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Gendered and racialized barriers play a significant role in undergraduate students’ interest and persis-
tence in engineering. While sexist and racist environments have been widely investigated in engineer-
ing academic settings, the impediments to equity in work-related engineering socialization experiences 
are far less explored. Specific to undergraduate students’ work settings, internships serve as anticipa-
tory socialization experiences where students learn what it is like to work in certain fields. Yet, little 
is known about the cues that sponsoring companies provide to potential interns about organizational 
ideology and power. Drawing from 122 advertisements for college engineering internships, this study 
explored companies’ language and linguistic tools in ads. Within a framework of signaling theory and 
feminist critical discourse analysis, we used document analysis to examine organizational statements 
of equal employment and diversity as well as (implicitly gendered and racialized) power structures 
signaled by linguistic tools (e.g., nominative personal pronouns). Findings reveal a lack of specificity 
in companies’ explicit statements, suggesting that “diversity” language evades identifying concrete 
equity efforts. Further, results illustrate the complex nature of how companies used linguistic tools to 
promote their own diversity values and position interns’ agency. Leveraging a feminist lens, we discuss 
how leaving inclusive practices and power structures unnamed may signal a performative commitment 
to equity. We conclude with implications for higher education researchers, practitioners in career ser-
vices, and employers recruiting college interns.

KEY WORDS: document analysis, feminist critical discourse analysis, engineering, 
equity, internships, job advertisements 

1. INTRODUCTION

Across engineering settings, gender and racial equity is a prominent concern. Unfortu-
nately, undergraduate women* who enroll in engineering majors encounter gendered 
social, cultural, and organizational barriers that contribute to experiences of isolation, a 

* �In this study, we use the term “women” to align with the findings of cited work; however, when discussing our own 
interpretations, we use “women and femme-identifying students” to express our view that gender equity efforts should 
include transwomen, femme-identifying queer and non-binary folx, and ciswomen. Further, when using the phrase 
“women and femme-identifying students,” we acknowledge that intersecting identities vary widely in terms of racial 
and ethnic identities as well as other historically oppressed social identities.
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lack of belonging, stereotype threat, and a lower sense of self-efficacy, all of which may 
influence their persistence in the engineering field (Marra et al., 2009; Neumann et al., 
2016; Woodcock and Bairaktarova, 2015). Color-evasive racism (Pawley et al., 2013) 
and anti-Black racism (Holly, 2020) also pervade undergraduate engineering culture, 
leading to the racial minoritization of students who identify as Black, Indigenous, and 
as Students of Color† and creating structural impediments to their success. Further, un-
dergraduate Women of Color confront interlocking gendered and raced oppressions in 
engineering higher education settings, underscoring their experiences with engineering 
interest, social pain, navigation, and support (Ong et al., 2020).

While sexism and racism have been widely investigated in engineering academic 
settings, researchers have sparsely considered how oppressive norms are upheld as part 
of students’ professional socialization experiences in engineering contexts. Given the 
commonality of internships among college students, especially those in engineering 
(National Association of Colleges and Employers [NACE], 2015), internship-related 
experiences may provide critical professional information for students, especially since 
internship experiences often directly influence career opportunities and decisions (Dai-
ley, 2016; Nunley et al., 2016; Samuelson and Litzler, 2013; Smith and Gayles, 2018). 
However, research documents that racially minoritized students may struggle with feel-
ing invisible or ignored at their engineering internship sites (Strayhorn and Johnson, 
2016). Instances of gender bias in internships may also have detrimental consequences 
for women’s perceptions of fit and interest in the field (Seron et al., 2016; Smith and 
Gayles, 2018). Further, while few studies have examined the internship experiences of 
trans* and non-binary students, these populations face unique oppressions that limit ac-
cess and shape experiences related to applied learning opportunities (Stewart and Nico-
lazzo, 2018). 

Given the ways that structural barriers underscore students’ interest and persistence 
in engineering based on gender and racial identities, it is important to understand the 
various cues that undergraduate students receive related to engineering fields and ca-
reers. Discourse in formal contexts serves to signal and perpetuate gendered power 
structures, deterring women’s belongingness (Gaucher et al., 2011) or favoring tradi-
tionally masculine roles and stereotypes (Parson, 2016). Slaton (2010) also revealed 
how U.S. engineering education has been historically steeped in whiteness, drawing 
attention to how celebratory discourse about diversity “may foreclose inquiry into the 
racialized functions of conventional gatekeeping tools such as standards of talent and 
eligibility” (p. 17). In the present study, we explore how inequity and power pervade dis-
courses and linguistic tools within engineering internship advertisements—an important 
undertaking, as internships often serve as students’ first opportunity to gain professional 

† �While “Students of Color,” “Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC),” and “racially minoritized” are com-
mon phrases for race/ethnicity in educational research, we also acknowledge the limitations of this phrasing. Racial 
and ethnic groups have vastly different realities and using such terminology separately from gender may indicate “an 
entrenched misunderstanding of how women’s experiences as women also intersect with their experiences as members 
of ethnic minority groups, as well as other historically oppressed social groups” (Bowleg, 2008, p. 313). Thus, while 
terminology appears as distinct, it is also necessary to center Women of Color in any discussion about gendered and 
racialized discourse.
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experience in their field (Dailey, 2016; Hora et al., 2020). As such, we ask the following 
question: How do companies signal ideas of organizational ideology and power within 
engineering internship job descriptions? 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

To provide context for this study, we first review relevant literature about internships as 
professional socialization experiences. Then, we discuss existing research on the history 
and purpose of job advertisements, including research that shows how indicators of di-
versity values may impact interest among prospective applicants.

2.1 Internships

Although many college students participate in internships (NACE, 2015), relatively 
little is known about these experiences. One challenge is that the term “internship” 
is ill-defined, creating difficulties in understanding these experiences across contexts 
(NACE, 2018). Recently, Hora and colleagues (2020) found that organizations and col-
lege students associate different values and language with internship positions, with 
organizations advancing a homogeneous discourse by uniformly describing internships 
as “experiential learning” opportunities that build students’ social capital. By contrast, 
students acknowledged that the quality of internships varies tremendously. Students also 
shared that an ideal internship would enhance their competitiveness for future job op-
portunities, provide hands-on learning unavailable through their coursework, and afford 
them an opportunity to try out prospective career options (Hora et al., 2020).

