicants because these applicants are more likely than their working-class
counterparts to share similar interests and experiences to those of evaluators. Our research expands
this argument by delving into how evaluators assess applicants during interactions about technical
work (e.g., an upcoming project). These conversations provide minimal opportunities for applicants
to find common ground with evaluators and discuss shared experiences or hobbies. As such, these
exchanges bring into relief the more subtle factors that perpetuate hiring bias, including the
embodied and subconscious class-based ways of engaging with others. Therefore, this paper
suggests the challenge for working-class applicants to navigate the elite hiring process. That is, even
though it might be a viable application tactic for working-class applicants to embrace upper-middle-
class hobbies or interests, it is much more difficult for them to modify their interactional styles that
are deeply ingrained and learned from their working-class upbringing [6,7].
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5.2 Implications for Evaluators’ Hiring Assessments

Our research suggests a pervasive lack of awareness among evaluators about the relationships
between social class background and hiring assessments. Building on our findings, evaluators must
challenge the assumption that applicants’ ingrained practices, such as ways of interacting with
authority figures, can only be attributed to individuals’ core personality traits. We encourage
evaluators to recognize the role of applicants’ social class background in the development of the
transboundary interactional style that evaluators prioritize in interview assessments. We suggest
two distinct intervention approaches for evaluators to promote a more equitable competition for
elite employment.

The first approach involves supporting applicants to navigate the current hiring system and
facilitating their access into elite workplaces. Elite companies can help scaffold applicants’ process
of acquiring the valorized upper-middle-class transboundary interactional style. With increased
awareness of how class-based interpersonal interactional styles shape hiring, elite companies could
share the considerable burden on educational institutions to teach students the desired interpersonal
interactional styles. For example, elite companies could provide mentorship programs and job
preparation workshops that help applicants to express interdisciplinary ideas, assert themselves,
and engage evaluators in a more casual way during the interviews.

The second approach involves changing the hiring system and addressing the cultural
misalignment between upper-middle-class hiring expectations and working- and middle-class
interactional styles. Current ways of assessing “innovation potential” will likely perpetuate bias in
hiring and continue to benefit upper-middle-class applicants. Exploring other ways of assessing
“innovation potential” that do not rely on high-pressure and power-laden face-to-face interactions
may help evaluators more equitably assess applicants’ quality.

Specifically, our findings suggest that when evaluators focus on an applicants’ ability to express
interesting and differing opinions on the fly during interviews, they may be privileging upper-
middle-class applicants. Past research on familial and educational socialization has shown that
working-class individuals may feel more comfortable deliberating and carefully crafting their
responses before voicing them to authority figures [10,31]. Considering this working- and middle-
class interactional style, evaluators could provide applicants more information before the interviews
and offer different avenues for them to express themselves.

For example, evaluators could provide an overview of the potential internship project and
interview questions beforehand. If evaluators prioritize interdisciplinary ideas, they could inform
applicants about this expectation. If evaluators prefer applicants who are willing to challenge the
status quo, they could ask applicants to prepare a response about how they voiced disagreements
in a prior situation. Evaluators could also ask applicants to submit a written reflection on interesting
ideas to explore during the interview and internship.

Such changes to the evaluative practices would allow all applicants more time to generate
interesting ideas and think about how they could best communicate their ideas to evaluators, thus
alleviating the stress of expressing their thoughts on the fly during high-pressure interviews. Such
tweaks could also result in an interview setting that better reflects applicants’ future work
environment. Compared to interview settings, work environments at large technology companies
often allow employees to familiarize themselves with a project, prepare their ideas before presenting
them to colleagues, and share their perspectives via different channels (e.g., written documents and
emails). By conducting hiring interviews that better approximate the work environment, evaluators
can better assess applicants’ abilities to contribute meaningfully to the workplace. As with all
intervention efforts, evaluators should pay attention to how each change in their evaluative
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practices affect each applicant group. They should examine the effects of these changes on all
applicants and avoid unintentionally imposing additional burdens on a particular group.

