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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to investigate socioeconomic diversity in the hospitality industry by examining
the relationship between social class background, family expectations and career outcomes of Generation Z
employees. The relationship was further tested by investigating job titles and perceived prestige.

Design/methodology/approach — Two studies were developed to test the research questions — first, the
social prestige of hospitality jobs compared to other industries with similar skill sets. Second, a between-
subjects experimental design was used to examine the moderating effect of job title on the relationship
between social class background, family expectations and career decisions.

Findings — The findings of the first study confirm the negative perceptions of the hospitality industry.
Study 2 demonstrated a negative relationship between social class background and intentions to choose
hospitality through family expectations among Generation Z. The negative effect was attenuated when a
manager position was offered. However, college students majoring in hospitality reported positive intentions
to accept a job in the hospitality industry for both frontline and managerial positions.

Research limitations/implications — The findings emphasize the importance of extending
organizational diversity beyond traditional demographics like race, gender and age by examining
socioeconomic factors that influence career decisions among Generation Z employees. By considering social
class background as a dimension of organizational diversity, the hospitality industry can cultivate a more
inclusive culture and enhance recruitment and attraction efforts.

Originality/value — Examining the relationship between social class background and career decisions
through the lens of social cognitive career theory provides insight into the social cognitive process of career
development among Generation Z. The unique contribution of this study extends beyond observable
dimensions of diversity to challenge the socioeconomic composition of the hospitality industry.
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Introduction

Infamous for hazardous work environments, low wages and benefits, untraditional working
hours and low demands for knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs), the hospitality industry
has a notorious reputation for lower social class jobs that require few skills and poor career
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paths, dissuading potential and future hospitality leaders (Ram, 2018). The industry’s lack
of sustainable career prospects contributes to an undesirable reputation for attracting and
retaining current and future hospitality professionals (King et al,, 2021; Lee et al., 2022).
According to the social cognitive career theory (SCCT; Lent et al.,, 1994), different factors and
mechanisms can influence career development so that academic and career interests, goals,
behaviors and choices depend on situational, personal and social cognitive factors. Among
these factors, the notorious reputation of the hospitality industry shapes the environment of
career development among future and potential hospitality professionals.

Additionally, social class background highly influences the perceived social and
financial status of potential careers. The social class background is conceptualized as an
individual’s position within a social hierarchy based on socioeconomic characteristics like
self and parental income, education, occupation and culture capital (Fang and Saks, 2021,
Kraus et al., 2013). Social class background can affect an individual’s access to opportunities
and resources, as well as their attitudes, values, beliefs and behaviors such that a higher
social class family may expect children to choose a career with high prestige and income
(Bosco and Bianco, 2005; Tang ef al., 1999). Such expectations, coupled with the negative
image of the hospitality industry, may discourage individuals with higher social class
backgrounds from choosing hospitality careers and potentially impact the socioeconomic
diversity of the hospitality industry. In this context, social class background is being studied
in relation to career decisions in the hospitality industry by examining how it may influence
an individual’s perceptions of the industry and career choices.

While many studies focus on different aspects of diversity in the hospitality industry,
such as gender diversity (Russen et al, 2021) and racial diversity (Shum et al, 2020), very
few studies have sought to understand socioeconomic diversity in the hospitality industry
(Kish-Gephart et al., 2023). Although studies found that the parent-children relationship
(Mortimer et al., 2002) and career-specific parental behaviors (Xu et al, 2022) significantly
predict individuals’ career choices and development, it remains unknown why or how
parental family behaviors and expectations are different among social class backgrounds.
This is an unfortunate gap because social class has been found to operate as psychological
and cultural constructs, influencing judgment, preference and choices (Yan et al, 2021) as
well as cognition, emotion, behavior (Shavitt ef al.,, 2016) and thinking style (Lee, 2018). In
addition, it is critical to diversify hospitality leaders’ and employees’” social origins since
extant literature suggests organizations can benefit significantly from management teams
with leaders from diverse social class backgrounds because leaders’ social origins have a
lasting impact on their managerial characteristics and styles (Ingram and Oh, 2022; Kish-
Gephart and Campbell, 2015).