Internships have been identified as one “high-impact” college experience that may 
foster student success (Kuh, 2008), although the nature and quality of internships varies 
(Dailey, 2016; Hora et al., 2020; McHugh, 2017). In general, internships serve as antici-
patory professional socialization experiences where students learn what it is like to work 
in certain industries and positions (Dailey, 2016). Most existing research identifies posi-
tive outcomes for students in internships, including greater course knowledge (Green 
and Farazmand, 2012), technical skills and professional networks (Samuelson and Lit-
zler, 2013), and job opportunities upon graduation (Nunley et al., 2016). Yet, some stu-
dents may have negative internship experiences and alter their career goals (Dailey, 
2016). Internship experiences may vary based on many factors including compensation, 
job characteristics, mentorship, and organizational culture (McHugh, 2017), with dif-
ferences potentially exacerbated for students who hold minoritized identities in their 
fields (Seron et al., 2016; Smith and Gayles, 2018; Strayhorn and Johnson, 2016). While 
underexplored, such experiences may also vary by industry subfield due to disparities in 
representation by sex or race. For instance, in 2018, “female” individuals comprised less 
than 15% of bachelor’s graduates in large engineering subfields such as aerospace, elec-
trical and electronics, and computer engineering, but over 40% of bachelor’s graduates 
in fields such as bioengineering/biomedical and environmental engineering (National 
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019). Racial disparities are apparent between 
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subfields as well; among U.S. citizens and permanent residents, white students earned 
68% of engineering bachelor’s degrees in 2012 and were overrepresented in industries 
such as mechanical engineering, aerospace engineering, and civil engineering (National 
Science Board and National Science Foundation [NSB and NSF], 2014). We can only 
infer that these disparities impact student socialization experiences based on identity.

While some students may access internships through personal or faculty connec-
tions (Hora et al., 2020), or through campus career services offices (Davis and Binder, 
2017; Rivera, 2015), many students secure internships without using campus services. 
According to a NACE (2020) survey of employers, companies found 64% of their in-
terns through open applications. Because many students hold limited knowledge of their 
professional options, particularly students who are the first in their families to attend 
college (Parks-Yancy, 2012; Tate et al., 2015), the process of searching for internships 
may itself serve as an anticipatory socialization experience, with students gaining infor-
mation about industries, occupations, and companies before an internship even begins. 

2.2 Job Advertisements

Job advertisements (used interchangeably with the terms “job ads” and “job descrip-
tions” in the present study) have been connected to goals of diversity and inclusion since 
their inception in the 1930s (Dobbin et al., 2015). By advertising job openings, com-
panies increased transparency and expanded applicant pools, creating an accountability 
structure designed to promote fair hiring processes. As policies surrounding nondis-
criminatory hiring practices evolved, companies were required to develop job descrip-
tions to screen candidates based strictly on the needs of the position. Today, the U.S. 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (n.d.) prohibits discrimination against ap-
plicants or employees based on “race, color, religion, sex (including gender identity, 
sexual orientation, and pregnancy), national origin, age (40 or older), disability or ge-
netic information” (para. 1), with equal employment opportunity (EEO) statements in 
job advertisements referring to legal compliance with federal policy.

With the development of technology over time, the advent of online job advertise-
ments led to an even greater expansion of access for job seekers and hiring organi-
zations. Online job postings drastically reduce recruiting costs for employers, remove 
geographical constraints, and allow for more detail in job descriptions (Carnevale et al., 
2014). Today, up to 70% of all job openings are posted on the internet, with positions 
that require a bachelor’s degree or higher and those in STEM occupations especially 
likely to be posted online (Carnevale et al., 2014). 

2.2.1 Job Advertisement Content

There is substantial evidence that the information companies share in recruiting materi-
als influences students’ views of the organizations, especially since studies assessing in-
dividuals’ perceptions often employ college student samples (Acarlar and Bilgic, 2013; 
Avery et al., 2013; Casper et al., 2013; Schmidt et al., 2015; Walker et al., 2011, 2012). 

  1
  2
  3
  4
  5
  6
  7
  8
  9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

JWM-37923.indd               28                                           Manila Typesetting Company                                           02/03/2022          09:06PM



Volume 28, Issue 4, 2022

(In)Equity and Power in Engineering College Internship Advertisements � 29

For example, corporate websites and brochures that signal diversity values have been 
found to more effectively recruit students who also value diversity (Avery et al., 2013), 
as well as candidates who hold racially minoritized identities (Walker et al., 2011, 2012). 

Job advertisements, in particular, can serve as an important source of information 
about positions, occupations, organizations, and industries for students and job seekers 
alike (Acarlar and Bilgic, 2013; Carnevale et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2015; Wille and 
Derous, 2017). Job ads vary in structure and content but tend to contain information 
about industry, occupation, salary, and required education and skills (Carnevale et al., 
2014). In a study of electrical and electronics engineering students’ reactions to job 
advertisements, Acarlar and Bilgic (2013) found that students preferred job ads that 
contained more information rather than less, rating ads that contained information about 
compensation, benefits, and organizational culture as more credible and satisfactory 
than those that only featured information about responsibilities associated with the posi-
tion. Job ad content may be especially important in high-demand industries where quali-
fied applicants might be more discerning, such as engineering (Schmidt et al., 2015).

2.2.2 Diversity in Job Advertisements

A variety of diversity signals in job ads can also attract candidates that encompass a 
broader array of racial, ethnic, and gender identities. In an analysis of faculty hiring, 
Smith et al. (2004) found that diversity indicators in job ads were associated with hiring 
racially minoritized faculty and women. In Smith and colleagues’ study, diversity was 
signaled through departmental or subfield affiliations relevant to diversity (e.g., African 
American studies, or race relations in sociology), or via qualification statements indi-
cating diversity (e.g., “engender a climate that values and uses diversity,” p. 138). Ads 
where diversity was directly relevant to job responsibilities were more effective than 
ads containing general statements related to diversity (Smith et al., 2004). Others have 
argued that faculty job descriptions may normalize and protect whiteness when diversity 
is uncritically added to hiring calls (Sensoy and DiAngelo, 2017). Notably, in a study of 
job ads for college graduates, Rios and colleagues (2020) unveiled the fact that fewer 
than 1% (of 141,941 total ads) called for skills related to working with or learning from 
individuals with diverse backgrounds and identity facets. 

In addition to broad diversity signals like those described above, many job ads 
may contain EEO statements to signal legal compliance with federal policy. However, 
research on these statements has also produced mixed results. McNab and Johnston 
(2002) found that candidates tended to prefer ads with EEO statements, with more ex-
tensive EEO statements appealing to women. In contrast, Leibbrant and List (2018) 
found that EEO statements dampened the interest of racially minoritized candidates, 
as such candidates tended to see these statements as regulatory and likely to produce 
tokenism in hiring. 

