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SOCIOECONOMIC MOBILITY AND TALENT UTILIZATION
OF WORKERS FROM POORER BACKGROUNDS: THE

OVERLOOKED IMPORTANCE OF
WITHIN-ORGANIZATION DYNAMICS

MARKO PITESA1

Singapore Management University

MADAN M. PILLUTLA
London Business School

Socioeconomic mobility, or the ability of individuals to improve their socioeconomic
standing through merit-based contributions, is a fundamental ideal of modern societies.
The key focus of societal efforts to ensure socioeconomic mobility has been on the pro-
vision of educational opportunities. We review evidence that even with the same educa-
tion and job opportunities, being born into a poorer family undermines socioeconomic
mobility because of processes occurring within organizations. The burden of poorer
background might, ceteris paribus, be economically comparable to the gender gap. We
argue that in the societal and scientific effort to promote socioeconomic mobility, the key
context in which mobility is supposed to happen—organizations—and the key part of the
life of people striving toward socioeconomic advancement—that as working adults—have
been overlooked. We integrate the organizational literature, pointing to key within-
organizational processes impacting objective (socioeconomic) success with research,
some emergent in organizational sciences and some disciplinary, on when, why, and how
people frompoorer backgrounds behave or are treated by others in the relevant situations.
Integrating these literatures generates a novel and useful framework for identifying issues
people born into poorer families face as employees, systematizes extant evidence and
makes it more accessible to organizational scientists, and allows us to lay the agenda for
future organizational scholarship. Our hope is that the current review will help bring
organizational science—in our view, the best equipped domain of scholarship for studying
how workers from different backgrounds fare in organizations—to the forefront of the
quest for promoting socioeconomic mobility of workers coming from poorer families.

Socioeconomic mobility, or the ability of in-
dividuals to improve their socioeconomic standing
(SES) through merit-based contributions, is a fun-
damental ideal of modern societies (Lynn, Podolny,
& Tao, 2009; Parsons, 1951; Weber, 1978 [1956]).
People have no control over whether they are born
into poor or rich families and should therefore not be
rewarded or punished for their status at birth. With
the rise of different forms of humanism over the past
several centuries, societies became increasingly

invested in creating opportunities for people born
into poorer families to work their way up to a mate-
rial comfort and a satisfying life. The key focus of
such societal efforts is on the provision of educa-
tional opportunities. Most countries strive to make
basic education available to everyone, and many
countries introduce various types of programs to
provide opportunities for people born into poorer
families to become as highly educated as those born
into richer families. In line with this focus, a vast
body of research studies, from work in education
(Walpole, 2003) to social psychology (Stephens,
Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012), is
dedicated to understanding how people from poorer
families fare in the educational system.

In this review, we argue that the role of organiza-
tions, and within-organizational dynamics in par-
ticular, in promoting socioeconomic mobility has
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been underappreciated. This has important nega-
tive implications for both equality of opportunity
and organizational effectiveness. Education can cer-
tainly be thought of as an important precondition for
mobility, but its key goal is to allow socioeconomic
advancement to commence and occur through work
that takes place after. People born into poorer fami-
lies are literally expected to “work their way up,”
with most of that work occurring within organiza-
tions (The World Bank, 2018). However, the ease or
difficulty with which people from poorer families
actually achieve socioeconomic mobility through
work in organizations, andmore generally the extent
to which they manage to adjust and prosper as em-
ployees, has not received sufficient attention. For
example, Christie and Barling (2009) note that
workers’ SES has “usually been treated as nuisance
variables whose influence must be excluded” (pp.
1474–1475). Thus, it seems that in the societal
and scientific effort to promote socioeconomic mo-
bility, the key context in which it is supposed to
happen—organizations—as well as the key part of
the life of people striving toward socioeconomic
advancement—that as working adults—has been
overlooked.

Despite the effort to equalize educational oppor-
tunities, individuals from poorer families face nu-
merous challenges on entering organizations. One
indicative class of evidence of this fact comes from
research in economics, which finds that lower pa-
rental income is associated with lower returns (in
terms of future income) on the same educational at-
tainment (see Bartik & Hershbein, 2018, for recent
estimates; see also Torche, 2011). An early study by
Pfeffer (1977b) provides a particularly strong dem-
onstration of this fact. Pfeffer showed that graduating
from the prestigious MBA program at Berkeley
opened the doors to organizations to students, irre-
spective of their socioeconomic origin (i.e., therewas
no evidence of discrimination at the time of hiring),
but that even among this population with elite edu-
cation, individuals coming from poorer families
ended up with much lower salaries 10 years down
the line (see also Dreher, Dougherty, & Whitely,
1985; Pfeffer, 1977a). Thus, dynamics within orga-
nizations occurring after students joined the organi-
zation (whether stemming from their own or others’
behavior) seem to have created impediments to how
well students from poorer backgrounds fared as
employees.

Similar results to the ones obtained by Pfeffer
(1977b) have more recently been documented by
Laurison and Friedman (2016: 668), who analyzed a

large dataset (N5 43,444) based on Britain’s Labour
Force Survey, and showed that “even when people
who are from working-class backgrounds are suc-
cessful in entering high-status occupations, they
earn 17 percent less, on average, than individuals
from privileged backgrounds” and note that the
effect “remains substantial even net of a variety of
important predictors of earnings.” They conclude
that “beyond entry, the mobile population often
faces an earnings class ceiling within high-status
occupations” (emphasis added). The pay gap iden-
tified by Laurison and Friedman (2016) is compara-
ble to the gender pay gap (Blau & Kahn, 2017).
Whereas research on gender equality now represents
one of the most active areas of organizational re-
search as well as organizational and public policy
interventions, the fact that being born into a poorer
family undermines socioeconomicmobility through
within-organizational dynamics seems largely
ignored.

We argue that research on individual and in-
terpersonal mechanisms occurring within organiza-
tions that introduce obstacles for employees from
poorer backgrounds is available, but disorganized,
disconnected, and as a result underused by organi-
zational scholars. The organizational literature has
identified key individual and interpersonal work-
place behaviors impacting objective (socioeco-
nomic) success (Eby, Butts, & Lockwood, 2003; Ng,
Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005). This literature
points to key organizational behaviors through
which socioeconomic mobility of employees from
poorer backgrounds can be undermined. We in-
tegrate these findings with research, some emergent
in organizational sciences and some disciplinary,
on when, why, and how people from poorer back-
grounds behave or are treated by others in the rele-
vant situations. Integrating and reviewing these
literatures generate a novel and useful framework for
identifying issues employees from poorer back-
grounds face as employees, systematizes extant evi-
dence andmakes itmore accessible to organizational
scientists, and allows us to lay the agenda for future
organizational scholarship. Our hope is that the
current review will be instrumental in bringing or-
ganizational science—in our view the most relevant
and best equipped domain of scholarship for study-
ing whether workers from poorer backgrounds ac-
tually advance through work—to the forefront of
the societal quest for promoting socioeconomic
mobility.

Creating an integrated understanding of how em-
ployees from poorer backgrounds fare as employees
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also has the potential to lead to large-scale gains
for organizations in terms of their employees’ pro-
ductivity and satisfaction. Specifically, there are
major negative “implications for economic effi-
ciency if the talents of those from poorer families are
underdeveloped or not fully used, as those from
poorer backgrounds will not live up to their pro-
ductive potential” (Blanden, 2013). To the extent
that dynamics within organizations prevent em-
ployees from poorer backgrounds from performing,
advancing, and making an impact to their full po-
tential, this represents a missed opportunity for or-
ganizations in terms of talent utilization. Moving
beyond theU.S. example cited earlier, and toprovide
one illustration of the sheer scale and importance of
the phenomenon our review tackles, consider the
example of India. In India, as inmost other countries,
the key attempt to improve socioeconomic mobility
of individuals coming from the historically disad-
vantaged backgrounds (“Scheduled Caste” and
“Scheduled Tribe”) is through affirmative action
quotas in the educational system, with, e.g., 22.5
percent of the positions in institutions of higher ed-
ucation funded by the central government being re-
served for such individuals. Around 28.2 percent of
the population falls in this category (India Office of
the Registrar General & Census Commissioner, 2011),
which as of 2018 translates into a population sur-
passing that of the entire population of the United
States. Thus, there are literally millions of workers
coming from disadvantaged backgrounds entering
organizations after completing their higher educa-
tion in India alone.Amore precise understanding of
the experience of such employees, whichwe seek to
build and promote through this review, will be es-
sential in helping organizations successfully in-
tegrate workers from poorer families and ensure
they perform to their full potential, ultimately pro-
moting socioeconomic mobility as well as talent
utilization on a large scale.

Our review focuses on individual and interper-
sonal behaviors occurring within organizations
and as such differs from and complements existing
reviews that examined structural barriers to socio-
economic mobility, e.g., introduced through tech-
nological change (Ford, 2015), changing employment
relationships (Bidwell, Briscoe, Fernandez-Mateo, &
Sterling, 2013), and neighborhood effects (Corcoran,
1995). Across different employment relationships
and technologies used, it is important to understand
specific individual behaviors occurring among orga-
nizational members that hold employees from poorer
families back. Our review also complements reviews

of research on the psychology of social class (Piff,
Kraus, & Keltner, 2018; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips,
2014) andonhowa lackofmaterial resources impacts
basic psychological functioning (Banerjee & Duflo,
2012; Haushofer & Fehr, 2014), both of which are in-
formative for understanding issues poor people face
more generally. Yet, this research is not concerned
with theorganizational context andspecificprocesses
within organizations that shape employees’ success
and well-being. For example, none of the articles
discusses issues workers from poorer backgrounds
would encounter adjusting as newcomers, managing
work–-family conflict, or engaging in voluntary skill
development. Our review is focused on the organi-
zational context specifically and as such aims to
provide organizations and managers with actionable
insights (beyond general claims concerning the psy-
chology of poverty) for addressing issues workers
from poorer backgrounds face, as well as provide or-
ganizational scholars with a platform for advancing
knowledge on the topic, and thus joining the broader
discussion concerning socioeconomic mobility.

Finally, our review differs from and complements
prior organizational reviewsof empirical researchon
psychological effects of employee income and social
class. One set of these reviews was primarily con-
cernedwith defining the construct of social class and
suggested its importance as a driver of employee
behavior but has not specifically considered barriers
to mobility and talent utilization of employees from
poorer backgrounds within organizations (Côté,
2011; Loignon & Woehr, 2018). Another set of re-
views was focused on psychological differences be-
tween workers who are presently in high-income
jobs relative to those in low-income jobs (Kossek,
Huber-Yoder, Castellino, & Lerner, 1997; Leana &
Meuris, 2015; Leana,Mittal, & Stiehl, 2012;Meuris &
Leana, 2015; Pitesa, Thau, & Pillutla, 2017). These
reviews are important, and we believe that they sig-
nal a growing interest in understanding micro-level
organizational processes associated with socioeco-
nomic differences. However, they do not tackle
the question of how employees from poorer back-
grounds who do attain desired jobs fare within
organizations and whether within-organizational
processes undermine the promise of their socioeco-
nomic mobility and talent utilization. Our review
thus extends past work through a comprehensive
and problem-driven summary of findings concern-
ing employees from poorer backgrounds, and in turn
offers a stronger integration of organizational schol-
arship with the broader scientific and social effort to
promote socioeconomic mobility.
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WITHIN-ORGANIZATION DYNAMICS
IMPACTING SOCIOECONOMIC MOBILITY AND
TALENT UTILIZATION OF WORKERS FROM

POORER BACKGROUNDS.

Framework

In line with macro-level literatures on inequality
and socioeconomic mobility (Milanovic, 2016), as
well as micro-level literature on objective socioeco-
nomic attainment (Judge, Cable, Boudreau, & Bretz,
1995; Ng et al., 2005; Wilensky, 1961), our focal
construct concerns relative differences in material
resources, or means of obtaining valued goods and
services through economic transactions (e.g., money
and other assets; Jones, 1976). We examine how
coming from a relatively poorer versus richer back-
ground (e.g., family one is born into) impacts socio-
economic attainment potential, or the ability to earn
resources and obtain valued outcomes. In our con-
ceptualization, “socioeconomic attainment” and “a
richer versus poorer background” are relative con-
structs. Given the same absolute amount of re-
sources, one could be considered as relatively rich
several centuries ago but perhaps relatively poor
several centuries from now, assuming economic
growth. The opportunity for advancement in one’s
standing relative to one’s contemporaries is impor-
tant because the kinds of valued outcomes available
to provide comfort and safety at any given point in
history dependon the relative amount of resources at
one’s disposal. For example, those with relatively
more resources are able to afford better childcare,
nutrition, education, health care for oneself and
one’s family, and safety from harm, than are those
with fewer resources. This has been true several
centuries ago, it is true presently, and unless valued
outcomes become unlimited, it will be true several
centuries from now. Our key concern (and the key
concern ofmostmodern societies) is whether people
are able to earn the material resources needed to
obtain valued outcomes such as the ones listed pre-
viously on an equitable basis and not on the basis of
their status at birth. Socioeconomic differences have
been conceptualized in other ways (Côté, 2011;
Loignon &Woehr, 2018), including, most notably, as
differences in educational attainment. However,
given that our focus is on explaining why, given the
sameeducationalopportunitiesandattainment, those
from poorer backgrounds do not attain the same ob-
jective career success, such measures of social strati-
fication are not appropriate for the current review.