Understanding the influence of social class background on career choice is particularly
critical for Generation Z (Gen Z) employees. Gen Z consists of individuals born between 1995
and 2010, and Gen Z employees will outnumber Millennials in the hospitality industry in 10
years (Goh and Okumus, 2020). The income disparity between the “haves” and “have nots”
is greater for Gen Z'’s parental family than generations since the 1930s (Dimock, 2019). The
high inequality may make the social class background more salient for Gen Z’s cognition,
emotion and behavior. In addition, the hospitality industry faces even more challenges,
including labor shortages, rebuilding after the COVID-19 pandemic and inflation, when Gen
7 is getting into the workforce (Lee et al., 2022; Popa et al., 2023). Therefore, it is essential to
understand how social class background shapes career choices for Gen Z.

Therefore, this study seeks to extend the implications of observable and unobservable
diversity by examining how Gen Z’s social class background contributes to our core social
cognitive processes and career decisions from an SCCT perspective. The following research



questions are proposed to address the potential impact to the socioeconomic diversity of the
hospitality industry:

RQI. Are jobs in the hospitality industry perceived more negatively than jobs in other
fields with similar job skill sets?

RQ2. How does the social class background of potential hospitality employees influence
career expectations?

RQ3. Is the effect of parental family expectation on potential employees’ hospitality
career choice intention influenced by job title?

Literature review

The hospitality workforce environment

The skill sets required of hospitality professionals are not necessarily unique to the
industry. Although there are opportunities for specialized talent within the industry, the
“soft skills” nature is generally ubiquitous across customer-facing or service industries.
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) indicated nine industries requiring similar skill
sets as the hospitality industry, including media and communication, retail, business
services, health care, education service, government, financial services, insurance and real
estate industries.

Although requiring similar skill sets, the hospitality industry is generally perceived as
low in occupational prestige or the perceived level of social status associated with
occupations and job titles associated with the hospitality industry. Occupational prestige
refers to a collective, subjective consensus on occupational status (Fujishiro et al., 2010).
Occupational prestige reflects community members’ collective evaluation of the social
standing of a job. Additionally, occupational prestige is a measure of social power, which
refers to the amount of social and financial resources a job can access and control (Ibarra
and Andrews, 1993). Hospitality jobs are perceived as low in social impact, wages and
salaries and job security and career prospects (Dreier ef al., 2018), which results in low social
power and occupational prestige.

Moreover, extant literature suggests wage gaps, pay disparities and income inequality
can lead to stratification and segregation as the employee income gap grows (Mijs and Roe,
2021). Over 36% of hospitality employees fall into the bottom quintile in terms of income
compared to just over 18% in other industries; however, only 6% of employees in the
hospitality industry fall into the top income quintile, compared to over 21% in other
industries (Penn Wharton Budget Model, 2020). The stark difference in the percentage of
hospitality employees in the top and bottom quintiles only fuels negative perceptions of
hospitality careers as low-paying jobs. The results of several studies provide indirect
evidence that the hospitality industry is perceived as low in occupational prestige. For
example, Fujishiro et al. (2010) found that food preparation employees were ranked as the
lowest in prestige in the service occupation categories.

In terms of the workforce, Gen Z includes individuals born between 1995 and 2010 and
has entered the workforce as one of the largest generations and is reported to be the largest
generation of hospitality employees (Leung ef al,, 2021). However, Gen Z is entering the
workforce while the hospitality industry faces an uphill battle against the notorious working
conditions of the hospitality industry, rebuilding after COVID-19 and adjusting to new
economic conditions like inflation. These working conditions serve as a backdrop for Gen Z
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and the negative perceptions of the hospitality industry could deter the largest generational
cohort from joining the hospitality industry:

HI. Compared to jobs and industries requiring similar skill sets, the hospitality industry
will be ranked as low in occupational prestige.

The mediating role of family expectations

SCCT (Lent et al., 1994) bridges interpersonal and cognitive factors to explain career-related
decisions — more specifically, SCCT contextualizes career development in terms of
development of academic and career interests, academic and career decision-making and
academic and career success. SCCT is rooted in social cognitive theory, which suggests
cognitive learning, motivational processing and psychosocial functioning develop in a social
context between an individual and their environment (Lent et al, 1994). Throughout
childhood and adolescence, individuals are exposed to occupations at school or by family
members. These experiences of career opportunities serve as the social context for
developing career-related interests. These interests can be encouraged or discouraged
through positive or negative feedback from exposure, experience or enactment. Academic
and career interests develop during childhood and adolescence and are relatively flexible,
especially during late adolescence, roughly between 18 and 21. Developmentally, individuals
are entering early adulthood, characteristically away from their parents and families, and
are forming their identities, interests and ideals (Mohd Rasdi and Ahrari, 2020).