As a whole, gendered and racialized discourses that uphold existing hegemonic 
structures are pervasive (Jiwani and Richardson, 2011; Lazar, 2007), perhaps espe-
cially in formal documents (such as job ads) and in historically exclusionary fields (such 
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as engineering). Two examples help visualize how this may be the case. Gaucher et 
al. (2011) and Parson (2016) examined job ads and course syllabi, respectively, and 
both examined discourse that implicitly reinforced gendered roles and existing power 
structures. Through experimental design, Gaucher and colleagues found that job ads 
in men-dominated professions contained more stereotypically masculine words (e.g., 
active, aggressive, ambitious, decisive) than ads for women-dominated professions. 
Importantly, discourse mattered; women reading ads with more masculine words, re-
gardless of industry and profession, found the positions less appealing and anticipated 
a lower sense of belonging in these roles (Gaucher et al., 2011). Turning to a study of 
STEM course syllabi, Parson used feminist critical discourse analysis to investigate 
language and linguistic tools (e.g., interdiscursivity, nominative personal pronouns) that 
reinforced dominant knowledge structures and positivist paradigms in STEM. Defin-
ing knowledge as static rather than dynamic may be especially prohibitive to students 
who have faced institutional barriers in STEM, such as women and femme-identifying 
students and racially minoritized students. Given these and other findings, we set out 
to critically examine how internship ads in engineering may also be a mechanism of 
hegemonic discourse, thus perhaps signaling probable success to those with systemic 
privilege and impossibility to those who have been systemically minoritized.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is guided by signaling theory (Spence, 1973; Stiglitz, 2000) and feminist 
critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Lazar, 2007). Using these theoretical and epistemo-
logical perspectives, we interpreted the cues that companies provided in their internship 
advertisements about equity and opportunity. In addition, we leveraged this framework 
to explicitly interrogate the discursive ways that companies may uphold gendered and 
racialized hegemony and culture in their internship ads. Thus, while signaling theory 
serves as a basis for understanding how (and why) organizations communicate their 
values to an external audience, feminist CDA allows for a more critical, equity-focused 
investigation of the nature of these signals.

3.1 Signaling Theory

Signaling theory focuses on how information is communicated about an individual or 
organization in the absence of observed information (Connelly et al., 2011). Derived 
from the field of economics, signaling theory originated as a way to explain how job 
applicants conveyed their skills to prospective employers via language in resumes, with 
employers relying on informational signals to make hiring decisions (Spence, 1973). 
Signaling theory also explains organizational behavior, including how organizations 
signal their values to potential employees (Stiglitz, 2000). Job seekers rely on available 
information about a company in their decision to apply, including information available 
in job advertisements (Schmidt et al., 2015). Notably, job ads help candidates assess op-
portunities and cultures where their identities will be affirmed (Avery et al., 2013). Sig-
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nals in job ads may be particularly crucial in competitive markets, such as engineering, 
and in cases where a consumer lacks information, which is often the case among college 
students exploring career options (Sampson et al., 2004). In such cases, corporate sig-
nals display an organization’s characteristics and brand (Rivera, 2015; Stiglitz, 2000).

3.2 Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis

While signaling theory alludes to company strategies used to communicate their value to 
prospective applicants, applying a framework of feminist CDA allows us to probe more 
deeply into the role that language and linguistic tools (e.g., clauses, nominative personal 
pronouns, interactions among discourses) play in sustaining power and inequity in en-
gineering internship contexts. Feminist CDA reveals how gendered assumptions and 
power relations are discursively produced and sustained in a given context (Lazar, 2007, 
2014). The principles of feminist CDA are influenced by a “feminist political imagina-
tion” (Bell, 1999) and radically (re)imagine social change, distinguishing feminist CDA 
from traditional CDA approaches. According to Lazar (2007, 2014), feminist CDA is 
comprised of five primary principles: feminist analytical activism (the direct relationship 
and implications toward advancing accountability of linguistics and social transforma-
tion), gender as an ideological structure, the complexity of gender and power relations, 
discourse in the (de)construction of gender, and critical reflexivity as a practice. 

A feminist CDA approach is motivated by the recognition of gendered patterns and 
hegemony as well as the need to change the conditions of these hierarchical relation-
ships—accordingly, these motivations underscore our interest and approach to this re-
search topic. Yet, as Lazar (2014) notes, gender does not operate as an isolated social 
category, and patriarchal oppressions often intersect with other systems and structures of 
power such as race and racism. That is, while we came to feminist CDA largely because 
of our lived experiences with sexism, we also aimed to interrogate how notions of power 
in discourse may uphold whiteness, recognizing that we are invested in dismantling 
and decentering whiteness while, as white scholars, we simultaneously benefit from the 
structures that whiteness maintains.

3.3 Authors’ Positionalities

Feminist CDA’s orientation to praxis and hegemony makes it imperative that we ac-
knowledge our positionality in this work (Lazar, 2007; Mullet, 2018). As co-authors, 
we engaged in self-reflexivity to grapple with how our values and social positions—
particularly our positions in gendered and racialized social orders and organizations—
influence this work. We both identify as cisgender white scholars in the United States, 
which are privileged identities frequently associated with academic ethnocentric ideas 
and practices that must be critically examined by feminist researchers (Lazar, 2007). 
Additionally, we both identify as relatively young women scholars within academia and 
disciplinary outsiders to engineering—identities we also reflected on throughout this 
work as we shaped our interpretations. 
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We were first inspired to conduct these analyses by reading Parson’s (2016) re-
search on professors’ gendered language in STEM syllabi, and we wondered how other 
individuals holding power in students’ academic and career trajectories (i.e., internship 
coordinators or managers) may or may not engage in similar discourses. In light of 
both authors’ experiences as higher education practitioners and researchers who have 
witnessed and empirically investigated patterns of inequity, we chose to examine dis-
course and language within internship ads through a transformative feminist paradigm. 
The first author worked in graduate school admissions for medical and health sciences 
programs. The second author worked in career services for STEM students and has 
helped engineering employers shape internship recruiting strategies that would appeal to 
students with diverse identities. Our professional experiences motivated us to treat these 
analyses as activism (see Lazar, 2007, 2014), interrogate current practices, and identify 
opportunities for social change. 

3.4 Protection of Vulnerable Populations

Because this study uses publicly available internship advertisements from corporations, 
we do not believe that our sample requires protection of vulnerable populations.

4. METHODS

To address the research question in accordance with our theoretical framework, we em-
ployed document analysis (Bowen, 2009) on a corpus of online engineering internship 
advertisements. Document analysis is a process of selecting, appraising, and synthesiz-
ing data (excerpts, quotations, and passages) within pre-existing documents and then 
organizing data into major themes (Bowen, 2009). To analyze data through document 
analysis, researchers follow a process of reviewing data superficially, conducting a thor-
ough reading, and interpreting data to construct categories that generate themes perti-
nent to the research question. Leveraging our use of a feminist CDA framework, we 
paid special attention to the discursive tools that ads used to communicate power and 
inequity in engineering internship contexts—signals that may perpetuate gendered and/
or racialized environments for interns. 