We ground our review in research on objective
career success (Eby et al., 2003; Ng et al., 2005),

which points to a limited set of key microorganiza-
tional processes shaping employees’ objective (so-
cioeconomic) career attainment. The literature on
objective career, and thus success, serves as our cri-
terion for identifying the most important micro-
organizational pathways through which employees
can advance in terms of their SES.We summarize the
key antecedents (major predictors) of objective career
success identified by past work (Eby et al., 2003; Ng
et al., 2005) on the left-hand side of Table 1. The an-
tecedents are classified into those concerning em-
ployees’ own behavior (in turn subclassified into
work capacity and work style) and those concerning
how employees are treated by others (in turn sub-
classified into opportunity provision and assistance
provision).

With respect to own behavior, we distinguish be-
tween work capacity factors and work style factors
depending on the most relevant reason why the
given factor impedes objective career success. Work
capacity factors undermine work success primarily
because one is unable to perform a certain action
even if one is willing to (e.g., because of a lower fa-
miliarity with recent technological solutions). Such
factors might themselves be caused by individuals’
preferences or dispositions (e.g., lower proclivity for
voluntary learning), but ultimately they translate
into a lack of certain abilities, which itself presents a
barrier to one’s success even if in the given situation,
onewould bewilling touse the given ability (e.g., use
recent technological solutions). By contrast, work
style factors focus on the fact that even when an
employeehas the capacity toperformacertain action
(e.g., initiate a positive change in the organization),
coming from a poorer background might decrease
one’s propensity to do so (e.g., because of lower
personal initiative).

With respect to how employees are treated by
others, we distinguish between opportunity pro-
vision and assistance provision factors in line with
Chugh and Brief (2008), who highlight that disad-
vantage generated through third-party treatment can
occur in critical one-off events such as selection
(which they refer to as gateways) as well as through
more subtle forms of everyday activities and in-
teractions (which they refer to as pathways). Chugh
and Brief (2008) argue that the former class of be-
haviors (opportunity provision) is the focus of most
of the thinking about discrimination (e.g., discrimi-
nation in selection decisions), whereas the latter
class of interactions (assistance provision) may go
unnoticed, while being potentially equally relevant.
We agree and review work on how employees from
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poorer backgrounds are treated by others across both
types of situations.

We start with a review of key microorganizational
processes impacting employees’ objective (socio-
economic) career success identifiedbypast research,
and we then integrate this work with research,
explaining how coming from a poorer background
does impact behavior in the relevant situations. To
this end, we draw on diverse literatures, organiza-
tional aswell as disciplinary (see Table 1, right-hand
side). We consider each specific microorganiza-
tional process impacting objective career success
and then provide an overview of the findings,
explaininghowcoming fromapoorer family impacts
behavior in the given situation. We summarize the
state of the relevant literatures and discuss the key
findings (rather than reviewing all relevant findings).
We focus on the strongest predictors of objective
career success, particularly if there is conclusive
existing empirical work linking family background
with the given factor. This strategy of integrating re-
search on objective career success with research on
how coming from a poorer background shapes own
and others’ behavior provides a novel conceptual
lens for explaining when and why employees from
poorer backgrounds would behave or be treated in
ways that introduce barriers to their socioeconomic
advancement and talent utilization. We focus on
identifying issues, and in the general discussion, we
discuss how the identified issues can lay an agenda
for research and practice to address challenges faced
by workers from poorer backgrounds.

How Coming from a Poorer Background Impacts
Work Capacity

Nonwork circumstances impacting work. Per-
haps, the core feature distinguishing employees
presently working in a similar position but coming
frompoorer versus richer families is the feature of the
families themselves. Families of poorer employees
will, on average, tend to have fewer material re-
sources and be more financially vulnerable (Bowles
& Gintis, 2002). The lower availability of material
resources of poorer familieswill translate into higher
demands placed on the employee, ultimately am-
plifying the conflict between family and work do-
mains. Following the framework by Greenhaus and
Beutell (1985), conflict between family and work
domains can manifest itself in terms of time (com-
peting time demands), strain (spillover from one
domain to the other), and behavior (how compatible
or incompatible patterns of behavior at home are
with those at work).

Various issues family members of an employee
might face can be buffered through material re-
sources. This notion is supported by research on the
effect of material resources on life satisfaction
(Furnham, 1998; Johnson & Krueger, 2006), which
shows that “moneyprotects people fromunfortunate
and unforeseen perturbations in life” (Vohs,Mead, &
Goode, 2008: 208). Consider, e.g., the case of anailing
family member. Poorer families will have fewer
material resources available to deploy to cope with
such an event, e.g., by hiring a nurse to be at home

TABLE 1
Integrative Framework of Within-Organization Dynamics Hindering Socioeconomic Mobility and Talent Utilization of

Workers from Poorer Backgrounds

Class of Antecedents of Objective Career
Success

Key Specific Within-Organizational
Antecedents of Objective Career Success

SampleResearch SuggestingReproduction of
Disadvantage

Employee’s own behavior
Work capacity Nonwork circumstances impacting work Lubrano (2004)

Voluntary learning Mittal and Griskevicius (2014)
Political skill Belmi and Laurin (2016)

Work style Personal initiative Kohn et al. (1986)
Positive outlook Orth (2018)
Openness to experience Ayoub et al. (2018)

Third-party treatment
Opportunity provision Selection decisions Rivera and Tilcsik (2016)

Performance evaluations Pfeffer (1977b)
Mentoring Whitely et al. (1991)

Assistance provision Assistance with socialization Lareau (2015)
Assistance with work skill development Nadler and Chernyak-Hai (2014)
Assistance with nonwork circumstances

impacting work
Kraus et al. (2009)
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and take care of the ailing family member. Em-
ployees from poorer families are thus, on average,
more likely to be asked to assist with nonwork issues
by virtue of the fact that poorer families are less ca-
pable of addressing such issues by using financial
means. This will result in a higher level of in-
terference of family life into work life, ultimately
amplifying time demands and strain of employees
from poorer backgrounds.

Employees from poorer backgrounds, on average,
also have more children (Jokela, Alvergne, Pollet, &
Lummaa, 2011). Part of the reason is the transmission
of values and dispositions across generations (Jokela
et al., 2011). In addition, psychological life history
research suggests that the differential reproductive
strategies of people from poorer versus richer back-
grounds might be in part a life-course adaptation to
early childhood experiences of being raised in a
resource-scarce environment (potentially remain-
ing partly ingrained at a biological level), which
shape how people make decisions under uncer-
tainty later in life. Specifically, controlling for cur-
rent socioeconomic positions, Griskevicius, Delton,
Robertson, and Tybur (2010: 241) found that “For
individuals growing up relatively poor, mortality
cues produced a desire to reproduce sooner—to
want children now, even at the cost of further-
ing one’s education or career. Conversely, for in-
dividuals growing up relatively wealthy, mortality
cues produced a desire to delay reproduction—to
further one’s education or career before starting a
family.”

Regardless of the reason, people from poorer
backgrounds tend to have a higher number of chil-
dren irrespective of their current situation, which in
itself presents a challenge in terms of time and strain.
Considering how the number of children affects the
gender gap helps put the role of this nonwork cir-
cumstance impacting work capacity of employees
from poorer backgrounds into perspective. For ex-
ample, Howell and Day (2000: 867) note as follows:
“The effect of number of children is especially
striking. Among those without children, the gender
gap is not even significant, despite the large number
of people in this category. However, when the
number of children equals two, the gender gap be-
comes .241 (p , .001) on a standardized scale, and
when the number of children equals four, the gender
gap doubles.” Organizations worldwide are de-
signing policies to address such issues and ensure
equal opportunity and talent utilization regardless of
gender, but the differences in time and strain de-
mand that the nonwork domain introduced as a

function of coming from a poorer background has
been largely overlooked by research as well as
practice.

In addition to the increased time- and strain-based
conflict, the kinds of behaviors an employee from a
poorer background engage in at home, compared
with an employee from a richer family, are less likely
to be compatible with behaviors engaged in at work.
With higher levels of current income and job posi-
tion, employees from poorer families are less likely
to have family members who are in terms of their
occupation and everyday concerns similar to their
own occupation and concerns. This means that the
type of family obligations and even the exchange of
information that occur among family members will
be less synergistic with the current job demands of
employees from poorer (relative to richer) back-
grounds as their income and job level increase.

The key presently available evidence for the in-
creased family interference in work in terms of time,
strain, and behavior, as described here, comes from
extensive qualitative research by Lubrano (2004),
who conducted numerous interviews with people
from poorer families working in white-collar jobs.
Lubrano (2004) provides rich accounts of how the
discrepancy in terms of the demands, habits, and
values between the families of workers from poorer
backgrounds and their white-collar jobs creates ten-
sions that disadvantage such workers in ways that
often remain invisible and underappreciated from
the perspective of the organization.

The relatively stronger negative impact of non-
work circumstances on work of employees from
poorer backgrounds is likely to impact hours avail-
able for work and work centrality, both of which are
among the strongest predictors of objective career
success (Ng et al., 2005). The greater family demands
of workers from poorer backgrounds simply leave
less time and other resources to be deployed for
work, even if only in the form of the ability to work
outsideof theworking hours or the ability to dedicate
cognitive resources to work-related issues through-
out the day (see Ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012,
for a review). The same tension will impact work
centrality, defined as a generalized psychological
ability to prioritizework over other life domains, and
in itself an independent predictor of objective career
success with an effect size almost half of that of total
hours worked (Ng et al., 2005). Given the greater
family demands of workers from poorer back-
grounds, they are simply less able to set aside other
life domains (e.g., in response to cases of excep-
tionally high work demands), which in the long run
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represents a hindrance to their objective career
success.

Voluntary learning. Technological advance-
mentshave been accelerating over thepast centuries,
as reflected, e.g., in exponential increase in techno-
logical capabilities known as the “Moore’s Law.”
These dramatic technological changes are trans-
forming organizational demands in terms of strategic
focus and marketing-related considerations by am-
plifying the need to innovate to remain competitive
(Tushman, 1997). In addition, technological changes
are impacting individual workers through constant
transformations of the bases of effective work rou-
tines of virtually all jobs. For example, an adminis-
trative assistant who is more proficient in terms of
latest information technology utilizationwill be able
to get more work done, ultimately translating into
better career prospects through direct or indirect
linkages between performance differences and em-
ployee rewards (Aral, Brynjolfsson, &Wu, 2012). An
assistant professor who learns how to perform sta-
tistical analyses by using code rather than a point-
and-click interface will produce work more quickly
and in amanner that is less error prone (and thus of a
higher quality). As such, it is unsurprising that fac-
tors promoting human capital development repre-
sent among the key predictors of objective career
success (Ng et al., 2005).

Byvoluntary skill development,we refer to several
specific behaviors discussed in the literature. What
all of these behaviors have in common is that they are
self-directed in nature and oriented toward changing
the self, while varying in the source of information
the change is based on aswell as the duration needed
to implement the self-change. The individual formof
voluntary skill development is to use the available
information (e.g., available on the internet) to im-
prove the efficiency of one’s work routines, but one
can also approach other people (whether in the or-
ganization or outside of it), asking for information on
how to perform better, e.g., in the form of seeking
feedback on one’s current performance (Ashford,
Blatt, & Walle, 2003) or directly inquiring about ef-
fective work practices (Morrison, 1993). With re-
spect to duration, voluntary skill development can
range from being relatively immediate to forms in-
volving long-termplanning andexecution. The latter
seems particularly important, seeing how planning
has been identified as an independent predictor of
objective career success (Ng et al., 2005).

Differences in life circumstances faced by em-
ployees coming from poorer versus richer back-
grounds impact the propensity for skill acquisition

in several ways. Meuris and Leana (2015) discuss
how workers in low-income jobs might have fewer
opportunities for self-improvement and skill acqui-
sition, aswell as how their greater financial concerns
(relative to workers in higher income jobs), might
distract them from engaging in learning-oriented
behaviors. However, beyond the evident structural
limitations to learning introduced by working in
different kinds of jobs, we believe that there is reason
to believe (based on the evidence we review in the
following paragraph) that even employees working
in similar positions and receiving similar income
will vary in the extent to which they engage in vol-
untary skill learning, depending on their family
background. If this is the case, then even when
workers are provided with similar job opportunities
and resources (e.g., through adequate educational
policies), the lower tendency to engage in voluntary
skill learning over the course of employees’ life span
might represent a barrier to objective career success
of workers coming from poorer backgrounds.

Our argument is based on several streams of evi-
dence on residual psychological effects of being born
into a poorer family. First, there is extensive work in
sociology documenting differences in values chil-
dren in poorer versus richer families are socialized
into, such that lower income families are less likely
to emphasize self-direction and instead emphasize
accepting and conformingwith the status quo (Kohn,
Naoi, Schoenbach, Schooler, & Slomczynski, 1990;
Kohn & Schooler, 1969; Kohn, Slomczynski, &
Schoenbach, 1986). Recent work in social psychol-
ogy replicated these findings and showed that these
socialization differences remain evident later in life,
most notably in institutes of higher learning (see
Stephens et al., 2014, for a review). This is particu-
larly problematic from the perspective of modern
organizations, which are increasingly reliant on
employee self-direction to achieve their goals (Frese,
1997; Grant & Ashford, 2008), including ensuring
continuous work skill improvements. Institutes of
higher learning are institutions explicitly focused on
skill acquisition and provide much structure for
people working toward these goals. Voluntary skill
learning at work, by contrast, ismuch less structured
andmore reliant on self-direction, and as such it will
be more undermined than structured learning in
educational institutions by lower propensity for self-
direction among employees brought up in poorer
families.