According to SCCT, the interpersonal and cognitive factors that influence career-related
decisions are classified as distal and proximal factors in terms of their temporal relationship
to career-related decisions. First, distal factors are described as personal factors, such as
gender and ethnicity, that shape our learning experiences, interests and behaviors (Conklin
et al., 2013). Distal factors operate through personal factors (e.g. personality, health) and
contexts or backgrounds, such as social class; they interact closely with cognitive processes
to help explain career decisions. Although gender, ethnicity and personality have been
examined as distal factors in the development of our social cognitive processes, there is a
dearth of research examining the distal impact of social class background in the hospitality
industry. Social class background can be summarized as comparing one’s agency and
access to resources to those of others (Kish-Gephart and Campbell, 2015; Kraus et al., 2013).
Researchers in psychology, sociology and organizational behavior fields increasingly
recognized that social class is “one of the most meaningful cultural dimensions in people’s
lives” (Liu et al., 2004; p. 3) and has been shown to influence individuals’ health, well-being,
judgments and decision-making (Kish-Gephart and Campbell, 2015; Kraus et al., 2013). This
is because individuals tend to develop habitus, which “operates beneath consciousness and
manifests in tastes, styles, and preferences” (Kish-Gephart and Campbell, 2015; p. 1616),
through the interactions with their childhood’s material and cultural conditions. Therefore,
social class origins influence individuals’ decisions and behaviors, such as job selection
through the cognitive residuals of habitus (Coté, 2011).

Individuals from higher-class backgrounds are characterized as having access to resources
and a safety net growing up. In contrast, comparatively lower-class backgrounds have limited
access to resources or a safety net while growing up. While the difference in resources is
associated with direct consequences such as access to connections and networks (Fang and
Saks, 2021), psychological characteristics that operate unconsciously within social class
backgrounds can be observed as cultural capital, preferences and expectations. For instance,
socialization with one’s social class connections and networks cultivates dispositions and
expectations for how members of a social class should behave (Yan et al, 2021). Literature on



social class background suggests that preferences and expectations of social classes
predict behavior through decision-making and judgment characteristics (Kish-Gephart and
Campbell, 2015; Kraus et al., 2012). Differences in the social class background have also been
observed among individuals of a higher social class who were more likely to experience work
meaning than individuals of lower social classes (Allan et al., 2014).

In the career choice context and according to SCCT, expectations and preferences due to
social class background are regarded as proximal factors, which are temporally
distinguished from distal factors and directly operate while making career decisions (Lent
et al, 1994). From the SCCT perspective, the familial expectations and preferences of
children’s career choices are because of high and middle social class individuals’ motivation
to maintain their current social class and economic stability. Therefore, parents from high
social class families tend to expect their children to choose a career that meets the standards
of their social class and maintains their social prestige and economic stability, and thus the
family expectations of career choice tend to be higher than other social classes (Bosco and
Bianco, 2005; Metheny and Mcwhirter, 2013).

On the other hand, individuals from middle social classes experience sufficient access to
resources, resulting in a smaller and precious safety net that is susceptible to changes in the
economy, employment or health. Additionally, with only a moderate safety net for the
middle social class, the middle class is vulnerable to upward mobility. Middle social classes’
strong motivation to maintain their current status and fear of moving upward or downward
make them more prevention-focused, such that middle social class families are generally not
motivated to pursue high social class occupations but are strongly motivated to prevent
their children from choosing a low social prestige career (Kish-Gephart and Campbell, 2015;
Metheny and Mcwhirter, 2013).

Finally, since the lower social class is characterized by limited access to resources and
thus little to no financial or psychological safety net, there also tends to be little or no career
freedom (for a review, see Kish-Gephart and Campbell, 2015). While the hospitality industry
is among a few of the industries with low barriers to entry and high career potential for
individuals from lower social classes (e.g. individuals with limited education; King ef al,
2021), families from low social class backgrounds tend to prioritize the financial and
psychological safety net instead of moving upwards when choosing a career. Additionally,
several previous studies showed that parents with a higher social class background might
expect children to choose a career with high prestige and income (Bosco and Bianco, 2005;
Metheny and Mcwhirter, 2013; Tang et al., 1999):

H2. Social class background is positively related to family expectations.