4.1 Data Collection 

Our data come from internship advertisements on Google for Jobs, a Google-owned 
search engine featuring job ads from various job boards and websites, including Linke-
dIn, Monster, WayUp, DirectEmployers, CareerBuilder, and Facebook (Zakrasek, 2017). 
Google for Jobs is free and publicly available, allowing job seekers to set parameters for 
their search. To identify a corpus of internship ads widely available to undergraduate en-
gineering students, we filtered for location: “United States,” required education: “some 
college,” and used the search term “engineering internship.” Our search was conducted 
on May 28, 2020, and elicited 129 internship position advertisements. Ad content was 
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saved and reformatted into individual documents. After an initial review, we removed 
duplicates and ads that exclusively preferred a graduate degree to focus our analysis on 
ads that undergraduate students would consider.

The final dataset included 122 internship ads, and Table 1 contains summary infor-
mation about the companies represented in the sample. Ads were for positions spread 
across the United States, with western and southern regions as the two most common 
geographic locations. Four ads were for remote internship opportunities, although none 
specified that this was a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Two ads were for unpaid 
roles, including one with a small startup organization and another with a county govern-

TABLE 1: Company characteristics (n = 122)
n %

Region
  Midwest 18 14.8
  Northeast 24 19.7
  South 34 27.9
  West 42 34.4
  Unspecified 4 3.3
Company size
  Under 50 (small) 20 16.4
  51–1,000 (moderate) 20 16.4
  1,001–10,000 (large) 14 11.5
  10,001+ (very large) 68 55.7
Industry
  Automotive 9 7.4
  Aviation and aerospace 14 11.5
  Civil engineering and construction 26 21.3
  Computer software and information technology 20 16.4
  Consumer goods and retail 7 5.7
  Electronics manufacturing and semiconductors 6 4.9
  Finance and management consulting 4 3.3
  Food and wine production 7 5.7
  Government and maritime 7 5.7
  Healthcare and medical devices 2 1.6
  Industrial automation and machinery 12 9.8
  Environment and utilities 8 6.6
Note: Industry information was collected from company pages on LinkedIn. Companies represented 36 
industry categories, which we further condensed into the 12 categories above.
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ment, with one additional ad (for a startup) stating that a small stipend may be available. 
The majority of sponsoring companies employed over 10,000 people, but some smaller 
companies (e.g., startups) employed fewer than 50 individuals. Further, while compa-
nies represented a wide range of industries, most companies specialized in civil engi-
neering, construction, or computer software and information technology (IT) sectors.

Table 2 further displays educational characteristics that employers sought among 
intern candidates. The majority of ads in our corpus sought interns enrolled in college, 
with some ads providing additional education requirements. Intern ads listed a wide 
range of engineering majors of interest, with mechanical engineering and civil engineer-
ing as the most-sought fields. 

4.2 Data Analysis

After compiling our corpus of data, the first author uploaded all internship advertise-
ments into Dedoose, an online software for qualitative analysis. Following Bowen 
(2009), we first conducted a preliminary read, and then, following Smith et al. (2004), 
we decided to code internship ads into six distinct sections for analysis: position title, 
company description, position summary and responsibilities, qualifications (subdivided 
into required and preferred), and equal employment opportunity (EEO) statements. We 

TABLE 2: Company requirements for intern (n = 122)
Characteristics n %
Education level required
  High school degree 2 1.6
  Enrolled in college, generala 58 47.5
  Minimum one year of college completed 15 12.3
  Minimum two years of college completedb 12 9.8
  Minimum three years of college completed 5 4.1
  Bachelor’s degree completed 5 4.1
  Unspecified 25 20.5
Engineering majorc

  Aerospace or aeronautical engineering 5 4.1
  Agricultural or biological engineering 4 3.3
  Architectural engineering 2 1.6
  Automotive engineering 1 0.8
  Chemical engineering 11 9.0
  Computer engineering 9 7.4
  Computer science/software engineering 14 11.5
  Construction engineering technology 1 0.8
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then downloaded and organized EEO statements in a spreadsheet, with columns indicat-
ing the different protections that EEO statements explicitly mentioned. The first author 
then conducted a secondary read of ads for diversity-related statements that existed out-
side of the EEO statement, adding these statements to our spreadsheet for analysis. Next, 
the first author analyzed EEO and diversity statements, exploring these statements for 
breadth (i.e., length), depth (i.e., level of detail), and linguistic tools signaling varying 
elements of equity, diversity, and inclusivity (or exclusivity). 

As a second cycle of coding, the first author coded each ad for the use of nomina-
tive personal pronouns: “you,” “we,” and “our,” guided by Parson (2016). Like Parson, 
we argue that pronouns can be an important reflection of power in discourse. Given 
that a primary goal of feminist CDA is to critically examine how power structures are 
upheld, even in subtle and covert ways (Lazar, 2014), we were interested in examining 

TABLE 2: (continued)
  Civil engineering 24 19.7
  Design engineering 1 0.8
  Electrical engineering 20 16.4
  Engineering, unspecified 24 19.7
  Engineering management 1 0.8
  Engineering mechanics 1 0.8
  Environmental engineering 7 5.7
  Fire protection engineering 1 0.8
  Geological engineering 1 0.8
  Hardware engineering 1 0.8
  Industrial engineering 9 7.4
  Manufacturing engineering 5 4.1
  Mechanical engineering 39 32.0
  Materials science/engineering 3 2.5
  Network engineering 1 0.8
  Process engineering 1 0.8
  Robotics 1 0.8
  Solid waste engineering 1 0.8
  Systems engineering 1 0.8

a Includes two ads specifying enrollment in an associate’s program and another ad that required college 
enrollment or completion of a software engineering bootcamp program. 
b Includes one position seeking a graduate of an associate’s degree program. 
c Majors exceed the number of ads because many ads listed more than one required or preferred major. Ads 
that did not specify any major are excluded (n = 25). Non-engineering majors listed in job ads included 
architecture, biology, business management, chemistry, construction or construction management, envi-
ronmental science, geology, information systems, manufacturing industrial technology, math, physical sci-
ences, physics, polymer chemistry, and transportation.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

JWM-37923.indd               35                                           Manila Typesetting Company                                           02/03/2022          09:06PM



Journal of Women and Minorities in Science and Engineering

Wofford & Smith36

if and how pronouns (as linguistic tools) signaled power implicit in the presentation of 
opportunities, especially in how companies articulate their values and intern roles. The 
first author identified excerpts containing nominative personal pronouns, reading each 
excerpt multiple times to understand the discourse represented by the pronoun, how the 
pronoun was used, the language and action the pronoun was describing, and the ways 
that pronouns indicated (or subverted) responsibility, agency, or power. While reading, 
the first author also wrote analytic memos to indicate how specific words and turns of 
phrase communicated details about internships. Finally, the first author re-reviewed all 
internship ads and analytic memos to understand interdiscursivity (Fairclough, 1992; 
Lazar, 2007). 