Voluntary skill acquisition is particularly relevant
in job types marked by higher levels of complexity
and sophistication. As such, it perhaps does not
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come as a surprise that the lower returns on the same
type of education for people coming from poorer
families noted earlier is amplified at the highest
levels of education (Torche, 2011). People with ad-
vanced degrees are more likely to enter the kinds of
careers in which self-directed voluntary skill acqui-
sition remains an important precursor of human
capital and thus objective career success, and it is
precisely in this domain that the lower self-direction
of people from poorer families starts producing the
greatest divergence in terms of career outcomes
arising as a function of family background.

In addition to sociological research on socializa-
tion, psychological research guided by the life his-
tory theory points to other reasons why employees
frompoorer familieswould be less likely to engage in
voluntary skill learning behavior. This line of work
investigates the role of early childhood experiences
in howpeople copewith uncertain situations later in
life. Most workplace situations affording the oppor-
tunity for voluntary skill learning are characterized
by some uncertainty in the sense that the employee
has an option (not a mandate) to rely either on a fa-
miliar but less efficient course of action or invest in
improving one’s skill, whichmight not only generate
higher efficiency in the future but also require more
effort in the present. One of the core findings
emerging from life history research is that coming
from a poorer family prepares the brain for un-
predictability later in life, resulting in better atten-
tion to threats but aweaker future-focus andability to
inhibit dominant responses, a propensity which de-
fines voluntary work skill learning (for reviews of
this body ofwork, seeFrankenhuis, Panchanathan, &
Nettle, 2016; Giudice, Gangestad, & Kaplan, 2015). It
is important to note that this effect emerges control-
ling for person’s current SES, which suggests that
poorer childhood environments create a lasting im-
pact on psychology irrespective of one’s current sit-
uation (Griskevicius et al., 2013; Griskevicius,
Tybur, Delton, & Robertson, 2011; Mittal &
Griskevicius, 2014; Mittal, Griskevicius, Simpson,
Sung, & Young, 2015).

We do not mean to suggest that employees from
poorer families cannot learn—we are optimistic that,
through a combination of self-discipline and tar-
geted organizational support policies, these issues
canbe successfullymanaged.However, toultimately
do so, it is important to increase awareness of the fact
that existing research does suggest that employees
from poorer backgrounds might face greater chal-
lenges engaging in self-starting behaviors aimed at
self-improvement, such as voluntary learning and

career planning behaviors, which are increasingly
required by organizations and represent an impor-
tant pathway to socioeconomic mobility.

Political skill. Political skill is another domain of
work capacity that represents a major precursor to
employee effectiveness and objective career success,
and, for which, there is evidence that it is impacted
by employees’ socioeconomic background. Here, we
jointly discuss constructs commonly labeled as po-
litical knowledge (awareness of social relationships
in the organization and influence different organi-
zational actors have) as well as social capital con-
struction (the ability to build relationships with
individuals within the organization). Combined,
these two factors represent the strongest predictors of
objective career success. For example, the average
correlation between political knowledge and salary
is as large as the correlation between education level
and salary, whereas the correlation between social
capital and promotion is three times as large as the
correlation between education and promotion (Ng
et al., 2005). Our comparison with education is
meant to reinforce the point that whereas social
planners promote socioeconomic mobility through
theprovisionof educational opportunities forpeople
from poorer backgrounds, organizational actors can
perhaps contribute evenmore by focusing onwithin-
organizational pathways that undermine talent uti-
lization of workers from poorer families.

Belmi and Laurin (2016) investigated how coming
from poorer backgrounds is related to attitudes to-
ward political behavior and propensity to be politi-
cal at work. Political behavior (e.g., thinking about
and treating social interactions strategically) can
have negative social connotations, and Casciaro,
Gino, and Kouchaki (2014) even find that in-
strumentally approaching relationships makes peo-
ple feel dirty. Belmi and Laurin (2016) drew on
research showing that poorer communities tend to
emphasize communal orientation and discourage
self-interest more than do richer ones (Piff, Kraus,
Côté, Cheng, & Keltner, 2010; Piff, Stancato, Côté,
Mendoza-Denton, & Keltner, 2012), which builds off
the sociological research cited earlier, showing that
poorer families emphasize getting along rather than
being self-directed (Kohn et al., 1986; Kohn &
Schooler, 1969). Based on this background, Belmi
and Laurin (2016) predicted and found that people
from lower income families are more averse to poli-
tics and political behavior, because of its association
with self-interest.

Belmi and Laurin (2016) also studied MBA stu-
dents at an elite west-coast university and found that

744 JulyAcademy of Management Annals



the students’ self-reported childhood income (e.g.,
measured by such items as “Growing up, I felt rela-
tively wealthy compared with the other kids in my
school,” and “My family was in a much more privi-
leged position compared with the other families in
my neighborhood”) predicted interest in only one
elective—“The Paths to Power”—but not any other
electives (e.g., “The Quest for Happiness” and “Ad-
vanced Topics in Teams”). In fact, the correlation
between whether MBA students came from richer
(relative to poorer) backgrounds and interest in
learning political skill was very strong, ranging from
.65 to .74, depending on covariate inclusion. The
context strongly resembles that from a study by
Pfeffer (1977b) cited earlier, which found that grad-
uates from elite west-coast MBA programs coming
from poorer backgrounds end upwith lower salaries
10 years after graduation, despite no discrimination
in terms of salary at the time of hiring. Given that
political skill is as large of a predictor of salary as
is entire educational attainment, the findings that
coming from a poorer family is associated with
aversion to politics help understandwhy employees
from poorer families, and even those provided with
elite educational opportunities, are not able to re-
alize the same socioeconomic attainment as their
peers from richer families. The authors do identify a
silver lining: reframing power through a communal
lens seems to attenuate the effect. Nevertheless, it is
disconcerting that, on average, coming from a poorer
background is associated with negative attitudes to-
ward and lower proclivity for politics, given the
paramount role of this factor in objective career
success.

In addition, research on social networks provides
another piece of puzzle that helps understand why
employees from poorer backgrounds would be held
back by poorer political skills. Smith, Menon, and
Thompson (2012) found that workers from poorer
backgrounds cognitively activate (focus on) smaller
and tighter subsections of their social networks,
when prompted to think about addressing chal-
lenges to their jobs, presumably due to their learned
stronger orientation on close others (as opposed to
more distant others, who would represent useful
“weak ties”). This finding dovetails with research by
Oishi and Kesebir (2012), who found using a com-
puter simulation that for people in economically
challenging conditions, focusing on smaller and
deeper friendships tends to be the most opportune
networking strategy, and, in a follow-up study, the
authors found that real-world social networks tend to
conform with this model. Specifically, Oishi and

Kesebir (2012) found that people living in zip codes
with lower median family incomes were happier if
they had a “narrowbut deep social network,whereas
in other socioeconomic conditions, people were
generally happier if they had a broad but shallow
networking strategy” (p. 1542).

Together, these articles suggest that poorer envi-
ronments tend to socialize people into focusing on
narrow networks, and that this tendency is carried
over and shapes people’s behaviors once they be-
comeworking adults. As demonstrated by Oishi and
Kesebir (2012), this tendency can be functional
among poorer communities, but when carried over
into modern organizations, it can introduce bar-
riers to how effectively people from poorer back-
grounds are able to get things done in organizations
(Thompson, 2005), and, ultimately, the extent to
which they are able to progress in their career (Ng
et al., 2005). This is unfortunate as some recent re-
search suggests that those employees from poorer
backgrounds who do attain leadership positions
might have some advantages in terms of managing
others, one of them being lower narcissism (Martin,
Côté, & Woodruff, 2016) and another a superior
ability to read others’ emotions (Kraus, Côté, &
Keltner, 2010). Again, we are optimistic that with
the right combination of organizational interven-
tions and employee adoption of useful social strate-
gies, employees from poorer backgrounds can catch
up and excel in terms of political skill. However,
given the tremendous importance of political skill as
a predictor of employee success, and clear evidence
from different domains that coming from a poorer
background makes it more challenging to develop
this aspect of work capacity, it is important to in-
crease awareness of this issue and start developing
and testing interventions within organizations.

How Coming from a Poorer Background Impacts
Work Style

Personal initiative. As noted earlier, modern or-
ganizations are increasingly reliant on change and
innovation. This fact not only necessitates that em-
ployees continually invest in developing their own
work skills, as described earlier, but also generates
theneed for employees to becomeagents of change of
the organization itself, i.e., to “exert control and in-
fluence by acting as sculptors of their environments”
(Grant & Ashford, 2008: 7). Given the level of their
work capacity, employee work style can be marked
by different levels of the tendency to actively engage
with and try to influence their environment. For
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example, some employees will constructively pro-
pose improvements in the work routines of their
teams and the broader organization, whereas others
will refrain from engaging in such initiatives even
when they do have good ideas. Here, we refer to such
employee behavior as personal initiative in linewith
Frese and Fay (2001), as research under this label
traditionally focused on positive, pro-organizational
actions that help organizational performance (as
opposed, e.g., to initiatives that benefit the self or
initiatives that harm the organization; Grant &
Ashford, 2008).

Given its general utility to the organization (Detert,
Burris, Harrison, & Martin, 2013; Edmondson,
Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001; MacKenzie, Podsakoff, &
Podsakoff, 2011), employee personal initiative tends
to be associated with positive consequences for em-
ployees, provided the initiative does not take a de-
structive or overly negative form (Burris, 2012;
Chamberlin, Newton, & Lepine, 2017). As such,
several individual difference constructs underlying
personal initiative, including proactive personality
and internal locus of control (Frese & Fay, 2001),
have been found to bepositive predictors of objective
career success (Ng et al., 2005).

Given this, the emphasis on conformity in poorer
families documented in sociological research de-
scribed earlier (Kohn et al., 1986; Kohn et al., 1990;
Kohn&Schooler, 1969)will represent a hindrance to
talent utilization and success of employees from
poorer backgrounds by way of reduced personal
initiative at work. Stephens et al. (2014) discuss how
socialization in poorer families fostering greater
conformity and respect for authority ultimately
translates into different conceptions of the self, re-
ducing the propensity to express oneself and influ-
ence the situation around oneself among students
from poorer backgrounds. Stephens et al. (2014)
discuss issues that such a disposition causes in in-
stitutes of higher education, but, in our view, orga-
nizations represent an even more relevant and
problematic domain in terms of impediments to
socioeconomic mobility of people from poorer
backgrounds introduced through a lower personal
initiative. Successful participation in higher edu-
cation might certainly be helped by the tendency to
influence one’s environment, but bottom-up change
initiatives tend to be much less essential (or at least
less explicitly rewarded) in educational institutions
than in business organizations. As such, most of the
harm to socioeconomic mobility due to the lower
propensity for influencing one’s environment among
people from poorer backgrounds might be generated

in the workplace rather than in the educational
system.

Another domain of findings that is relevant to why
employees from poorer backgrounds would display
lower personal initiative at work is evidence that
lower-SES individuals have a lower generalized
sense of perceived control over outcomes in the
world (i.e., lower internal locus of control). Most
people have a naive theory regarding the extent to
which they are able to influence or control outcomes
in theworld through their ownactions, as opposed to
outcomes being influenced by external influences
such as chance (Rotter, 1966). There is robust evi-
dence that a lower socioeconomic status is associ-
ated with a reduced generalized sense of control
(Grossmann&Varnum, 2010; Kluegel &Smith, 1986;
Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2009; Lachman & Weaver,
1998). It is theoretically possible for people coming
frompoorer families to somewhat revise this belief as
they advance in life andprogress socioeconomically,
but longitudinal research suggests that this happens
surprisingly rarely and that there is an extraordinary
stability in locus of control. Cobb‐Clark and Schurer
(2013: 358) summarize their research on the topic as
follows: “We find that short- and medium-run
changes in locus of control are rather modest on av-
erage, are concentrated among the young or very old,
do not appear to be related to the demographic, labor
market, and health events that individuals experi-
ence, and are unlikely to be economically meaning-
ful.” Thus, being brought up in a poorer family is
associated with a lower generalized sense of control
among employees later in life. Also suggestive is the
research based on evolutionary life history theory
cited earlier, which has demonstrated that in con-
ditions of uncertainty, generalized sense of control
decreases further among people from poor (but not
affluent) families (Mittal & Griskevicius, 2014).

The lower generalized sense of control among
employees coming from poorer backgrounds repre-
sents an impediment to personal initiative because
one fundamental determinant of whether or not
employees initiate change is their belief regarding
whether the initiative would ultimately have an
impact on theorganization (Avery&Quiñones, 2002;
Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012; Venkataramani &
Tangirala, 2010).Managers or peers frequently fail to
act on initiatives (Fast, Burris, & Bartel, 2014), and if
an employee does not believe that his or her initia-
tive would have an impact on practices and pro-
cedures in the organization, the employee will see
little reason to engage in such behavior (Ashford,
Rothbard, Piderit, & Dutton, 1998). Across specific

746 JulyAcademy of Management Annals



organizational situations affording an opportunity
for personal initiative, the lower generalized sense of
control among employees from poorer backgrounds
should make them less likely to predict or assume
that their initiative would have an impact.