The moderating role of job title

In addition to the financial and psychological safety net associated with social class
background, extant literature establishes a relationship between family social class
background and career choice. For instance, parental income strengthened job search
intensity and success. When job seekers reported higher parental income, job seekers were
more likely to turn interviews into offers (Fang and Saks, 2021). Studies showed that
parental families with high social class backgrounds tend to have higher expectations for
their children’s career choices in terms of social status (Akosah-Twumasi et al, 2018; Kraus
et al., 2012). The hospitality industry’s negative image and perceptions of hospitality jobs as
lower social status occupations could operate as gatekeepers, deterring potential employees
from higher familial social class backgrounds from entering the hospitality industry as a
proximal factor. Attracting and maintaining a diverse workforce in terms of social class
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background contributes to the industry’s human capital by contributing to latent
dimensions of diversity, such as diversity of thought. Thought diversity extends
demographic diversity and could synergize to promote inclusion, both tangibly and
intangibly (Nair and Vohra, 2015). Fostering a true sense of inclusion and belonging extends
beyond apparent diversity initiatives like recruitment and development. It helps to create an
inclusive culture that not only improves performance and problem-solving but could help
organizations combat the industry’s negative image.

Not only does the industry face an unattractive image, but the industry’s organizational
structure is also associated with negative perceptions. Organizational structure refers to an
enduring configuration of tasks and activities that has been conceptualized, ranging from
mechanistic to organic (Jensen and Meckling, 2009). Most high-tech companies (e.g. Google)
adopt flat and organic managerial structures, which feature fewer layers in the hierarchy,
decentralization, fewer formal rules and a horizontal mode of communication (Nahm et al,
2003). In contrast, companies in the hospitality industry typically adopt a mechanistic
structure, which contains more levels, higher centralization, more formal rules and greater
vertical instructions in communication (Nahm et al., 2003). The mechanistic structure of the
hospitality industry is tall, with many levels of organizational hierarchies and job titles (e.g.
supervisor, manager, director; Shamim ef al, 2017). For instance, the inherent customer
service and people-focused orientation of the hospitality industry often result in issues,
complaints or failures that may require a manager to resolve (Hoang et al., 2021).

In addition to having tall organizational structures to differentiate between hospitality
positions, the experience-based nature of the hospitality industry bolsters the prestige of
different job titles in the hospitality industry (Lara, 2021). Successful careers like that of Eric
Danziger, former CEO of Wyndham Hotels, who gained experience in various hotel
departments such as the front desk and catering, promote an experienced-based work
portfolio at higher levels of the organizational structure for the hospitality industry
(Hartmann, 2022). Additionally, it generally takes longer for a frontline employee to be
promoted to a managerial position, even at the senior leadership level, due to the hospitality
organizations’ experience-based nature and tall organizational structure. Previous studies
found that the average duration to become a general manager in a full-service hotel in the
USA was approximately 13years (Nebel ef al, 1995) and may be even longer in other
countries (Li ef al., 2007).

Job titles correspond with various levels of responsibilities and reputations within the
industry. Job titles in the hospitality industry, such as “manager,” are considered more
prestigious than nonmanager or frontline employees. The proposition that the job title of
manager is perceived to be more prestigious than nonmanager titles extends beyond
internal perceptions. Customers perpetuate the differences between frontline employees and
managers when demanding to speak with a manager instead of a frontline employee (Lee,
2022). The mechanistic structure of the hospitality industry perpetuates the power
imbalance between managers and nonmanagers and supports the importance of job titles
for the hospitality industry (Riley, 2014). As occupational prestige reflects social power
(Ibarra and Andrews, 1993), previous literature suggested that front-line employees tend to
feel more powerless in the mechanistic structure organization and the difference in
occupational prestige between a managerial position and a front-line position in a
mechanistic organization, such as a hospitality company, can be significantly large.
Therefore, individuals from a high social class background are less likely to choose a
frontline employee job because of the mismatch between their families’ high expectations of
their career choice and the negative perceptions of the hospitality industry regarding
socioeconomic prestige and income. However, because the social prestige of a manager



position is significantly higher than that of an employee in a hierarchical organization, such
as a hospitality organization, individuals from a high social class background may perceive
a managerial position meets the family’s expectations of career choices. Therefore, a
relationship between job titles and pursuing a career in the hospitality industry is
hypothesized (please see Figure 1 for a conceptual model):

H3. The indirect link between social class background and career choice through family
expectations of career intentions will be moderated by job title, such that the
negative effect will be weaker in the manager condition.