4.3 Trustworthiness

CDA recognizes knowledge as socially constructed, and interpretation is shaped by a re-
searcher’s experience and lens (Mullet, 2018). To promote trustworthiness in CDA, it is 
necessary that researchers maintain transparency of analytic processes and substantiate 
claims with evidence (Greckhamer and Cilesiz, 2014) while also engaging in triangula-
tion processes (Mullet, 2018). While analyses were led by the first author to maintain 
consistency, both authors initially reviewed a subset of the ads to pilot coding processes 
and identify key areas of interest to our analysis. Throughout the analytic process, the 
first author shared coded excerpts, analytic memos, and interpretations with the second 
author. The second author reviewed materials after both stages of analysis, confirming 
accuracy of interpretations and probing for challenges or disconfirming data. As a team, 
we regularly engaged in peer debriefing to discuss questions or persisting struggles with 
emergent findings and resolve our perceptions of how the current stages of analysis, 
together, constructed reality for internship candidates (Greckhamer and Cilesiz, 2014). 

5. FINDINGS

Using signaling theory and feminist CDA, we explored how different discourses and 
linguistic features signaled power and organizational ideology concerning gender and 
racial equity efforts. Given our application of feminist CDA, it is important to recognize 
that the present findings are interpreted from our standpoint as white women scholars 
invested in furthering equity efforts. Below, we discuss whether and how companies sig-
nal equity-oriented ideological stances through three themes: 1) explicit organizational 
statements, 2) self-promotion of company values, and 3) positioning of intern agency. 

5.1 Explicit Organizational Statements

Of the 122 internship advertisements included in this study, 50.8% (n = 62) of ads in-
cluded (to varying levels of specificity) statements about EEO policies. An additional 
17 ads mentioned commitments to diversity or inclusion but did not include specific 
EEO statements, while 22 ads included both an EEO and a diversity-related clause (e.g., 
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“Join a workplace that values diversity in thought, integrity, and teamwork” [Promaxo]). 
Across ads, explicit uses of “diversity” or “diverse” were more common (34.4% of ads, 
n = 42) than “inclusion” or “inclusive” (18.9%; n = 23). Irrelevant uses of these terms 
(e.g., “data for inclusion in reports”) were not included in these counts. For the most 
part, use of these terms overlapped; only five ads (4.1%) mentioned inclusion without 
referencing diversity. Notably, no companies used the term “equity,” and we also ob-
served no verbiage such as “equality,” “justice,” or “accessibility.” While general state-
ments about diversity were interspersed throughout ads, EEO statements were nearly 
always located at the end of the ad, often with a discerning header or distinct introduc-
tory language such as “As an Equal Opportunity Employer, we…” and positioned the 
company as compliant with laws that prohibited employee discrimination. 

The presence of EEO statements was not surprising. However, companies diverged 
in how they described commitments to nondiscriminatory practices and the extent to 
which these statements were supplemented with signals of diverse and inclusive cul-
tures. For example, several companies provided short EEO statements, simply stating 
that the company was an equal opportunity employer. About half of ads that included an 
EEO statement used more standardized language that listed protected identities speci-
fied by the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (as discussed in the lit-
erature review). 

When attending specifically to language around gender and race, we found sub-
stantial variation in language discussing gender, with many ads using several terms in 
a single statement. Across the 62 ads using EEO statements, companies indicated that 
nondiscrimination policies applied without regard to an applicant’s “gender” (n = 18) 
or “gender identity” (n = 36), and three ads invited “women” to apply. Seven ads used 
both “gender” and “gender identity,” whereas other ads used terms independently. Six 
companies extended their descriptor of “gender identity” by saying that nondiscrimina-
tory policies applied without regard to “gender identity or expression,” language that 
may signal greater inclusion for trans* and non-binary prospective interns. Further, five 
ads explicitly stated that nondiscriminatory policies applied regardless of pregnancy 
or family structure/responsibilities. While our focus relates to the social construction 
of gender identity, some EEO statements also relied on biological descriptors, using 
“sex” (n = 33) or specifying that companies employed “females” (n = 14, sometimes 
abbreviated to “F”). Language concerning candidates’ racial identities demonstrated a 
strong reliance on the terms “race” (n = 42) and “color” (n = 40), which are both terms 
explicated by the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. However, six ads 
relied on the vague language of “minorities” and implied a connection to prospective 
applicants’ race or ethnicity by more specifically naming other minoritized groups such 
as women, veterans, and persons with disabilities. The use of such vague language may 
send concerning signals of racial minoritization to prospective applicants, implicitly 
upholding whiteness as the norm. 

While EEO statements mostly followed conventions of listing compliance and pro-
tected classes, some ads employed EEO statement language that provided more nu-
anced insight into company values regarding diversity and inclusion. Phrases such as 
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“We’re an EOE (i.e., equal opportunity employer) that empowers our people” (Booz 
Allen Hamilton), “Tetra Tech is committed to creating a diverse environment” (Tetra 
Tech), and “We champion for equal representation in STEM careers…” (FormFactor) 
accompanied several EEO statements, providing insight into company values that ex-
tend beyond basic legal compliance. Although phrases about diversity were only found 
in a handful of EEO statements, nearly one-fifth of job descriptions included additional 
diversity-related clauses beyond the EEO statement. AECOM, a large organization re-
sponsible for several job ads in our sample, offered one of the most descriptive diversity 
statements, encouraging candidates to “imagine working on rewarding projects within 
a diverse culture… [and in] a company culture that champions inclusion.” More com-
monly, however, ads used shorter value-oriented language associated with the benefits 
of “a diverse team” (Anyscale) without defining what “diverse” means. Ultimately, the 
rare utility of descriptive statements about diversity and inclusion across ads—and the 
even more sparsely provided rationale supporting this language—leads us to believe 
that companies included such discourse with rather surface-level rationale, providing 
applicants relatively little assurance that company practices embody these values.