The principle of category-driven social cognition
identified in psychology (Baldwin, 1992; Fiske,
1992; Lord, 1982; Niedenthal, Cantor, & Kihlstrom,
1985; Trzebinski, 1985) suggests that when there is
some ambiguity as to the extent to which an indi-
vidual is able to influence outcomes in theworld, the
individual will be guided in his or her inferential
process both by the information contained in the
particular situation (e.g., confidence in the specifics
of the idea for the initiative) and by his or her gen-
eralized construal of relevant situations (e.g., the
belief about whether one can influence the state of
affairs in theworldmore generally). Employees from
poorer background, because of their lower general-
ized sense of control, are thus, on average, less likely
to assume that their initiative would translate into a
change in the organization, thus undermining the
motivation to engage in the prospective personal
initiative (Avery & Quiñones, 2002; Tangirala &
Ramanujam, 2012; Venkataramani & Tangirala,
2010). Taken together, this review of evidence sug-
gests several reasons why employees from poorer
backgrounds would exhibit lower personal initia-
tive, thus limiting their contributions to the organi-
zations and undermining their career success.

Positive outlook. Personality research suggests
that two additional factors tremendously important
for how employee approach their work (and ulti-
mately perform)—low neuroticism (emotional sta-
bility) and self-esteem—are less characteristic of
employees born into poorer families, irrespective of
their current situation. Together, these traits form
part of what Judge and Bono (2001) refer to as core
self-evaluations, reflecting how positively individ-
uals tend to view themselves and their abilities, and
we refer to them as a positive outlook in terms of
work style. Whether an individual has such a posi-
tive outlook shapes approach to work in a range of
situations. For example, employeeswhohave amore
positive outlook set more ambitious goals, display
higher levels of motivation, and ultimately perform
better (Erez & Judge, 2001). Employees with a more
positive outlook are also less focused on and both-
ered by various stressors at work (Kammeyer-
Mueller, Judge, & Scott, 2009), and even manage
their family–work conflict more effectively (Boyar &
Mosley, 2007). These positive approaches to work
situations ultimately translate into not only better

performance but also higher job satisfaction (see
Judge & Bono, 2001, for a meta-analysis).

The meta-analysis of objective career success by
Ng et al. (2005) focuses on one underlying di-
mension, neuroticism, finding it to be the strongest
predictor of socioeconomic advancement among the
“Big 5” personality characteristics. An additional
demonstration of the importance of a positive out-
look for objective career success comes from an
analysis of longitudinal data by Judge and Hurst
(2008: 849), who find that “higher core self-
evaluations were associated with both higher initial
levels of work success and steeper work success
trajectories.” This means that given the same edu-
cational level and starting position, those with a
more positive outlook attain higher ultimate objec-
tive career success. As such, a less positive outlook
arguably constitutes one reason why even when
provided with the same level of education and job
opportunities, the ultimate socioeconomic attain-
ment of workers frompoorer backgrounds is limited.

Research in psychology suggests that coming from
apoorer backgroundwill cause higher chronic levels
of neuroticism (lower emotional stability) as well as
lower chronic levels of self-esteem. With respect to
neuroticism, Ayoub, Gosling, Potter, Shanahan, and
Roberts (2018) analyzed a very large cross-country
dataset (N 5 2,280,027) to estimate the effect of pa-
rental socioeconomic status on personality. The au-
thors focused on adults in theirworking years (30–80
years old) and were able to control for the education
and current social class of the respondent, thereby
isolating the effect of being brought up in a higher
versus lower-SES home. They found that being
brought in a lower-SES home significantly adversely
impacted emotional stability (i.e., resulted in higher
levels of neuroticism later in life), although the effect
size was small. Interestingly, these results paralleled
those obtained from a meta-analysis of numerous
past studies on the influence of parental SES on
neuroticism and in which current situation was not
controlled for (Ayoub et al., 2018). This might sug-
gest that being brought up in a poorer home some-
what increases neuroticism in away that is relatively
stable and not substantively impacted by changing
circumstances later in life.

With respect to self-esteem,Orth (2018) analyzed a
large dataset spanning from birth to the age of 27
years, finding that coming from a poorer family is
associated with a lower long-term self-esteem, and
specifically that “the effects of home environment,
presence of father, and poverty are enduring, as in-
dicated by a nonzero asymptote in the time course of
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effects from age 8 to 27 years” (p. 637). Thus,
whereas more studies are needed within organiza-
tional contexts, extant research strongly suggests
that being born into a lower income family leaves a
permanent psychological mark in the form of a less
positive outlook, which can in turn impede talent
utilization and mobility of workers from poorer
backgrounds.

Openness to experience. The final difference in
work style that can be impacted by employee back-
groundwediscuss concerns openness to experience,
defined as the tendency to seek out new experiences,
be curious and imaginative, and be willing to enter-
tain new ideas (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Costa &
McCrae, 1992). Ng et al. (2005) find this trait alone to
be a significant positive predictor of salary as well as
the subjective experience of and satisfaction with
one’s career (see also Eby et al., 2003). Openness to
experience as a characteristic of work style might
be increasingly important for socioeconomic mobil-
ity, given the shift toward innovation, flexibility,
and creativity, and the automation of routine work.
This characteristic is important for performance of
some higher level functions, such as creative work
(Shalley, Zhou, & Oldham, 2004) and knowledge
sharing in teams (Matzler, Renzl, Müller, Herting, &
Mooradian, 2008), particularly in teams consisting of
diverse members (Homan, Hollenbeck, Humphrey,
Knippenberg, Ilgen, & Van Kleef, 2008). To attain
socioeconomic mobility, workers from poorer back-
grounds need to be able to performwell in such roles
thatwill increasingly characterize high-levelwork of
the future.

People open to experience are alsomore willing to
emigrate (Canache, Hayes, Mondak, & Wals, 2013),
and Ng et al. (2005) show that willingness to transfer
as well as international experience are independent
and, on average, quite substantial positive predictors
of objective career success. Given the increasingly
unstructured and global nature of work, such flexi-
bility is important to ensure career success and thus
socioeconomic mobility. Employees high in open-
ness to experience are better at adapting to new tasks
(LePine, Colquitt, & Erez, 2000), and thus better
prepared for the increasingly unpredictable work
demands. In linewith our reasoning, Eby et al. (2003:
691) similarly argue that with “the reality of less
stable employment and the need to constantly be on
the lookout for ways to build new skill sets, it is ex-
pected that openness to experiencewill be important
in predicting success in the boundaryless career.”
Finally, employees high in openness to experi-
ence tend to perform better in company-organized

training programs (Barrick &Mount, 1991), which is
particularly relevant for employees from poorer
backgrounds, given the concerns related to volun-
tary skill learning reviewed earlier.

A study by Jonassaint, Siegler, Barefoot, Edwards,
and Williams (2011) finds that coming from a lower
socioeconomic background (proxied by educational
attainment of either parents) is associatedwith lower
levels of openness to experience, and the correlation
with family background is stronger than the corre-
lation between current income and openness to ex-
perience, suggesting that socialization has a notable
effect on this trait, irrespective of the current situa-
tion. Data from large longitudinal studies such as
“Midlife in the United States” and “Wisconsin Lon-
gitudinal Study” similarly suggest important influ-
ences of family background on openness to experience,
with documented implication for life outcomes in
domains (such as reproductive timing) that poten-
tially also impact socioeconomic mobility of people
from poorer backgrounds through more indirect
pathways than those brought about by how people
act at work (see our earlier discussion of how non-
work circumstances impact work capacity of em-
ployees from poorer families). For example, Jokela
et al. (2011: 495) find that “Approximately half of the
negative association between openness to experi-
ence and number of children in women was accoun-
ted for by socioeconomic background.”

The most extensive evidence for the relationship
between coming from a poorer family and openness
to experience comes from research by Ayoub et al.
(2018) described earlier. In their summary of a meta-
analysis of past studies on parental income and
personality (not controlling for participants’ current
situation), the authors note that the “largest effect
size we found was between pSES and openness to
experience (r 5 .14)” (p. 341; pSES stands for pa-
rental SES). The follow-up analysis of the large-scale
dataset of more than two million people, in which
education and current social class of the respondent
were controlled for, found substantively the same
effect, with “the largest correlation once again being
with openness to experience (r 5 .12)” (p. 343). A
comparable effect of family background irrespective
of whether current situation is controlled for might
again suggest that being brought up in a poorer home
undermines openness to experience in a way that
is relatively stable and not substantively impacted
by changing circumstances later in life, which
can ultimately represent an impediment for em-
ployees from poorer backgrounds working in mod-
ern organizations.
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How Coming from a Poorer Background Impacts
Third-Party Opportunity Provision

Next, we review research on how other organiza-
tional actorsmight treat workers coming frompoorer
backgrounds in ways that may hinder their talent
utilization andmobility. One assumption here is that
observers are, in some way, able to identify whether
the person is coming from a poorer or richer family.
We reviewed evidence relevant to this assumption
elsewhere (Pitesa et al., 2017), finding that “because
SES is such a strong basis of division in society, di-
viding people in terms of where they live, what they
wear, how they are educated, how they talk, who
they know, and evenwhat their names are, it is likely
that across workplaces, people do readily form im-
pressions of their coworkers’ SES, both past and
current” (p. 88). Our review in the following text is
focused on situations in which this conclusion
holds—i.e., when others learn (e.g., through self-
disclosure or by hearing from others) or can infer
(e.g., from one’s name, patterns of speech, or ob-
served differences in life circumstances) the socio-
economic background of the target.

We started the current review by noting that with
the rise of humanism, the ability of those born into
poorer families to work their way up became one of
the central social values. Why then, would third-
party organizational actors act in ways that lead to
the opposite outcome? Clearly, many if not most
people would prefer for people from poorer back-
grounds to have an opportunity to work their way up
to socioeconomic mobility and in the process con-
tribute to the success of modern organizations. The
organizational context, however, introduces addi-
tional motives that can ultimately lead people to
behave in ways that hamper that goal. In line with
economics research on discrimination (Becker,
1957; Phelps, 1972), these can be classified as ei-
ther 1) concerns about the competence or ability of
employees from poorer background, resulting in
“statistical discrimination,” or 2) preference for not
working with employees from poorer background
(even when one might have no concerns about their
work ability), resulting in “taste-based discrimina-
tion.” As we explain in the following text, socio-
logical and psychological research elaborate on
specific reasons underlying these two motives, in
turn explaining how they shape third-party treat-
ment in a range of consequential organizational
situations and hinder objective career success and
effective talent utilization of workers from poorer
families.

Selection decisions. The precondition to achiev-
ing socioeconomic mobility through work in orga-
nizations is securing a job in the organization, i.e.,
being successful in the organizational selection
process. As such, selection decisions are exception-
ally consequential for objective career success
(Boudreau, Boswell, & Judge, 2001; Gatewood, Feild,
& Barrick, 2008). The key current evidence on dis-
crimination based on people’s socioeconomic back-
ground comes from research in sociology. Most
notably, Rivera andTilcsik (2016) conducted a study
in which they sent applicant resumes to large law
firms and recorded callback rates. Each resume was
identical, except for differences in stated candidate
gender and a set of cues, suggesting that the candi-
date is coming from a poorer versus richer back-
ground. The way in which the latter factor was
manipulated reflects the rich set of cues people may
use within organizations to gauge whether a worker
is coming from a richer versus a poorer background.
For example, the authors varied candidate last
names (Cabot versus Clark), extracurricular activity
(sailing versus track and field), expressed interest in
other sports (polo versus pick-up-soccer), and mu-
sical interest (classical music versus countrymusic).
The fact that the reader probably does not require an
explanation for which cue belonged to which con-
dition is a testament to the fact that people readily
make inferences concerning different family histo-
ries based on cues available in everyday organiza-
tional life.

The authors sent resumes containing this ma-
nipulation to 316 law firms (one to each firm)
and found that signals that the candidate came
from a poorer background significantly under-
mined callbacks—only six callbacks for such ficti-
tious candidates were received, compared with 16
for their otherwise identical counterparts fortunate
to be born into richer families. Interestingly, the
effect emerged despite the fact that in the condition
meant to create the impression that the candidate
came from a poorer background, the authors also
highlighted that the applicant was a recipient of fi-
nancial aid. Although this clearly signaled a poorer
background, given that financial aid is usually tied
tomerit, it may have potentially also served as a cue
of competence. Although the final number of call-
backs was rather small, these results were statisti-
cally significant and provide a demonstration that
barriers tomobility and talent utilization ofworkers
frompoorer families inmodern organizations can in
some industries start at the very entrance to the
organization.
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From the perspective of organizations, these can-
didates had otherwise identical qualifications, so the
unwillingness to tap into talent of those coming from
poorer families also clearly represents a loss of effi-
ciency for organizations. In fact, Rivera and Tilcsik
(2016) show in a follow-up study that the different
candidates were stereotyped as similarly competent,
suggesting taste-based rather than statistical dis-
crimination. The authors find that impressions in
terms of whether the candidate “would get along
with corporate clients and executives” (p. 1113)
seem to be driving the lower opportunity provision
to people from poorer backgrounds. Decision-
makers seem to be taking into account preferences
for working with similar others (their own and those
of the people in the firm), and given that organiza-
tions such as law firms tend to be dominated by
people from higher social strata, this mechanism
ultimately introduces barriers to entry for similarly
qualified workers from poorer backgrounds.