Method

Study 1: Perceived social prestige of hospitality jobs

Study 1 aims to test H1 that the hospitality industry is perceived as low in social prestige
compared to jobs and industries requiring similar skill sets. Hospitality is perceived as low
in occupational prestige is the key assumption underlying our research model. Although the
proposition that hospitality jobs are lower in prestige compared to other industries that
require similar skills can be supported theoretically and logically, to our knowledge, no
empirical test showing that the prestige in the hospitality industry is significantly lower
than that in other industries was found in the literature. Therefore, the current study context
needs an empirical test that can provide direct evidence.

Participants. A total of 420 US citizens were recruited via an online platform, Prolific.
Peer et al. (2022) showed that compared to Amazon Mechanical Turk and Prolific provided
significantly higher quality data. After deleting those who did not pass the attention check
question (i.e. what is the color of grass?), 401 respondents were included in the analysis. The
average age of the sample was 34.7 (SD = 12.3). Approximately 50.7% of the respondents
were male, and 47.6% were female. Nine respondents reported their gender as other. The
majority of the respondents were white (57.6%), followed by African American (21.4%) and
Asian (17.2%). About 46.1% of the respondents had a bachelor’s degree, and 43.9% had a
full-time job.

Procedures. The current study followed the clarification of the U.S. BLS and selected nine
industries and occupations that require similar skill sets as the hospitality industry,
including retail, media and communications (broadcasting, telecommunications and
information service), professional and business services (sales, company administration and
support), health care and social assistance (administration and support), education services

Job title
(frontline v. manager)

Family
expectation
Family Career
SES > choice

Source: Created by author
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Table 1.
Descriptive analysis
of social prestige

(administration and support), government (administration and support), financial services
(banking, administration and support), insurance (sales, services, administration and
support) and real estate and leasing (office management, sales, administration and support).
Participants were asked to rate the social prestige of each occupation on a 10-point Likert
scale (1 = this occupation has the lowest social prestige; 10 = this occupation has the highest
prestige), following Abrassart and Wolter's (2020) procedures. To verify the results,
participants were also required to rank ten occupations based on their perceived social
prestige from 1 to 10. To eliminate confounding effects, demographic factors, including age,
gender, education level and employment status, were included as control variables.

Results. A repeated measure one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with age,
gender, education level and employment status as covariates was performed to examine the
hypothesis. Mauchly’s test of sphericity was significant (p < 0.001), suggesting the use of
the Greenhouse—Geisser index (Muller and Barton, 1989). The Greenhouse-Geisser index
showed there was a significant difference in perceived social prestige among the ten
occupations [F(9,4009) = 12394, p < 0.001]. The means and standard deviations of the
perceived social prestige of each occupation are shown in Table 1. A Bonferroni post hoc test
demonstrated that the social prestige of the hospitality industry (M = 3.75) was significantly
lower than that of any other nine industries included in the current study. The results of
ranking ten occupations indicated that the average rank of hospitality in terms of social
prestige was the lowest of the ten occupations (M = 7.94). The Bonferroni post hoc test
showed that the rank of hospitality was significantly lower than any other industry, except
for the retail industry (M = 7.52). The ranking results confirmed that the hospitality
industry is perceived as lower in social prestige than other industries that require similar
skill sets.

Study 2
Study 2 aims to test H2 and H3. A two-condition (frontline employee vs manager) between-
subjects design experiment was conducted to test hypotheses.

Pretest. Lo and Yeung (2020) suggested that hotel segmentation significantly influenced
consumers’ perception of brand prestige, such that consumers perceived luxury hotel brands
as higher in prestige. Therefore, a pretest was conducted to determine whether hotel
segmentation significantly influenced employees’ social prestige. A total of 160 US adults
were recruited through Prolific. Respondents were asked to rate the social prestige of
working in hotels in different segments, including economy hotels (e.g. Super 8 and Days

Occupation Mean SD
Hospitality 3.75 1.79
Media and communications 6.32 1.75
Professional and business services 6.63 1.55
Health care and social assistance 6.86 1.80
Education services 5.86 1.84
Government 6.24 2.23
Financial services 7.12 1.76
Insurance 5.59 1.88
Real estate and leasing 6.28 1.74
Retail 471 2.05

Source: Created by author




Inn), Midscale (e.g. Hampton Inn, Holiday Inn Express and Fairfield Inn), Upscale (e.g.
Hilton, Hyatt, Marriot and Sheraton) and Luxury hotels (e.g. Ritz-Carlton, Park Hyatt, Four
Seasons and St. Regis) on a 10-point Likert scale (1 = working in this hotel has the lowest
social prestige; 10 = working in this hotel has the highest social prestige). The repeated
measure ANCOVA results showed a significant difference in the perceived social prestige of
working in hotels [F(3,156) = 25.35, p < 0.001]. The Bonferroni post hoc test showed that
respondents perceived working in a luxury hotel (M = 5.56) as significantly higher in social
prestige than any other hotel segment. Therefore, a five-star luxury hotel was chosen in the
scenario in the main study. If a negative relationship were found between family expectation
and career choice in the five-star luxury hotel scenario, the effect would hold for any other
hotel segments because working in a luxury hotel was perceived as the highest in social
prestige among all hotel segments.