5.2 Self-Promotion of Company Values

In addition to the cues of (in)equity from explicit organizational statements, language 
within internship ads frequently indicated companies’ self-promotion of their values. 
Results revealed that companies engaged the pronouns “our” and “we” as collective 
pronouns and linguistic tools in ads—tools that generated cues about the shared nature 
of the company environment, reputation, and values. Some employers leveraged col-
lective language to signal desirable character traits in a potential intern, while situating 
these traits as larger cultural values of the company. For example, Datadog stated, “our 
engineering culture values pragmatism, honesty, and simplicity to solve hard problems 
the right way.” General Dynamics engaged in similar language while explicating how 
their values translated to the work environment, conveying, “Given the nature of our 
work and who we are, we value trust, honesty, alignment and transparency. We offer 
highly competitive benefits and pride ourselves in being a great place to work with a 
shared sense of purpose.” In both of these statements, advertisements use collective lan-
guage—specifically exhibited through pronouns—to display how the company culture 
promotes specific values; in turn, this language may signal organizational priorities to 
potential interns.

While companies’ language and reliance on plural pronouns generally illuminated 
a collective discourse that has the potential to send cues about the nature of inclusion, 
direct language addressing diversity and descriptions of “diversity” were often vague. 
Two companies used phrases such as “we believe in diversity” (Arcadis) and “Our team 
of outstanding professionals is focused on performance, thought leadership, innovation, 
and the power of ideas that come from a diverse and inclusive workforce” (Exelon). The 
lack of effort to define “diverse,” “diversity,” and “inclusive” in such statements pro-
vides little more than elusive hints as to how interns with minoritized gender and racial 
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identities might be valued. Indeed, interpreted through a feminist lens, the scarcity of 
language directly connecting company values to diversity might send a signal of perfor-
mativity to interns that equity efforts exist only as surface-level commitments. 

Finally, in more covert ways, the use of collective language also sends opaque 
signals about power and responsibility for upholding values of diversity and equity at 
sponsoring companies. Within these internship advertisements, “we” was frequently 
used in an elusive, royal sense that subverted ownership for the named conditions 
and culture. In our view, using “we” broadly may leave interns questioning company 
power structures. Pentair was one of few companies that began to specify their ac-
tions toward fostering a “diverse” work setting: “We take ongoing action to improve 
the diversity of our workforce by: ensuring leadership involvement and ownership; 
attracting and retaining diverse talent at all levels; fostering a globally aware, in-
clusive culture; ensuring our practices are fair and non-discriminatory.” While this 
language goes further than other ads in defining company strategies in the interest 
of promoting diversity, collective pronouns leave the actors unclear and invisible. 
While “we” could indicate actions of solidarity in practice, it is vital to recognize 
that nondiscriminatory practices are nearly always crafted and upheld by company 
leaders, not interns—a reality that contradicts the implied collective nature of “we” 
in supporting diversity-oriented practices. Defining diversity-oriented practices may 
be one step toward signaling company practices and values related to diversity, but 
the ambiguous placement of power fails to name those who hold responsibility for 
inclusive action and change. 

5.3 Positioning of Intern Agency

Internship advertisements also spent considerable real estate discussing what skills and 
responsibilities a potential intern should bring or fulfill at the sponsoring company. Dis-
course about the intern’s role was often linguistically represented by the use of the pro-
noun “you,” with information dispersed throughout several sections of each ad. Often, 
companies employed the word “you” to set expectations, clarify an intern’s “fit” within 
an organization, and articulate intern tasks. However, internship ads diverged in how 
they used “you” to signal interns’ agency (or lack thereof), which has important impli-
cations for how potential interns—particularly interns whose identities are not systemi-
cally privileged in terms of gendered and racialized power structures—might interpret 
workplace power dynamics and socialization. 

When companies described how interns may anticipate operating in a team or com-
pany culture, agency was signaled through the use of active language. Cambly provided 
an illustrative example of such active language, noting, “you’ll be part of a small and 
fast-moving engineering team where you’ll have a large impact.” Here, Cambly’s ad 
used linguistic tools to designate the intern’s role in a team and their power in shaping 
the company environment. Occasionally, ads took a more radical approach to conveying 
agentic possibilities in company culture, shown by phrases like “We have an open and 
flexible environment to allow you to push boundaries” (Daimler). Yet, without stating 
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what types of power interns might have to “push boundaries” and set company dynam-
ics, this language may uphold unrealistic expectations of equal opportunity. More often, 
ads relied on language describing how interns would receive guidance, which paints a 
picture more closely aligned with socialization than one of cultural change. For instance, 
phrases such as “If who we are and what we do resonates with you…” (General Dynam-
ics Mission Systems) speak to the negotiation of power within the workplace, suggest-
ing limited intern agency and the expectation that interns socialize to company norms 
and existing culture. 

More frequently, ads signaled intern agency when discussing skill-based responsi-
bilities. Tesla, for example, stated, “Instead of going on coffee runs and making copies, 
you’ll be seated at the table making critical decisions that will influence not only your 
team, but the overall achievement of Tesla’s mission.” General Dynamics also wrote, 
“Rather than being a ‘cookbook’ project, you will help define the parameters of the 
project and lead its execution.” While agentic language is notable, the comparisons to 
“coffee runs” and “cookbook project” raised questions about inequitable internship ste-
reotypes with implicitly gendered or racialized associations. Defining the intern’s role 
as “at the table,” and contrasting intern responsibilities to “coffee runs” and “making 
copies” denigrates administrative responsibilities—roles historically held by women 
and People of Color—to assure applicants that their intellectual contributions will be 
valued by their team and company, unlike administrative work. Similarly, “cookbook 
project” ostensibly promotes the intellectual value of the internship experience by con-
trasting the intern’s work to that of a subordinate individual who is following explicit 
directions, as a cook (again, often a gendered and racialized role) would do by follow-
ing a recipe. Here, the use of comparisons represented an organizational power tactic, 
implicitly signaling some companies’ internships to be more meaningful than others 
while raising epistemological questions about why advertisements by at least two com-
panies made comparisons that implicitly devalued historically gendered and racialized 
labor.