Sociological research is traditionally focused on
culture as the key variable of interest; so in this and
other similar studies, the focus is on isolating the role
of similarity in cultural tastes among candidates and
decision-makers (see also Rivera, 2012). It is possible
that in certain cases, coming from a poorer back-
ground is associated with no hindrance whatsoever
in terms of work capacity or work style, and this
seems to be the type of situations studied in sociol-
ogy (Rivera, 2012; Rivera & Tilcsik, 2016). Such
situations represent easy caseswhere prejudice (taste-
based discrimination) of decision-makers needs to
be regulated (e.g., by concealing all indication of
candidates’ socioeconomic background). However,
the reality is that, in somecases, coming fromapoorer
family, even after receiving equal education, can be
associated with somewhat lower expected employee
performance. In fact, the wide range of evidence on
how coming from a poorer background is associated
with different aspects of work capacity and different
work styles reviewed thus farmight suggest this to be
the case quite often.

We believe that the more difficult case and a no-
table dilemma for organizations and societies is that,
in many cases, coming from a poorer background
will be correlated with expected job performance.
For example, some decision-makers in a law firm
might expect candidates frompoorer backgrounds to
have larger families and greater family demands, be
less future oriented, have less developed political
skill, display lower personal initiative, have a less
positive outlook, or be less open to experience. Their
inferences would be informed by average estimates

from much empirical research, which we reviewed
previously. To the extent that coming from a poorer
background is on average negatively associated with
work-relevant abilities or styles, decision-makers
might discriminate based on not only taste but also
anticipated performance (i.e., they might engage in
statistical discrimination).

Muchmore research is needed to examine the role
of statistical discrimination in barriers to the entry of
employees from poorer backgrounds, but our ongo-
ing fieldwork in the United States, the United King-
dom, and India suggests that despite the motive to
help people from poorer backgrounds, statistical
discrimination plays a major role in selection. If so,
regulating processes pertaining to cultural fit (or
preference-based discrimination more generally)
will not suffice to achieve equality of opportunity for
people from poorer backgrounds and ensure they
reach their full potential. Instead,more involved and
targeted mechanisms, from quotas to training pro-
grams, will be needed to ensure similar performance
expectations, irrespective of family background.

This dilemma parallels the one the societies and
organizations went through or are going through
with regard to women, debating how to ensure
equality of opportunity if there are real gender dif-
ferences in work competence and work style (which
might be due to social or historical reasons, such as
differential responsibility for childcare, and not
reflecting anything innate). Ultimately, the society
might be comfortable with some short-term loss in
economic productivity to ensure equality of oppor-
tunity and help people reach their full potential in
the long run. In many countries, policymakers and
organizational decision-makers are thoroughly
restructuring organizations to achieve this goal in
relation to women, whereas similar arrangements in
relation to people from poorer backgrounds are rare.
We believe this will be one of the key upcoming
challenges for scholars and decision-makers alike,
and a major opportunity for societal efforts to pro-
mote socioeconomic mobility.

Performance evaluations.Despite no evidence of
overall impressions of competence in the specific
setting examined by Rivera and Tilcsik (2016), peo-
ple in general do hold strong negative stereotypes of
competence of people of lower socioeconomic sta-
tus. Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, and Xu (2002) found that
poorer people are stereotyped as low in competence,
and Koch, Imhoff, Dotsch, Unkelbach, and Alves
(2016) even found that the first factor emerging
in spontaneous impression formation is “Agency/
Socioeconomic Success” (p. 675), suggesting that
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people associate socioeconomic success and com-
petence so strongly that the impressions of the two
are empirically indistinguishable. We review past
research suggesting that these stereotypes can bias
evaluations of performance even when socioeco-
nomic background is clearly unrelated to perfor-
mance. We classify this issue in the opportunity
provision category as performance evaluations form
the basis for compensating, promoting, and retaining
employees in the vast majority of organizations
(Gerhart & Fang, 2014), so systematically negatively
biased performance evaluations might undermine
the opportunity ofworkers frompoorer backgrounds
to work their way up.

The initial study relevant to our argument comes
from Darley and Gross (1983: 20), who found in an
experiment that “Although the videotaped perfor-
mance serieswas identical for all subjects, thosewho
had information that the child came from a high so-
cioeconomic background rated her abilities well
above grade level, whereas those for whom the child
was identified as coming from a lower class back-
ground rated her abilities as below grade level. Both
groups cited evidence from the ability test to support
their conflicting conclusions,” whereas, impor-
tantly, “Nothing in the socioeconomic data con-
veyed information directly relevant to the child’s
ability level.” Thus, it seems that the negative ste-
reotypes of competence of those coming from a
poorer background not only bias perceivers’ judg-
ments of actual performance episodes but are also
supported by a process of confirmatory evidence
search. The same biased evaluation of people
depending on their background has been found in
the context of evaluations of an identical perfor-
mance episodes delivered through an audio channel
alone. Ryan andSebastian (1980) aswell asGiles and
Sassoon (1983) found that people evaluate a speaker
behind the same prerecorded statement as less
competent when the person is said to be from a
poorer background.

A study by Baron, Albright, and Malloy (1995)
suggests how these processes can impact perfor-
mance evaluations in organizational contexts. They
found the negative biasing effect of a poorer back-
ground to be the strongest when the objective per-
formance level is average or when it is ambiguous.
This finding dovetails with research by Pfeffer
(1977b: 553), which found that “In a study of grad-
uates from one school of business, it was found that
the effect of socioeconomic origins on salary was
greater in (a) staff rather than in line positions, (b) in
smaller organizations, and (c) in organizations

operating in finance, insurance, banking, or real es-
tate, as opposed to manufacturing. These results are
consistent with the hypothesis that the use of as-
criptive characteristics will increase to the extent
performance is difficult to evaluate” (emphasis
added).

Therefore, the negative association between a
poorer background and competence can undermine
performance evaluations, ultimately harming
workers from poorer families, and this effect is par-
ticularly likely in domains in which performance is
harder to evaluate (e.g., research rather than
manufacturing). Performance becomes more com-
plex and difficult to evaluate with increased job
complexity and at higher levels of skill. For example,
a lack of results of a real estate agent trying to sell
property might be due to his or her somewhat lower
competence or a host of contextual factors, such as
chance, whereas a lack of results of a manufacturing
team working on an otherwise well-functioning as-
sembly line is much more unambiguously attribut-
able to their competence. Thus, the burden of being
born into a poor family (with respect to other biased
evaluations of performance) might worsen in higher
level jobs, which offer the highest promise of socio-
economic mobility.

Mentoring. In addition to whether workers are
given an opportunity as employees of an organiza-
tion, and whether their contributions are evaluated
(and rewarded) adequately, perhaps the strongest
factor in howothers influence an employee’s success
in the organization is by providing opportunities for
mentoring and sponsorship from organizational in-
cumbents. These typically include senior, experi-
enced, and influential organizational actors. Ng et al.
(2005) find that the correlation between this factor
and objective career success is almost as large as that
of the number of hours worked, which would typi-
cally be thought of as the core contribution employee
makes to an organization. This tends to be the case
because mentors act as coaches (aiding skill devel-
opment), counselors (providing guidance and sup-
port with socioemotional issues), and also active
champions, intervening to secure exposure and op-
portunitieswithin the organization for their protégés
(Allen, Eby, Chao, & Bauer, 2017; Kram, 1985). A
failure to secure a mentor can thus be a major im-
pediment to one’s career.

The most obvious challenge to obtaining a mentor
for employees from poorer backgrounds is that in
many cases, mentorship relationships develop in-
formally and that people tend to associate more flu-
entlywith thosewho aremore (versus less) similar to
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them (Byrne, 1971; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, &
Cook, 2001), corresponding to a taste-based dis-
crimination. This issue has been identified as an
impediment to the development of professional
networks among women (Ibarra, 1993), and the re-
search by Rivera and Tilcsik (2016) described earlier
illustrates how thismechanismwould also influence
mentorship development as a function of a fit in
employees’ and prospective mentors’ family back-
ground (see also Côté, Kraus, Carpenter, Piff,
Beermann, & Keltner, 2017). The fact that people
from poorer backgrounds face challenges in terms
of socioeconomic attainment at the same time
means thatmost powerful organizational actorswill
tend to come from wealthier rather than poorer
backgrounds (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Hout, 1988),
undermining the chances that employees from
poorer background receive informal mentorship
opportunities.

The most relevant study on organizational men-
toring opportunities as a functionof employee family
background has been conducted by Whitely,
Dougherty, and Dreher (1991). The authors sur-
veyed managers early in their career and found, as
expected, that mentorship was positively associated
with objective career success. The authors were able
to control for education and job type, and have ex-
amined how family background, i.e., coming from a
richer versus a poorer family, is associated with
mentorship by higher-ups in the organization. Em-
ployee family background was measured using a 6-
point continuous measure, ranging from the family
being below the poverty line or working poor (the
bottom two categories) to the family having an in-
come at least twice of the national average or coming
from elite backgrounds, with income coming pri-
marily from inherited assets (the top two categories).
Therewas a difference, albeit small, in the amount of
mentorship received as a function of employee
background, although inferences are hard to draw,
given that the family background measure was di-
chotomized and that the article did not distinguish
between informally developed mentorship from
formally assigned mentorship (as the latter would
override any taste-based discrimination in selection
of mentees).

More importantly, Whitely et al. (1991) found that
the consequences of mentorship for objective career
success differed drastically as a function of workers’
background.Controlling for a range of variables, they
found that mentorship was a very strong predictor of
objective career success, but only among employees
coming from richer families. For this group, the

regression model predicting promotions found that
the standardized regression coefficient for mentor-
ship was twice as large as that of having a MBA de-
gree (versus bachelor) as well as twice as large as that
for years of work experience. However, among
workers from poorer backgrounds, mentorship pro-
duced no statistically significant benefits in terms of
promotion. Again, it is worth highlighting that par-
ticipants’ education and job typewere controlled for,
so these estimates represent a good approximation of
within-organizational dynamics arising as a conse-
quence of coming from a poorer family alone. It
seems that even when workers do receive mentor-
ship, it occurs in such a way that puts employees
from poorer backgrounds at a disadvantage.

Whitely et al. (1991) did not test specific reasons
for the lower returns on mentorship because of an
employees’ poorer family background, but the taste-
based discrimination mechanism might suggest that
the effort that mentors (generally from richer back-
grounds) invest inmentees frompoorer backgrounds
is lower than the effort they invest in mentees from
richer backgrounds, simply because of greater liking
of and interaction fluency with those similar to the
self (Byrne, 1971; McPherson et al., 2001). However,
it is also possible that the negative competence ste-
reotypes people have of those coming from poorer
families, which we reviewed previously, somewhat
demotivate and dissuade prospective mentors.
Mentors generally want their mentees to be suc-
cessful because in many ways, a successful mentee
represents a positive legacy and a point of pride for
the mentor, whereas an unsuccessful mentee repre-
sents a potential threat to one’s competence as per-
ceived by one’s peers (consider the fact that many
professorsputplacement success of their students on
their own resumes).

Thus, thenegativecompetencestereotypes (whether
accurate or inaccurate) of coming from a poor back-
ground might represent another pathway through
whichmentorship opportunity and effectiveness are
undermined among workers from poorer families,
in addition to taste-based discrimination. More re-
search is needed to directly investigate this possi-
bility, but the broader point is that, as in the case of
selection, solutions focusing on taste-based dis-
crimination alone might not suffice, and in many
cases, prospective mentors and organizations will
need to tackle the difficult question of whether and
how to provide opportunities to those who might
objectively have somewhat lower expected work
performance due to the specific circumstances in-
troduced by their family background.
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How Coming from a Poorer Background Impacts
Third-Party Assistance Provision

Assistance with socialization. In addition to
mentorship, the second major form in which em-
ployees are supported by their organization con-
cerns socialization (Allen et al., 2017), defined as
“the process by which a new member learns the
value system, the norms, and the required behavior
patterns of the society, organization, or group which
he is entering” (Schein, 1968: 3). Socialization is thus
different from mentorship as it represents not a par-
ticular potential opportunity for an employee, but
tends to occur, in different forms, for each employee,
and involves learning about the broader organiza-
tional system that one is becoming a part of. It is also
different from provision of direct help with a par-
ticular problem one might encounter when execut-
ing everyday tasks as it focuses more generally on
learning about and adapting to the broader system of
organizational routines, structures, and culture.
Schein (1968) calls socialization the price of mem-
bership in a particular organization, as opposed to
merely knowing how to perform a certain work
routine. Together with mentorship, socialization
constitutes a key form in which an organization can
support and sponsor an employee, and, as such,
successful socialization presents an important pre-
dictor of objective career success (Allen et al., 2017;
Ng et al., 2005).