5.3 Limitations and Future Work

While we designed this study to examine evaluators’ opinions of social class background in hiring,
we did ask participants about the potential roles that gender and race could play in the hiring
process. However, given the pervasive lack of awareness regarding the role of social class
background in hiring, we were unable to explore their perspectives of the intersection between
social class, gender, and race. That said, prior literature suggests that applicants’ abilities to enact
the transboundary interactional style that evaluators use to assess “innovation potential” can also
have gendered and racial dimensions [12,41,44,48].

To start, entry into upper-middle-class environments is deeply racialized. Numerous studies have
shown that racially marginalized groups often face structural racism in gatekeeping mechanisms,
such as school admissions and hiring practices at prestigious institutions [12,41,44,48].
Discrimination in these settings often prevents such groups from entering and immersing in upper-
middle-class environments, thus excluding them from opportunities to learn the desired
transboundary interactional style in elite hiring [26].

In addition, past scholars suggest that regardless of their social class background, applicants with
marginalized gender and racial identities might experience less “participative safety” [1] when
engaging with perceived hostile environments. While the technology industry is actively trying to
make its work environment more inclusive, it is well-known that the industry has been a historically
hostile environment for marginalized social groups [40]. Consequently, compared to their white
men counterparts, upper-middle-class applicants with marginalized gender and racial identities
might feel less comfortable expressing their ideas on the fly and engaging in debates during
interviews.

Despite our concerted efforts to recruit a demographically diverse sample, 19% of our study
participants identified as women, which is lower than the 29% of women in computer science
positions at technology companies [3]. We conducted the interview study during the insurgence of
COVID-19, which might have contributed to the lower participation rate of women in our study.
COVID-19 worsened existing social inequalities for women in general [42], including heightening
job pressures and increasing care work. These added burdens likely made it more difficult for them
to participate in our research. Further, the majority of our participants identified as white, and none
of our participants identified as Black, Indigenous, and Latinx. Thus, future research should explore
the extent to which evaluators with marginalized gender and racial identities display an awareness
regarding the role of social class background in hiring and whether their hiring assessments have
underlying social class dimensions.

Finally, it is important to note that we are not arguing that applicants’ social class background
predetermines their interpersonal interactional styles. Some working-class individuals have more
outgoing personalities that allow for greater comfort during conversations in an interview setting.
Some upper-middle-class individuals have shyer personalities and prefer to take more time to
deliberate before immediately voicing their opinions to authority figures. Future work should
investigate how the intersections between applicants’ personalities and social class background
figure into the hiring process.
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6 CONCLUSION

After interviewing 50 evaluators at large technology companies who assess Ph.D.-level applicants
for computer science research and software engineering internships, we found that only 19
evaluators displayed an awareness of the role that social class background might play in hiring.
These evaluators focused on how upper-middle-class applicants are more likely than their working-
class peers to have access to valuable resources, such as prestigious educational credentials and
robust social networks. While we agree that social class background affects access to valuable
resources in hiring, our research surfaces a more subtle and troubling relationship between social
class background and hiring. Across the board, evaluators reported valuing applicants who
demonstrate “innovation potential.” Evaluators described identifying candidates as having
“innovation potential” if they displayed what we call a transboundary interactional style, in which
applicants seem at ease with the following: responding to interview questions by drawing on a wide
range of disciplinary ideas, taking the reins in conversation, and pushing back on the status quo and
defending their opinions. Evaluators emphasized that this interpersonal interactional style is tied to
applicants’ individual personalities. However, our analysis of past research on familial and
educational socialization suggests that this interpersonal interactional style is also often cultivated
in upper-middle-class environments. This insight suggests that hiring practices aimed at assessing
whether an applicant has a core individual trait (e.g., “innovation potential”) may also be evaluating
whether the applicant comes from an upper-middle-class background. We thus call for evaluators
to be cognizant of how applicants’ social class background might shape their comfort with
displaying the desired transboundary interactional style during interviews. We also urge them to
implement hiring practices that are equitable toward applicants from different social class
backgrounds.
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