The passive or active linguistic tools that companies used also revealed a diver-
gence in power and agency. For example, Sanmina stated, “If you think you’re the right 
candidate for our team, then let’s talk!” Here, the use of “you” placed the onus on the 
student to assess their potential at the company, alluding to a false sense of agency, given 
this statement’s implicit reminder that candidates should screen themselves and that 
the company has the final power in selecting the “right candidate.” Other times, “you” 
referred to agentic power by saying that the intern could have many opportunities and, 
to some extent, find their own niche; yet, again, such statements did not acknowledge 
that companies ultimately control the opportunities from which interns may “choose.” 
In contrast to active language, Mantle stated, “The environment includes other senior 
engineers willing to help mentor and guide you.” In this case, “you” passively signaled 
company power, indicating that the intern would be in a receiving role.  Importantly, 
when “you” was used passively, this language indicated a high level of support and men-
torship for the intern, which may appeal to students who are systemically minoritized 
in the field.
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6. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Using a corpus of college internship advertisements in engineering, this study develops 
a deeper understanding of equity-oriented signals that companies explicitly or implic-
itly provide via organizational statements and linguistic tools. With the understanding 
that internships are largely positioned as workforce socialization experiences and that 
discourses within job ads often serve to signal company culture, our findings suggest 
that while many ads acknowledge diversity values, these cues are varied and ill-defined, 
largely promoting existing structures. Thus, findings from this study illustrate the ways 
that internship job ads—perhaps a student’s first point of access to professional op-
portunities—perpetuate the gendered and raced status quo in engineering, promoting 
socialization to an industry that has historically suppressed the entry and success of 
individuals who hold one or more systemically minoritized social identities.

Within our sample, just half of ads included EEO statements, with other ads ar-
ticulating diversity values in alternative ways. During analysis, we were struck by the 
term “equal employment opportunity” itself—this term implies that legal compliance 
to nondiscriminatory practices results in equal opportunity for applicants. Liberal plu-
ralism, or the idea that everyone has an equal chance to be successful in the United 
States, is a construct rooted in hegemonic whiteness, and this ideology is perpetuated 
through discourse (Putman, 2017). In reality, access to opportunities is not equal, 
especially in a field where women and femme-identifying individuals as well as indi-
viduals who identify as Black, Indigenous, and as People of Color are consistently and 
systemically minoritized. Thus, perhaps it is unsurprising that existing research sug-
gests some applicants see EEO statements as perpetuating tokenism in hiring (Leib-
brandt and List, 2018).

Despite the legal foundations of EEO statements, there was no standardization of 
these statements aside from their consistent location at the bottom of ads. Many ads did 
not include EEO language at all, with a subset of ads instead acknowledging diversity in 
a way that was embedded within the text. While this represented a small fraction of ads, 
embedded references to diversity and inclusion were more common in our data corpus 
than the 1% previously illustrated (Rios et al., 2020). Still, only a few ads explicitly ref-
erenced diversity, and even fewer referenced inclusion or inclusivity. Language within 
EEO statements varied; we saw significant differences in the ways that organizations 
described their “equal employment” practices. Turning to prior literature, McNab and 
Johnston (2002) found that more detailed EEO statements may feel more genuine to 
prospective applicants, and to us this was certainly the case. Statements that acknowl-
edged various identity facets such as gender identity, pregnancy, or ethnicity, for ex-
ample, felt more genuine compared to statements that simply read “M/F” (in reference 
to inviting both male and female candidates to apply) or “minorities.” More detailed 
language around diversity may not only serve to signal acceptance but may also demon-
strate greater thoughtfulness around how diversity is defined and prioritized within hir-
ing. Companies may also benefit from detailing values, efforts, and the rationale behind 
diversity-oriented or inclusive actions, moving beyond simple buzz words. The absence 
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of terms such as equity, accessibility, justice, and even equality was salient, suggesting 
great opportunity for improved practice. 

From a feminist CDA lens, discursive references to diversity values or equal hir-
ing that are not backed by action-oriented statements of practice may be performative 
in nature (Lazar, 2007). Often, references to diversity in ads were general, and the 
lack of specificity suggests a more performative statement compared to statements 
that indicated how diversity values would be enacted. Specifically, the performative 
side of companies’ values became clear when the same ad employed language (via 
nominative personal pronouns) to indicate that interns should adapt to the environ-
ment. We found this to be the case several times, particularly when the discourses of 
the company and the intern were competing in the same clause. Additionally, a royal 
“we” pronoun was often used to state diversity or inclusion-related values but failed to 
specify how efforts might be realized, by whom these efforts would be sustained, and 
for whom these efforts may serve. This finding aligns with literature that has docu-
mented the elusive power dynamics conveyed in the pronoun “we” (Baecker, 1998; 
Parson, 2016). Collectively, our findings suggest that, even when companies state di-
versity values in their internship ads, they may not signal a willingness to disrupt the 
dominance of whiteness and patriarchal values that maintain oppressive environments 
in the engineering workplace. 

Across internship ads, nominative personal pronouns were often used to commu-
nicate hierarchy, with “our” serving as a hegemonic indicator—one which may have 
polarizing effects on the recruitment of systemically minoritized interns. On the one 
hand, if companies use “our” to indicate communally oriented goals that position the 
company and intern as having a societal impact, this may extend how prior research 
has conceptualized “feminine” language as being more collectivist in nature (Gaucher 
et al., 2011). Conversely, if “our” has too much of a dominating presence, this language 
may blur prospective interns’ understanding of where their personal role fits in such 
statements, which mirrors the blurred responsibility conveyed by ambiguous language 
in undergraduate STEM course requirements (Parson, 2016). With gender and racial 
minoritization in engineering academic settings already influencing students’ outcomes 
in the field (Neumann et al., 2016; Strayhorn and Johnson, 2016; Woodcock and Bairak-
tarova, 2015), language that reinforces power structures or articulates that prospective 
applicants must decide whether they fit into the existing culture may serve to further 
hinder equity in engineering opportunities.

Additionally, signaling theory describes how organizational cues (including lan-
guage in job ads) are crucial in competitive markets and when the receiver holds lim-
ited information (Stiglitz, 2000), which is a common scenario for college students 
examining career possibilities (Parks-Yancy, 2012; Sampson et al., 2004; Tate et al., 
2015). Internships represent a key socialization opportunity for undergraduates (Dai-
ley, 2016; Hora et al., 2020); yet students depend on available resources to build their 
knowledge. As others have asserted, we posit that internship job ads serve as a means 
for students to learn about a company and associated opportunities (Acarlar and Bilgic, 
2013; Carnevale et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2015; Wille and Derous, 2017). However, 
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ads contain important cues about fit and belonging that can impact students’ interest in 
the field (Avery et al., 2013; Gaucher et al., 2011; Walker et al., 2011, 2012), and the re-
sults of the current study reveal how cues about structures of power and (in)equity may 
be upheld through language and linguistic tools. The impact of such signals is highly 
dependent on the way they are communicated (Leibbrandt and List, 2018; McNab and 
Johnston, 2002; Smith et al., 2004), underscoring the importance of applying research 
to practice.