The key issue with socialization of employees
from poorer backgrounds is that modern organiza-
tions, andmodern institutions more broadly, tend to
be setup in ways that favor people from families in
whichexperiencewith institutions themselves tends
to be more abundant. Two central insights from the
socialization literature are relevant to this point.
First, going back toVanMaanen and Schein (1977), a
large body of research shows that organizations vary
widely in terms of whether they provide structured,
comprehensive, and formalprograms throughwhich
they adjust newcomers to the organization. Many
organizations provide no programs of the sort at all,
and a sense of overwhelming “shock” tends to be
common among newcomers as they try to learn how
to navigate the new environment (Louis, 1980).
Second, and relatedly, numerous studies show that
how well people perform after they join the organi-
zation depends largely on themselves (Allen et al.,
2017 provide a recent overview of the entire litera-
ture and cite more specific reviews). Individuals
with better information, expectations, and habits
tend to adjust more effectively and perform better.

This is relevant because one notable conclusion
emerging from research in sociology is that such a
lack of assistance with socialization and reliance on
newcomers’ own initiative disadvantages those
coming from poorer families. Most notably, Lareau
(2015) conducted a qualitative study over the period
of 20 years, summarizing the findings as follows:
“cultural knowledge matters when white and
African American young adults of differing class
backgrounds navigate key institutions. I find that
middle-class young adults had more knowledge
than their working-class or poor counterparts of the
“rules of the game” regarding how institutions
worked. [. . .] When faced with a problem related to
an institution,middle-class young adults frequently
succeeded in getting their needs accommodated
by the institution; working-class and poor young
adults were less knowledgeable about and more
frustrated by bureaucracies.”

The issue identified by Lareau (2015) represents a
simple mechanism explaining why organizational
socialization systems would disadvantage workers
coming from poorer backgrounds. Because of their
specific life courses, such workers are less likely to
possess the knowledge, expectations, and habits re-
quired to successfully navigate modern organiza-
tions. For example, workers from poorer families are
less likely to have grown up learning from their
parents how to successfully navigate modern orga-
nizational systems (given that their parents are less
likely to have had such jobs). The common failure of
organizations to comprehensively and formally in-
troduce their workers to the overarching institution,
and the complexities of life within it, thus dis-
proportionally disadvantages workers from poorer
backgrounds. Extensive future research is needed on
howbest employees frompoorer backgrounds canbe
successfully adjusted as newcomers, and the ulti-
mate implementation of this knowledge should
generate tremendous gains for organizations in
terms of the utilization of talent of the entirety of its
workforce.

Assistance with work skill development.Beyond
assistance with adjustment to the institution more
broadly, employees are often in need of assistance
with the execution of everyday work tasks. In such
situations, coworkers often respond to the need for
assistance by engaging in helping behavior, defined
as voluntary acts aimed at assisting coworkers attain
their work goals in a way that is not contractually
enforced by the organization (Organ, 1988). For ex-
ample, coworkers may help an employee who does
not know how to perform a certain operation on the
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computer or may help handling an emergency with
a customer. We have little reason to believe that
employees would be unwilling to help their col-
leagues coming from poorer families. Some people
might want to purposefully perpetuate disadvan-
tage of workers coming from poorer families, and
research on social dominance orientation provides
empirical demonstrations that such motives and
such people do exist (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, &
Malle, 1994), but the presently dominant social
ideology is generally favorable toward socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged individuals, and research
shows that people generally try to be considerate
when interacting with individuals from poorer
backgrounds (Van Doesum, Tybur, & Van Lange,
2017).

There is evidence, however, that employees from
poorer backgrounds will, on average, receive a dif-
ferent kind of help. Nadler and Chernyak-Hai (2014)
distinguished between autonomy-inducing helping,
and helping that allows the help recipient to learn
how to solve the problem on his or her own in the
future (i.e., providing instructions for solving the
problem) from dependency-inducing helping, and
helping that keeps the help recipient unable to solve
the problem in the future (i.e., the problem is solved
for the help recipient but without providing in-
structions for solving the problem). In terms of the
examples provided earlier, when an employee does
not know how to perform a certain function on the
computer, a coworker can simply take the computer
and execute the given function, thereby solving the
problem at hand and allowing the help recipient to
continue working on other tasks. Alternatively, the
helpful coworker can take the time to teach the help
recipient how to perform the given function, thereby
increasing the skillset of the help recipient and
allowing the help recipient to solve similar problems
autonomously in the future. Such skill transfer
through autonomy-oriented helping is arguably one
of the key ways in which employees can amplify
their coworkers’ productivity and human capital,
which in turn shapes long-term objective career
prospects.

A series of studies by Nadler and Chernyak-Hai
(2014) finds that a poorer (versus richer) background
of a person in need of assistance makes help givers
more likely to opt for dependency-inducing in-
stead of autonomy-inducing helping. Recall the
negative stereotypical association people have be-
tween lower-SES backgrounds and competence re-
viewed earlier. Given this background, Nadler and
Chernyak-Hai (2014) predicted that “low-status help

seekers would be viewed as chronically dependent
and their need as due to lack of ability, leading to
the giving of dependency-oriented help (i.e., full
solution to the problem). High-status help seekers
were expected to be viewed as competent and their
request as representing their high motivation to over-
come a transient difficulty, resulting in autonomy-
oriented help (i.e., tools to solve the problem).” The
authors find support for this effect, even in situations
in which there was no reason to believe that the
manipulated socioeconomic status of the person
seeking assistance was associated with competence
or motivation.

For example, in one experiment by Nadler and
Chernyak-Hai (2014), “participants were exposed to
information about the problem solver, who was said
to be a 24-year-old male living with his parents and
two siblings in either a very high socioeconomic
status (SES) residential area (Savion) or a very low
SES residential area (Hatikva). In fact, these neigh-
borhoods are emblematic in Israeli society of very
rich andvery poor populations, respectively” (p. 62).
Participantswere ostensibly randomlyput in the role
of “guides” of a worker solving different mathemat-
ical problems, and received the correct answers to
these problems and ways to arrive at them. The
problem solver ostensibly found it challenging to
solve two of the problems, and asked for assistance,
at which point the participants indicated whether
they would help, and, if so, whether they would
“prefer giving the answer to the problem or an ex-
planation of the way such problems can be solved”
(p. 61). In line with our earlier arguments, therewere
no differences in rates of helping as a function of
whether the help recipient came from a poorer or
richer background. However, the vast majority (88
percent) of participants chose dependency-inducing
help when the problem solver was said to be from a
poorer background, whereas the vast majority (76
percent) of participants chose autonomy-inducing
help when the problem solver was said to be from a
richer background. The results further showed that
participants attributed the need for assistance of the
person from a poorer background to lack of motiva-
tion and lack of ability, whereas they attributed the
need for assistance of the person from a richer
background to a temporary lack of concentration.
Whereas more research in organizational settings
is needed to fully understand implications of nega-
tive stereotypes of people from poorer backgrounds
for coworker helping, these findings suggest that
everyday helping interactions among coworkers
may diss.
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Assistance with nonwork circumstances im-
pacting work.We conclude our review of key areas
in which organizational actors might treat em-
ployees coming from poorer backgrounds in ways
that may hinder their talent utilization and mobility
by focusing on how they respond to what we high-
lighted as the key distinguishing feature of workers
from poorer versus richer families—differences in
the families themselves. We argued and reviewed
some suggestive evidence that workers from poorer
families experience higher family demands, ulti-
mately amplifying the conflict between family and
work domains. We conclude with a review of evi-
dence for why managers would not be sensitive to
such challenges faced by workers from poorer
backgrounds and would instead attribute the asso-
ciated work-related issues as signs of incompetence,
ultimately undermining performance evaluations
and success of employees from poorer families.

As noted earlier, most powerful organizational
actors will tend to come from wealthier rather than
poorer backgrounds (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Hout,
1988). Two streams of research suggest that this fact
in itself will make managers less likely to be attuned
and sensitive to subordinates’ life circumstances
potentially impacting their work. First, social pro-
jection theory suggests that people anchor on their
personal situation when thinking about others
(Cronbach, 1955; Ross, Greene, & House, 1977).
When imagining others’ circumstances, people start
from accessible self-knowledge and then adjust,
generally insufficiently (Krueger, Acevedo, &
Robbins, 2006). For example, research found that
when trying to assess howother people feel, people’s
inferences are impacted by their own feelings (Van
Boven & Loewenstein, 2003). Similarly, in perceiv-
ing howextreme others are in their political attitudes
(Van Boven, Judd, & Sherman, 2012), people tend to
be biased in assuming similarity with how extreme
their own attitudes are.

Given that supervisors generally come from richer
backgrounds and as suchwill personally experience
fewer of the issues in terms of balancing work and
family lives that workers coming from a poorer
background experience, supervisors might simply
not be very mindful of the fact that employees from
poorer backgrounds face a more challenging situa-
tion than their colleagues from richer backgrounds.
This simple mechanism would lead supervisors to
underappreciate the role of different life circum-
stances in generating potential differences in em-
ployee workplace behaviors. For example, if an
employee from a poorer family is unable to stay late

or come on the weekend, the supervisor might infer
lower commitment rather than fully appreciating
that the employee might be experiencing higher
levels of work–life conflict relative to other workers.
Even if the employee cites family reasons, supervi-
sors might not respond well to such an account,
given that a similar excuse might be offered by an
employee unwilling to stay longer or come on the
weekend because of lack of commitment (Schlenker
& Weigold, 1992; Weiner, Figueroa-Munioz, &
Kakihara, 1991). Given the (generally not unreason-
able) suspicion that an employee might prefer not to
work on the weekend and that this might motivate
the justification, managers might not fully appreci-
ate the differences in life circumstances of poorer
versus richer employees, particularly given their
own lack of experience with life situations faced
by workers from poorer backgrounds (and the
resulting anchoring on their own situation when
thinking about others). Finally, the research on help
seeking described previously suggests that, for an
employee coming from a poorer background, asking
for understanding with work-related issues can be
a perilous feat as it might just reinforce negative
stereotypical attributions of low competence and
motivation.

In addition to producing differences in life expe-
riences and the resulting difficulty of appreciating
the challenges workers from poorer families face,
coming from a richer background (which is typical
for managers) also impacts the likelihood of taking
into account contextual factors more generally. Rel-
evant to the Indian context we mentioned earlier,
Mahalingam (2007) asked participants how a child’s
future behavior would be impacted if a child from an
upper caste background was adopted by a lower
caste family and vice versa. He found that Brahmin
participants (those coming from upper caste, gener-
ally richer backgrounds) believed that the child
would behave in line with the norms of the caste the
child was born into, whereas the Dalits (those form a
disadvantaged caste category) believed that the child
would behave in line with the norms of the caste one
is socialized into. Thus, people from advantaged
backgrounds tended to discount the role of the
context.

This finding might in part reflect self-serving rea-
soning, as historically those belonging to advan-
taged classes often believed themselves to be are
genetically superior. However, other research sug-
gests that the tendency to disregard situational
influences is typical of individuals from higher socio-
economic backgrounds because of more fundamental

2019 755Pitesa and Pillutla



psychological processes and absent of any self-serving
reasoning. Most notably, Kraus et al. (2009) found
that the sense of control (which we mentioned earlier
tends to be chronically higher among those coming
from richer backgrounds, irrespective of the current
situation) leads people from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds to attribute causes of both positive and
negative events (e.g., “Having low income,” “Receiving
proper healthcare,” and “Failing a class at school”) to
individuals and underappreciate contextual influ-
ences. These findings dovetail with research on social
projection reviewed previously, as they suggest that
because those from richer backgrounds feel less per-
sonally constrained by the context, they assume this to
be the case for other people as well.

Taken together, these streams of research sug-
gest that one of the core challenges employees from
poorer backgrounds face at work—their greater
nonwork demands—will be underappreciated by
those in higher levels of the organizational hierar-
chy. A review by Kossek and Lautsch (2018) is also
suggestive of this possibility. The authors examine
how work flexibility differs between different oc-
cupations, concluding that “Providing employee
control over scheduling variation (flextime) may
benefit lower level workers the most, yet many are
unable to access this flexibility form.”To the extent
that the lack of flexibility in lower level jobs is not
entirely driven by efficiency concerns, the lack of
assistance with nonwork issues in relation to lower
income workers might be partly driven by man-
agers’ lack of appreciation of these workers’ life
circumstances, which will adversely impact em-
ployees born into poorer families even when
working in the same jobs as employees from richer
families.

IMPLICATIONS FORMANAGEMENT RESEARCH
AND PRACTICE

A New Direction for Organizational Scholarship

Our integrative review of research on objective
career success and consequences of being born
into a poorer family points to a series of within-
organizational processes relevant to socioeconomic
mobility and talent utilization of employees from
poorer backgrounds. Perhaps the key contribution of
our review is to highlight the importance of within-
organizational dynamics in the socioeconomic mo-
bility of people coming from poorer backgrounds.
Some of the data from macro-level perspectives we
cite at theoutset of the article, showing that, given the

same educational attainment and even same job op-
portunities, coming from a poorer background pres-
ents a burden in terms of career success, have been
available for decades. Until now, they have not mo-
tivated systematic research of micro-level organiza-
tional pathways causing these issues, and the
corresponding organizational and social change.
Such disconnect between macro and micro levels of
analyses is something that is often lamented but
rarely tackled (Bamberger, 2008). This issue is par-
ticularly salient in relation to socioeconomic disad-
vantage, which have been conceptualized at the
macro level through the lens of inequality, mobility,
and stratification, with poorly integrated scaffold-
ing at the micro level. Baron and Pfeffer (1994)
note that “missing in most of the literature on
reward distributions is any attention to the ‘micro-
macro’ connections—between social structures,
institutions, and organizations, and, cognitions,
perceptions, interests, and behaviors at the indi-
vidual or small-group level.” Through a thorough
consideration of how different micro-level forces
occurring within organizations contribute to the
disadvantage of employees frompoorer backgrounds
documented at the macro level, our work helps cre-
ate an important bridge between micro and macro
levels of analyses, and sets the stage for organiza-
tional scientists to more effectively address broader
issues of mobility and stratification.