Participants. Different from previous studies that only recruited prospective hospitality
employees from college students who were in a hospitality and tourism major (Wan ef al.,
2014; Xu et al., 2022), the present study intended to understand the perspectives of various
prospective hospitality employee groups. According to BLS (2022) employee projections,
three hospitality employee segments emerged based on their educational background,
specifically, employees with a high school diploma or lower, employees who earned
bachelor’s degrees in hospitality-relevant majors (e.g. general business, management and
marketing majors) and employees who earned a bachelor’s degree in hospitality and
tourism. Robst (2007) found a moderately high college major and job match in the USA.
Therefore, prospective employees’ educational background may influence their job choice
significantly. Thus, to increase the generalizability and validity of the study findings, the
experiment in the current study was conducted with Gen Z samples from these three
subgroups. The first sample was collected from respondents with a high school or lower
education level via Prolific. A total of 150 participants were obtained, and all passed the
attention check questions (e.g. “Which of the following options is the fifth month of a year”).
The second sample consisted of current college students in general business, management
and marketing majors. Using the screening functions of Prolific, a total of 180 participants
were recruited. The survey included two screening questions to verify participants’ majors:
“Are you currently a college student?” and “What is your current major?” A total of 30
participants were not qualified for the study because their majors were not in general
business, management and marketing, which left a total of 150 participants for the analysis.
The last sample consisted of students in hospitality and tourism majors. A total of 120
students in hospitality and tourism majors were recruited from a major land-grant
university and a major urban university. A total of 16 participants failed to answer the
attention check questions correctly, which left 104 respondents for data analysis. Table 2
shows the demographic profiles of respondents from the three samples.

Procedures and materials. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions
(manager vs frontline employee) and asked to imagine they were actively seeking a job and
received a job offer from a five-star luxury hotel. In the frontline employee condition, the job
offered by the hotel was for a front desk agent position, which required the employee to
provide high-quality customer service. The manager scenario stated that the job offered by
the hotel was a front desk manager position, which required the employee to lead the front
desk team in providing high-quality customer service. The stimuli are presented in
Appendix.

Measures. Following Kish-Gephart and Campbell’s (2015) approach, subjective social
class was measured by asking respondents, “Which of the following best describes your
family’s social class?” and respondents’ choices included lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-
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Table 2.
Demographic profiles
of three samples

Item Frequency (%)
High school or lower
Gender
Male 59 39.3
Female 91 60.7
AgeM=213,SD=23)
18-21 93 62.0
22-25 57 380
Parental family SES
Lower 25 16.7
Lower-middle 46 30.7
Middle 48 32.0
Upper-middle 21 14.0
Upper 10 6.7
Employee status
Employed full-time 56 373
Employed part-time 31 20.7
Self-employed 14 9.3
Seeking opportunities 49 32.7
College students in relevant major
Gender
Male 59 39.3
Female 91 60.7
Age (M =21.0,SD = 1.6)
18-21 97 64.7
22-25 53 35.3
Parental family SES
Lower 18 12.0
Lower-middle 36 24.0
Middle 49 327
Upper-middle 28 187
Upper 19 12.7
Employee status
Employed full-time 33 220
Employed part-time 65 433
Self-employed 7 47
Seeking opportunities 45 30.0
H&T students
Gender
Male 41 394
Female 63 60.6
Age (M =21.8,SD =1.82)
18-21 61 587
22-25 43 413
Parental family SES
Lower 12 115
Lower-middle 21 20.2
Middle 35 337
Upper-middle 26 25.0
Upper 11 10.6
Employee status
Employed full-time 25 24.0
Employed part-time 37 35.6
Self-employed 10 9.6
Seeking opportunities 32 30.8