6.1 Implications for Practice 

Drawing from the present findings and our feminist perspective, we suggest that 
internship coordinators and managers should be more mindful of the language they 
use in internship ads, paying careful attention to how language may either signal 
commitment or subvert responsibility for supporting equitable professional prac-
tices and cultures in engineering. Feminist CDA acknowledges the relationship 
between language and gendered power structures, with a need to change both in 
a larger movement toward social equity. Broadly, accepted discourses tend to be 
masculine and rooted in whiteness, which can silence, exclude, and systemically 
minoritize individuals due to their gender or racial identities (Lazar, 2014; Jiwani 
and Richardson, 2011; Putman, 2017), perhaps especially in an industry where such 
inequities are widespread. While we focus on discourse, the first principle of femi-
nist CDA articulates the direct relationship between linguistics and social transfor-
mation. Thus, while we make practical recommendations based on our analysis, 
discursive changes should not and cannot be made separate from structural commit-
ments to creating a workplace culture that is welcoming to and supportive of women 
and femme-identifying individuals and to those who identify as Black, Indigenous, 
and as People of Color. 

Companies can construct internship advertisements as tools that counter gatekeep-
ing practices in engineering, which are historically rooted in “talent and eligibility” 
standards that maintain unjust structures of whiteness and meritocracy (Slaton, 2010). 
One way that companies may begin to enact this work is by using more detailed, con-
crete language about equity-oriented initiatives. Given that existing research documents 
mixed opinions about the utility of EEO statements (Leibbrandt and List, 2018; McNab 
and Johnston, 2002), companies may consider ways to embed their commitments to 
equity throughout advertisements. Articulating concrete ways that company leaders es-
tablish an equitable work environment may serve to signal a stronger commitment to 
social justice, especially considering that student audiences may prefer more detailed 
descriptions as they socialize to the field (Acarlar and Bilgic, 2013). It is necessary for 
companies to name specific identity facets, culturally relevant values, and active prac-
tices that promote the success of individuals who hold individual and intersecting mi-
noritized identities in the field, rather than general allusions to diverse practices; without 
such, the dominant industry discourses that have maintained inequality in engineering 
will not be disrupted.
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Beyond explicit statements relevant to equity-oriented values and practices, compa-
nies must also think critically about implicit language that perpetuates existing power 
inequities. Companies hiring engineering interns should partner with collegiate career 
services professionals to refine intern ad language, perhaps even hosting focus groups 
about engineering internship considerations with women and femme-identifying stu-
dents as well as students who identify as Black, Indigenous, and as Students of Color. 
Soliciting student perspectives on position advertisement language may be important 
given the different ways that students and organizations conceptualize internship expe-
riences (Hora et al., 2020). To espouse a feminist critical approach to their discourse, 
human resources professionals can adopt Lazar’s (2007) suggestions about social trans-
formation and work alongside the populations that are represented by language to better 
center their experiences and perspectives.

6.2 Limitations and Implications for Future Research

While this exploratory work reveals disparities in discourse across engineering intern-
ship ads, we note several limitations and opportunities for future research. In particular, 
we only studied discourse, not practice. While the two are often intrinsically linked—
and must be in order to promote true transformation and more equitable practice (La-
zar, 2007)—our analyses focused only on company signals, not company structures or 
behaviors. It is quite possible that companies discussing diversity in detail and using 
inclusive language in ads do not actually have structures or practices that promote this 
equity and success. In contrast, companies with abbreviated job descriptions that do not 
reference diversity, or those that discuss adherence to existing and problematic power 
structures may, in actuality, have practices that support the success of systemically mi-
noritized individuals. As understanding company practices extends beyond the scope 
of our analysis, our findings only represent discursive signals in ads. Yet, we study lan-
guage because these are the signals that students also encounter when searching for 
internships, and such cues matter.

According to NACE (2020), employers often begin recruiting for internships eight 
months prior to the start date, typically in the fall for summer internships. Because we 
collected data in May 2020, our sample may not reflect positions posted on average 
recruiting timelines. It is also the case that our data collection and analyses occurred 
shortly after the murder of George Floyd and prominent Black Lives Matter demonstra-
tions throughout the summer of 2020, especially in the United States. The specific so-
ciohistorical moment at which these ads were collated offers a unique window of insight 
at a critical moment prior to company statements (or silence) regarding their support for 
Black Lives Matter. As such, scholars may consider replicating these research efforts 
with a new sample in the future, as it is important to know whether and how engineer-
ing companies may have altered their discourse within internship ads following this 
point in time. This study also took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, and available 
ads may have been constrained by geography or economic conditions. Further, because 
Google for Jobs compiles ads from other sources, some ads directed readers to company 
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websites for more information. However, while some ads on Google for Jobs contain 
abbreviated content, we posit that students may use this site to search for internships and 
review similar information to gauge interest.

There are many opportunities to expand on this work, both from an organizational 
and student-centered lens. First, to elucidate specific information about disciplines, 
scholars may consider separately analyzing ads by engineering industries, as the dis-
courses of civil and software engineering internships, for example, may differ. Ads for 
internship positions in civil engineering, construction, and computer software and IT 
were overrepresented in our sample, and these disciplines tend to have the most severe 
underrepresentation of women and racially minoritized groups (NCES, 2019; NSB and 
NSF, 2014). While discursive differences by subfield extend beyond the scope of our 
analysis, future scholars may conduct more specific analyses to better capture disciplin-
ary and/or industry contexts.

Next, while diversity-oriented language in ads, or lack thereof, may at times facili-
tate our understanding of companies’ rationale for including such language, much re-
mains to be learned about how companies interpret the importance of including explicit 
language about diversity, equity, and inclusion. It would be useful for researchers to 
interview both human resources professionals and company leaders that write internship 
ads, as understanding the human perspective underlying these discourses may uncover 
insights in their rationale for including language about diversity, equity, and inclusion in 
ads and possibilities for change agents to promote social equity. From a student perspec-
tive, researchers should consider centering the experiences of students with minoritized 
gender and racial identities as they search for engineering internships—perhaps through 
the use of focus groups—and explore how ads or recruitment steps influence their tra-
jectories.

7. CONCLUSION

Drawing from 122 advertisements for college engineering internships, this study explored 
companies’ language and linguistic tools in ads. Within a framework of signaling theory 
and feminist CDA, we focused on organizational statements of equal employment and 
diversity as well as (implicitly gendered and racialized) power structures signaled by lin-
guistic tools, especially in descriptions of organizational values and intern role and agency. 
Findings reveal a lack of specificity in companies’ explicit statements, suggesting that 
“diversity” language evades identifying concrete equity efforts. Results also indicate that 
nominative personal pronouns used in a royal sense, such as “we,” subvert the naming 
of responsibility for who creates equitable conditions. By leaving inclusive practices and 
power structures unnamed, ads may be signaling a performative commitment to equity.
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