Motivated by suggestive evidence that workers
from poorer backgrounds face issues within organi-
zations, our key goal was to bring this fact to the at-
tention of micro-level organizational scientists and
provide an initial review of research pointing to key
within-organizational processes causing the prob-
lem.Aswedetail in the following text, our grounding
in the micro-level literature on objective career suc-
cess can serve as a blueprint for future organizational
scholarship on the topic, which we believe needs to
increase greatly in terms of volume. This focus of our
review also means that our emphasis was on issues,
rather than onpotential solutions.One reason is that,
at present, there would not be much research to re-
view on micro-level organizational processes and
managerial techniques that alleviate issues workers
from poorer backgrounds face. This fact is consistent
with our key claim that scientists, societies, and or-
ganizations have not been sufficiently invested in
understanding and managing within-organizational
dynamics impacting socioeconomic mobility and
talent utilization of workers from poorer back-
grounds.We hope that our reviewwill help improve
that situation.
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In the following section, we consider how current
and future organizational scholarship on within-
organizational dynamics impacting mobility of
workers from poorer backgrounds relates to several
relevant literatures, most notably disciplinary work
on power and status and organizational research on
diversity and disadvantage experienced by other
social groups. The aim of this discussion was to
further elucidate how organizational scholars can
make contributions beyond existing literatures.
Against this backdrop, in the final section, we pro-
pose an agenda for future organizational research on
socioeconomic mobility and talent utilization of
workers from poorer backgrounds. We discuss spe-
cific directions, opportunities, and challenges for
future research aimed at understanding within-
organizational issues faced by such workers, as
well as research aimed at developing solutions.

Contributions Beyond Existing Models
of Disadvantage

Contributions beyond disciplinary research on
disadvantage and mobility. Our focus on specific
organizational processes and a firm grounding in the
literature on objective career successmoves the state
of the field forward in terms of both a deeper un-
derstanding of concrete issues within organizations
and what organizations can do about them. Some of
the processes we review have been mentioned in
disciplinary research on stratification, most notably
psychologically rooted (Magee & Galinsky, 2008;
Piff et al., 2018) and sociologically rooted (Correll,
Ridgeway, Zuckerman, Jank, Jordan-Bloch, &
Nakagawa, 2017) research on status and power. The
literature on the psychology of power and status is
typically less problem-driven (e.g., it mainly seeks to
document various potential outcomes of having ver-
sus not having power), and not specifically con-
cerned with what happens within organizations that
undermines the success of employees from poorer
families (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). As such, this lit-
erature often ignores various specific organizational
processes that are known to impact objective socio-
economic attainment, e.g., work–life conflict, which
we identified as important factors in how workers
from poorer backgrounds fare in organizations. In
addition, the psychological literature on power is
largely confined to laboratory studies because of in-
ternal validity challenges of studying consequences
of power (an issue which is less relevant to studying
family background, the effect of which can be more
easily isolated in passive observational studies). As

such, the psychological literature on the psychology
of power typically does not empirically study
whether andwhich of its conceptual advancesmight
help explain reproduction of disadvantage in real-
world organizational settings.

On the other hand, much of the sociological liter-
ature takes a macro-level view of disadvantage and
mobility, leaving unclear the pathways through
which it occurs in organizations, and thus what ac-
tion managers can take to address the issue. Reskin
(2003: 7) notes that existing models of disadvantage
and mobility “consign the processes that convert
actors’motives into more or less disparate outcomes
to a black box [. . .] offering little guidance for modi-
fying policies.” This is a broad characterization and
there is certainly excellent work (including some
reviewed here) in sociology on specific processes
within organizations, disadvantaging people from
poorer backgrounds. However, we believe that this
literature can benefit from a cross-disciplinary in-
tegration with micro-level organizational research,
which has amassed tremendous knowledge on
within-organizational processes and can thus pro-
vide a great deal of precision in terms of when and
which processes within organizations undermine
social mobility. By focusing on specific within-
organizational processes, research on socioeco-
nomic mobility and talent utilization will also
become much more understandable to managers
and thusmore useful to generate the desired social
and organizational change.

Contributions beyond extant research on dis-
advantage experienced by other social groups.As
mentioned before, there is extensive research on
within-organizational issues faced by women, and
the same is to some extent true of research on certain
minorities, most notably racial minorities. The evi-
dencewe reviewed here is specific to being born into
a poor family, and as such the identified issues are
likely experienced by workers from poorer back-
grounds, irrespective of what other social groups
such workers belong to. For example, to the extent
that women face greater challenges in balancing
work and nonwork domains, our review suggests
that those women who come from poorer back-
grounds would be disadvantaged even further. But
even in the case of such overlap in identified issues,
the solutionsmight differ. For example, the best way
to resolve the greater challenges women (relative to
men) face in balancing their work and family lives
might require a change in social roles and re-
sponsibilities of men and women. However, the
greater challenges that workers from poorer families
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are facing in balancing theirwork and family relative
to their counterparts coming from richer back-
grounds (e.g., fewer resources at one’s family’s dis-
posal, or a higher number of children) would not be
helped by such an initiative.

At the same time, some existing knowledge on
how to manage disadvantage of other social groups
might be applicable to managing issues faced by
workers from poorer backgrounds. For example,
solving the issues of biased performance evalua-
tions, or preference for dependency-inducing (as
opposed to autonomy-inducing) helping due to
negative stereotypes of competence and motivation
of people from poorer backgrounds, might in part
leverage on existing work on biased treatment of
women due to similar negative competence stereo-
types. To the extent that such a knowledge transfer is
possible, we believe this is extremely fortunate, but
much more research is needed to flesh out such
connections and test whether existing managerial
strategies for minimizing issues experienced by
other social groups can help in addressing chal-
lenges workers from poorer backgrounds face in
modernorganizations. In thenext section,weoutline
an agenda for such research.

Agenda for Organizational Research on
Socioeconomic Mobility and Talent Utilization of
Workers from Poorer Backgrounds

The current review connected macro-level re-
search on socioeconomicmobility, which pointed to
an overlooked role of within-organizational dynam-
ics in generating barriers to mobility and talent uti-
lization of workers from poorer backgrounds, with
research pointing to key micro-level organizational
processes generating these issues. This approach
provided a theoretical grounding for understanding
the role of within-organizational dynamics in so-
cioeconomic mobility and talent utilization of
workers from poorer backgrounds.We hope that this
theoretical framework will be useful to guide future
empirical research aimed at understanding the is-
sues faced by workers from poorer families and de-
veloping and testing interventions that can alleviate
the problem. A substantial number of claims in our
review is based on suggestive disciplinary research,
so studies documenting the corresponding issues in
organizational contexts are needed, and future in-
terventions would similarly need to be focused on
the context of work. We consider several factors
relevant to future organizational research on the
topic: Research focus determination, sampling

considerations related to selection and sorting, study
design and measurement challenges, the role of mi-
cro and macro contextual factors, and the nature of
future interventions.

Research focus determination. Our review fo-
cused on 12 broad factors relevant to how workers
from poorer families fare in organizations. There are
arguably numerous additional relevant influences,
whether pertaining to workers’ own behavior,
others’ treatment, or interactions between them. In
our view, the selection of which factor or combina-
tion of factors to examine as potential within-
organization barriers to mobility of workers from
poorer families should be problem-driven, and thus
informed by the relative importance of the given
factor to socioeconomic mobility. Perhaps, one rea-
son why we know relatively little about micro-
organizational processes affecting workers from
poorer backgrounds, despite sizeable bodies of
micro-level research on power, status, and SES, is
that these literatures are generally not problem-
driven but are instead interested in a much broader
range of potential outcomes than those relevant to
mobility. Microorganizational research seeking to
provide an explanatory scaffolding for issues of
mobility and talent utilization of workers from
poorer backgrounds needs to be strongly problem-
driven and focused on those variables thatmatter the
most to objective career success.

Another way in which future microorganizational
research can ensure relevance is to attend carefully
to data pertaining to the overarching issue of class
ceiling. We cited several such investigations at the
outset of the article, but many more studies are
needed to explore in detailwhere andwhen the class
ceiling effect is more or less pronounced. Studies
documenting the class ceiling in amore granular and
precise manner than has been carried out to date
would be helpful in pinpointing organizational
conditions (e.g., job type or supervisor type) that
seemmost conducive to generating the class ceiling,
and thus are most promising targets for research and
interventions on the part of micro-organizational
scientists.

In the current review, the different factors con-
tributing to issues experienced by workers from
poorer backgroundswere considered as distinct on a
conceptual basis, but future research can examine
several contributing factors simultaneously as well
as theorize and examine interactions among them.
Gauging the relative importance of a particular factor
controlling for other factors will be important in
detecting factors that are particularly relevant,
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allowing organizations to concentrate intervention
efforts on them and generate maximum benefit.
Furthermore, some of the factors may interact in a
way that creates negative spirals for workers from
poorer backgrounds. For example, lower political
skill (a factor pertaining to own behavior) and
homophily in termsofmentorship and socializingon
the part of higher-ups (a factor pertaining to others
behavior) might work in tandem and generate a
negative self-reinforcing spiral that results in par-
ticularly low social capital among workers from
poorer backgrounds. Uncovering such potential
negative spirals arising from interactions among the
different individual factorsmight be used to develop
targeted interventions that counter problems early
on, potentially generating large benefits for workers
and their organizations.

Sampling considerations: selection and sorting.
The key consideration for future research concerns
where and when in the organizational context can
microorganizational processes holding back em-
ployees from poorer backgrounds be expected to
occur. Such processes represent a within-job phe-
nomenon: For example, two interns working in the
same position in the same law firm might have dif-
ferent levels of political skill and receive different
amounts of mentorship, depending on their socio-
economic background. These processes should
generate differences in socioeconomic success (per-
petuating the disadvantage of the worker from a
poorer family) down the line, e.g., through quicker
salary increase and promotion rates of the worker
from a wealthier family. Similarly, workers from
poorer families might have a harder difficult time
adjusting, developing connections, and managing
family–work interface, early in their career. Such
issues generate the class ceiling effect (i.e., un-
dermine objective career success of workers from
poorer backgrounds) down the line. Thus, to detect
thewithin-organizational issuesunderlying theclass
ceiling effect, studies should focus on early stages of
employees’ careers and examinehowwithin-context
(e.g., within the same job, or controlling for job type)
variation in family background is related to relevant
employee outcomes.

Studies are less likely to detect the relevant issues
among older workers because of selection effects. To
the extent that workers from poorer families face is-
sues thathold themback, over time,wewould expect
only those workers from poorer backgrounds who
either do not experience such issues, or have found
ways to cope with them, to have reached the same
position as workers from wealthier families. Thus,

examining how family background relates to chal-
lenges among older workers who have attained
similar job positions might lead to the conclusion
that coming from a poorer family is not an impedi-
ment to work success. Studies should thus either
focus on early-career workers, ideally thosewho just
completed their education and are embarking on
careers in organizations or should account for tenure
as a moderator of issues faced by workers from
poorer families, to address the likely selection ef-
fects. Organizational research on newcomers pro-
vides one model for this strategy, as it not only
focuses on junior employees but also has determined
specific time periods needed for an employee to ad-
just to a new workplace, develop connections to or-
ganizational incumbents, and start performing at a
high level. Such information is useful for pinpoint-
ing when one would expect different issues workers
from poorer families might face in organizations to
become apparent.

Therefore, perhaps the key empirical strategy for
future research on within-organizational dynamics
impacting socioeconomic mobility and talent utili-
zation of workers from poorer backgrounds should
include field studies among junior employees with
similar educational backgrounds, keeping the orga-
nizational and job context constant. For example,
onemight survey early-career employeesworking in
the same organization and performing the same kind
of work.

Alternatively, if one’s research question necessi-
tates a greater diversity in terms of contexts from
which participants are drawn (e.g., to examine ef-
fects of between-organizational differences in di-
versity policies), researchers might want to focus on
workerswithin a given income range andworking in
similar positions. The challenge with using such an
approach is sorting, i.e., the possibility that differ-
ences in family backgrounds might be correlated
with differences in the position one is presently oc-
cupying because of self-selection during job search
and job choice, as well as discrimination in the pro-
cess of recruitment.

The problem of sorting is particularly salient in
choice of profession. For example, Laurison and
Friedman (2016) find that workers from poorer
backgrounds have a harder time penetrating some
professions than others. Specifically, the authors
“find a distinction between traditional professions,
such as law, medicine, and finance, which are
dominated by the children of higher managers and
professionals, andmore technical occupations, such
as engineering and IT, that recruit more widely”
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(p. 668). As a hypothetical extreme case, if one
looked at a profession from which workers from
poorer families sort themselves out aggressively, one
might find primarily outliers from poorer back-
grounds who, in terms of their preferences, work
capacity, work styles, and treatment received by
others, are on average muchmore similar to workers
from wealthier backgrounds than workers from
poorer backgrounds. In this case, one might also
conclude that differences in family background do
not matter for workplace success and mobility. De-
spite such sorting dynamics, Laurison and Friedman
(2016) do find that coming from a poorer family re-
mains a significant impediment in termsof long-term
career prospects even among workers from poorer
backgrounds who manage to enter professions tra-
ditionally reserved for and dominated by workers
from richer backgrounds. Nevertheless, future orga-
nizational studies can gain precision by anticipating
sorting effects and accounting for differential rele-
vance of within-organizational dynamics impacting
success of workers from poorer families across dif-
ferent types of jobs, organizations, and professions.