Source: Created by author




middle and upper. To validate the subjective social class measure, two indicators, including
the highest level of completed education and occupation of parents, were measured in the
survey. Following Adler ef al’s (2000) procedures, options for parents’ occupations included
blue-collar or service, clerical or self-employed and professional or managerial categories.
Davis and Robinson (1988) stated that “individuals identify with the highest class possible
in their household” (p. 109). So a correlation analysis was conducted with the subjective
social class with the parent with the highest education and occupation level. The results
showed that the correlation between subjective family social class and parents’ education
was 0.73. The correlation between subjective social class and occupation was 0.77,
indicating high consistency between the measures of social class. In addition, previous
studies suggested these measures of social class had similar effects on cognitive and
behavioral outcomes (Smith et al., 2012). Therefore, the subjective measure of social class
provided sufficient validity.

Six items adapted from Fouad et al. (2016) were used to measure a family’s expectation of
children’s careers on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). A
sample item was, “My family expects me to select a career with a certain status.” The
Cronbach’s a ranged between 0.82 and 0.89 among the three samples. Career choice was
measured by four items from Wan et al. (2014) on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 =
strongly agree). A sample item was “I am happy to take this job offer and choose the
hospitality industry as a career.” The Cronbach’s « ranged between 0.88 and 0.92 among the
three samples. Two items were used to test the manipulation of the position in the job offer
and were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree. A sample manipulation item was “The XXX hotel offers a managerial
position.” Demographic factors, including age, gender and respondents’ current employment
status, were used as control variables in the current study.

Results

Manipulation check

Two independent sample /-tests were conducted to test the manipulation with all three
samples. For the sample reporting an education level of high school or lower, there was a
significant mean difference (¢ = 27.81, p < 0.001) between the manager condition (M = 4.62)
and the frontline employee position (M = 1.33) for the statement that “the XXX hotel offers a
managerial position.” Similarly, there was a significant mean difference (t = —22.98, p <
0.001) between the manager condition (M = 1.43) and the frontline employee condition (M =
4.51) for the statement that “the XXX hotel offers a frontline employee position.” Significant
differences in means were also found in the sample with college students in relevant majors
as well as hospitality and tourism students, which supported that the manipulation was
effective.

Hypothesis test

Table 3 presents the results of direct effects with three samples. Three control variables
were included in all regression analyses. The relationship between social class background
and family expectation of career choice was significant and positive in all three samples
(High school lower: 8= 0.43, p < 0.05; college students in relevant majors: 8 = 0.28, p < 0.05;
H&T students: 8 =0.27, p < 0.05), thereby supporting H2. PROCESS macro (Model 14; bias-
corrected bootstraps = 10,000; Hayes, 2017) was used to test H2 in each sample. The index
of moderated mediation was significant for the sample reporting an education level of high
school or lower (Index = 0.24, Boot SE = 0.09, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.43]) and for the sample of
college students in relevant majors (Index = 0.14, Boot SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.30]).
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High school College students in
or lower relevant majors H&T students
N=150 N=150 N=104
Variable FE Career choice FE Career choice FE Career choice
Control variables
Age 0.04 0.12* —0.04 0.08 0.01 —0.03
Gender —0.35%* 0.43* —0.18* 0.22 —0.28* 0.23*
Employment 0.13 0.17 0.14 0.13 0.17 0.12
Main variables
Social class 0.43* —0.21 0.28* —0.02 0.27* 0.13
FE —0.73%* —0.78** —0.11
Positions 0.35* 0.28* 0.97+*
FE*Position 0.55%* 0.51%* 0.57
sk sk ik s sk sk
Table 3. R? 0.16 0.28 0.09 0.22 0.11 0.14
Moderated mediation Notes: FE: family expectation; gender: male = 0, female = 1; employee status: unemployment = 0;
results employment = 1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
However, the index of moderated mediation was not significant for the hospitality and
tourism student sample (Index = 0.21, Boot SE = 0.15, 95% CI =[—0.06, 0.53]).
In terms of the simple slope analyses, as shown in Figure 2, the conditional indirect effect
of social class background on career choice in the frontline employee condition (effect =
—0.32, 95% bootstrap CI = [-0.52, —0.15])) was significantly stronger than that in the
manager condition (effect = —0.08, 95% bootstrap CI = [-0.20, 0.04]) for respondents
reporting an education level of high school or lower. Similarly, for respondents who are
college students in relevant majors (Figure 3), the conditional indirect effect in the frontline
employee condition (effect = —0.22, 95% bootstrap CI = [-0.42, —0.06]) was significantly
stronger than that in the manager condition (effect = —0.08, 95% bootstrap CI = [-0.22,
0.03]). However, no significant difference in conditional indirect effects was found among
hospitality and tourism students. Therefore, H2 is only partially supported.
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Discussion