In addition to anticipating and accounting for
such sorting processes when studying within-
organizational dynamics impacting employee mo-
bility, future work should try to understand reasons
why workers from poorer families might sort them-
selves out of certain jobs and professions. Research
on underrepresentation of women in Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) pro-
fessions might provide a model for this research di-
rection. This line of work is dedicated to explaining
why women select themselves out of STEM careers
(Ceci & Williams, 2011; Ceci, Williams, & Barnett,
2009). The underrepresentation of women in such
careers is seen as unfair and researchers and poli-
cymakers are trying to uncover and counter pro-
cesses contributing to the problem (Moss-Racusin
et al., 2018; Stout,Dasgupta,Hunsinger, &McManus,
2011). In a similar vein, future research is needed to
understand factors driving underrepresentation of
workers from poorer backgrounds in certain jobs,
types of organizations, and professions. Once such
micro-level processes underlying sorting are un-
derstood, researcherswill be able to develop and test
interventions that can truly equalize opportunities
irrespective of one’s family background.

Study design and measurement. Another chal-
lenge future organizational field studies need to
overcome concerns the difficulty of empirically
pinpointing the source of issues in employees’ own
behavior versus how employees are treated by

others. We considered different sources of issues as
distinct on a conceptual basis, but making such a
distinction empirically in field studies might not be
as straightforward. For example, conducting a sur-
vey among newcomers from diverse family back-
grounds on family–work interferencemight result in
the finding that employees from poorer families re-
port a higher level of conflict between family and
work domains. Yet, this finding could be explained
by differences in family properties (e.g., objectively
higher family demands), employee perceptual ten-
dencies (e.g., due to higher neuroticism), or co-
worker treatment (e.g., lower support for family
demands in relation to workers from poorer back-
grounds). Each of these possibilities points to a
different set of potential solutions. Thus, future or-
ganizational studies should use designs that are able
to determine the true source of issues faced by
workers from poorer backgrounds. For example, this
could be achieved by comprehensively operation-
alizing and testing different potential sources of is-
sues. In the aforementioned example, this would
mean measuring whether objective family proper-
ties, such as number of children, versus individual
dispositions, such as employee neuroticism, predict
experience of family–work conflict. In addition,
field studies should examine multiple perspectives
(e.g., obtaining coworker reports in addition to focal
employee reports) to distinguish relative impor-
tance of focal employee’s dispositions and percep-
tions versus objectively occurring dynamics within
organizations.

In addition to such challenges associated with
measuring mediating mechanisms and outcomes,
future organizational research on workers from
poorer backgroundswill face the challenge of how to
measure family background reliably and precisely.
Most people do not recall what exactly their family
was making when they were young, or what the net
worth of their household was. Various measures
have been developed trying to assess family back-
ground. Some measures, such as the Family Afflu-
ence Scale by World Health Organization (Boyce,
Torsheim, Currie, & Zambon, 2006), ask about par-
ticipants’ family property (e.g., whether the family
owns a car and multiple bedrooms) and consump-
tion patterns (e.g., the ability to go on a vacation).
Others, such as self-report measures used in life
history research (Griskevicius et al., 2011) ask for a
holistic subjective self-assessment of family wealth
when one was growing up. Clearly, both approaches
are limited and our experience is that the correlation
between different proxies of family background
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tends to be so low that it is unlikely that they reliably
tap into the same underlying construct. Given this
situation, researchers need to select the most ap-
propriate operationalizations of employee family
background on a theoretical basis. Studies show that
subjective impressions of one’s social standing of-
tentimes are stronger predictors of different out-
comes (e.g., subjective well-being) than are objective
indicators (Anderson, Kraus, Galinsky, & Keltner,
2012). However, societies are arguably more in-
terested in promoting socioeconomic mobility for
those who are objectively disadvantaged rather than
those who merely feel that way, so selecting reliable
objective measures of family background represents
one notable challenge for future organizational re-
search on the topic. Strong scale development stud-
ies will be essential to the advancement of the field.

Contextual factors and evaluation of public
policy impact on within-organizational processes.
Another important direction for future work is to
examine the role of the broader context in which
organizations are embedded, which may shape
within-organizational dynamics relevant tomobility
of workers from poorer backgrounds. Most studies
reviewed here have been conducted in the United
States, and the studies that useddata collected across
countries, such as research on family background
and personality (Ayoub et al., 2018), have not sys-
tematically theorized or examined country differ-
ences in the role of family background. The focus on
the United States, and the limitations such a focus
creates in terms of the understanding of social phe-
nomena, has recently garnered attention as a prob-
lem of modern social science more generally
(Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). We believe
that this issue imposes a particular limitation on the
understanding of workers from poorer backgrounds,
given that issues such workers face are mostly sha-
ped by idiosyncratic features of the local social and
economic environment. There are no inherent dif-
ferences between people born into poorer families
and those born into richer families, so contexts that
fully equalize opportunities forworker development
and performance could in theory be completely free
of issues discussed here. As such, attending to con-
textual differences, such as the dominant ideologies
of particular societies or features of the country-level
economic systems, can inform decision-makers in-
volved in structuring these environments and de-
signing policies aimed at promoting mobility and
talent utilization.

Various differences between contexts in which
organizations are embedded could be relevant to

within-organizational dynamics impacting workers
from poorer families. For example, Farah and Hook
(2017) show that higher levels of trust in the local
community buffer against negative consequences of
resource scarcity on future-focus and temporal dis-
counting. In a similar vein, a stronger social safety
net in a given country might buffer against the neg-
ative effect of being born into a poorer family on
neuroticism and self-esteem later in life, by reducing
environmental uncertainty and the stigma associ-
ated with a lack of financial resources.

Systematically examininghowsuch features of the
local ecology impact within-organization dynamics
would help bridge disciplinary boundaries (e.g., be-
tween sociological research on neighborhood effects
and microorganizational research on workplace in-
teractions) to further the shared goal of promoting
socioeconomic mobility. For that reason, we believe
that expanding the focus of micro-level organiza-
tional behavior research to include local ecology in
which organizations are embedded represents a very
promising avenue for future research. Examining
how features of the local ecology such as commu-
nity trust and social safety net impact within-
organizational dynamics also represents a new way
of thinking about public policy evaluation. Most at-
tempts to examine the impact of public policy mea-
sures (e.g., investment inneighborhood infrastructure)
are limited to measures of direct implications (e.g.,
local levels of crime, life satisfaction, or community
trust) but ignore a potential spillover of such policies
into organizations and, ultimately, downstream im-
plications for organizational effectiveness and em-
ployee mobility.

In addition, country-specific historical legacy re-
lated to social stratification is likely to shape how
coming from a poorer family impacts third-party
perception and treatment. In some countries, such as
India, a lack of opportunities for people born into
disadvantaged families has historically been sup-
ported by the overarching ideological structure,
whereas other countries, such as theUnitedStates, at
least nominally promoted socioeconomic mobility
irrespective of whether one is born into a poorer or
richer family (withwomenand racialminorities only
gradually receiving similar opportunities). Issues
faced byworkers frompoorer families reviewed here
are likely to be starker in countries in which histor-
ically the dominant ideology put less emphasis on
socioeconomic mobility—although there is the pos-
sibility that mistaken belief in social mobility (c.f.,
Davidai & Gilovich, 2018) might cause psychologi-
cal distress to poor people who do not advance.
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Unfortunately, as we noted earlier, at present, there
is insufficient research conducted outside of the
United States.

Interventions. They key benefit of organizational
research that detects central issues people from
poorer backgrounds facewithin organizations is that
it could point to ways of implementing organiza-
tional and social change needed to maximize
equality of opportunity and talent utilization. This
will require an iterative process of designing in-
terventions based on scientifically identified issues,
implementing such interventions through collabo-
ration with relevant stakeholders, scientifically
testing the effectiveness of interventions and iden-
tifying those that produce the greater benefit at the
lowest cost, and disseminating knowledge regarding
the relevant solutions through academic publica-
tions and public discourse. Current decision-makers
shaping organizational and public policies, as well
as future ones (e.g., MBA students), receive a great
deal of information concerning challenges faced by
some disadvantaged groups (e.g., women) and solu-
tions that are effective at addressing such issues, but
there is virtually no discussion on similar topics re-
garding employees coming from poorer back-
grounds. Much more organizational scholarship is
needed to change this situation and make future
generations of organizational leaders more sensitive
and effective at ensuring mobility and talent utili-
zation of workers from all backgrounds.

A range of issues identified in the current review
will require structural social and organizational
change. For example, the greater challenges in bal-
ancing work and nonwork domains experienced by
worker from poorer families will require organiza-
tions and societies to invest in policies and programs
that help alleviate such issues, as there is no way in
which employees can eliminate such challenges on
their own (they can only do their best to cope with
them). Education will be a particularly relevant do-
main for implementing such programs. As elabo-
rated earlier, at present, research and practice are
heavily invested in ensuring that people from poorer
backgrounds succeed in the educational system.
Less attention is paid to whether the education sys-
tem itself is structured in a way that ensures the
success of such students once they leave the educa-
tional system and enter organizational systems. This
is unsurprising, given the lack of systematic focus on
how employees from poorer backgrounds fare in
organizations. However, many of the issues identi-
fied in the current review could be addressed
through careful changes to the educational system.

Many of the systematic differences in work capacity
and work style arising as a function of family back-
ground could be addressed through training. For
example, students from poorer backgrounds could
receive additional training concerning political dy-
namics, importance of personal initiative, or open-
ness to experience.

Such training programs could also be designed
and implemented by organizations, which can take
an active role in ensuring all their employees have
capabilities and work tendencies that are aligned
with organizational needs and important to em-
ployee advancement.Whenorganizationaldecision-
makers are presented with sufficient evidence that
workers from poorer backgrounds face specific pre-
dictable challenges that undermine their pro-
ductivity, this will motivate organizational initiatives
aimed at addressing such challenges as such initia-
tives would be alignedwith the goal of organizational
effectiveness and talent utilization. Organizational
scientists will be crucial in translating knowledge
about challenges faced by workers from poorer
backgrounds into organizational programs address-
ing the issues, empirically evaluating their effec-
tiveness, and then further disseminating knowledge
concerning the effectiveness of such programs to
motivate their adoptionbyorganizationsworldwide.

Interventions, research, and public discussion
will also be essential in addressing not only issues
associated with workers from poorer backgrounds
but also third-party views and treatment of such
workers. Training programs for managers that make
them sensitive to challenges faced by workers from
poorer backgrounds might be helpful. Workers
themselves can also be better prepared for the
structural and interpersonal challenges they face
through psychological interventions. For example,
Stephens, Hamedani, and Destin (2014) showed that
informing first-generation college students about
challenges experienced by those who were pre-
viously in their situation helped students’ cope with
challenges more effectively. Similar psychological
interventions are gaining popularity (Walton &
Wilson, 2018) and can certainly be a part of the so-
lution for the issues identified here. That said, it is
important for all relevant stakeholders to remain
involved in designing and implementing relevant
solutions rather than expecting workers from poorer
backgrounds to find ways to cope with the issues on
their own.

Solutions to detected issues workers from poorer
backgrounds face would be particularly effective if
they manage to interfere with several issues
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simultaneously and create positive self-reinforcing
spirals that alleviate issues experienced by workers
from poorer backgrounds. For example, one could
develop a psychological intervention to boost levels
of personal initiative as well as political savvy. The
two are often needed jointly in the workplace, from
proactive information gathering among newcomers
to effective communication regarding areas for im-
provement in the organization. Organizational sci-
entists could develop out-of-the box solutions to
bundles of issues pertaining to own (e.g., psycho-
logical interventions) as well as third-party actions
(e.g., organizational policies that remove most com-
mon invisible barriers toproductivity andwell-being
ofworkers frompoorer backgrounds). If suchbundled
solutions can be made cost-effective, easy to imple-
ment, and scalable, they offer the promise of pro-
motingmobility and talent utilization on a large scale.

CONCLUSION

Our review suggests that despite many attempts
at giving the same education and job opportunities
to people born into poorer families, processes oc-
curring within organizations undermine socioeco-
nomic mobility and talent utilization of employees
from poorer backgrounds. We believe this fact has
been underappreciated by organizational scientists,
managers, and the society more broadly. We have
argued that micro-level organizational scientists are
the most relevant and best equipped group of
scholars for furthering our understanding of the is-
sues workers born into poorer families face within
organizations. We aimed to provide a blueprint for
future organizational research through an in-
tegration of the organizational literature pointing to
key within-organizational processes impacting ob-
jective (socioeconomic) success with research on
how people from poorer backgrounds behave or are
treated by others in the relevant situations. We hope
that our reviewmotivatesmore research on the topic,
and by making extant knowledge more accessible
serves as a springboard to organizational scientists
involved in addressing this key organizational and
social challenge.
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