Conclusion

This study examined the relationships between social class background and career
decisions. The findings of Study 1 confirm the hypothesis that the hospitality industry is
perceived as having lower social status occupations when compared to industries with
similar KSAs. More specifically, the social prestige of the hospitality industry was perceived
to be much lower than the other nine industries (e.g. education services, health care and
social assistance). The two-condition (frontline employee vs manager) between-subjects
design experiment results confirm the positive relationship between familial social class
background and family expectation of career choice among Gen Z. Additionally, between a
managerial position with high perceived prestige and a nonmanagerial position, Gen Z
participants who reported an education level of high school and lower, as well as college
students in adjacent majors, were more likely to choose a career in hospitality if the position
was for a manager than a frontline employee. However, this relationship was not found
among hospitality students. This can be attributed to hospitality students’ socialization with
faculty, peers and hospitality industry professionals, combating the negative image of
hospitality jobs among hospitality students. The socialization of students before they begin
their professional roles is critical to increasing job interests, and previous studies found that
the socialization process in college, including socializing with faculty, peers, student seniors
and industry professionals, can help students understand the values and norms of certain
occupations, shift their short-term and long-term valuation orientation and increase their
perceptions of the industry (Chen and Yao, 2015).

Theoretical implications

The findings of this study demonstrate and explain why the familial social class
background is vital in shaping career interests and career choices. Throughout the
development of academic and career interests and ideals, social class background serves a
social cognitive role by bridging distal and proximal factors to make sense of career-related
stimuli from school, home or experiences. Especially in an industry that employs and relies
on young workers, the findings of this study support developmental theories and
perspectives. Adolescent development literature proposes a distinction between adolescent
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and adult workers, and adolescence is a particularly significant development period for
individuals. During this period, individuals begin to learn about who they are and what their
strengthens and talents are, in addition to developing cognitive processes like emotion
control and self-regulation that are particularly valuable traits for the hospitality industry
(Golubovskaya et al., 2019). Therefore, there is an opportunity for the hospitality industry to
have a positive influence on adolescent worker development to extend the theoretical
underpinnings of talent management.

Secondly, this study emphasizes extending organizational diversity beyond traditional
demographics like gender and race. The findings of this study suggest that distal factors
such as social class background are critical contextual factors in career development among
adolescents to young adults (Fang and Saks, 2021; Kraus et al.,, 2013). The fluid nature of
this career developmental phase presents an opportunity for the hospitality industry to
encourage and develop academic and career interests for the industry (Tang et al., 1999).
Although the challenges of career development and recruiting in the hospitality industry
have been examined, there is a dearth of literature examining the social cognitive process of
career development. This study extends Lent et al (1994) SCCT by examining the
socioeconomic antecedent of career-specific parental behaviors and its influence on potential
employees’ career choices. Since the literature suggests there are forces and institutions that
shape adolescent development (Golubovskaya et al., 2019), the hospitality industry and
organizations have the advantage of appealing to academia, parents and families as
significant influences to adolescent development. Since extant literature suggests industry
and organization/company reputation as antecedents to talent management, suggesting the
reputation of an industry or company is influential to employee attitudes (Shulga and
Busser, 2019). For instance, perceived external prestige is a socio-cognitive approach formed
by beliefs and perceptions of an organization, or in the case of these studies, industry image
(Tuna et al., 2016). Since it is often influenced by the perceptions of others, it is important for
hospitality companies, organizations and the industry as a whole indorse a positive image
for the industry and engage with parents and families of adolescent workers.

This social cognitive process is a fundamental principle driving how individuals think
and socially engage with others and often corresponds with the career expectations of
families (Kraus et al, 2012; Quinlan et al, 2021). According to SCCT, distal and proximal
factors influence career-related decisions. As a distal factor, social class background is
conceptualized as access to resources and social capital compared to others, often as a
financial and psychological safety net (Fang and Saks, 2021). Family expectations and job
title also serve as proximal factors in career-related decisions, and among the three segments
of Gen Z examined in this study, hospitality students were most likely to pursue a career in
the hospitality industry, regardless of the job position (e.g. manager or frontline employee)
while high school and college students in adjacent majors were more likely not to pursue a
career in the hospitality industry (Dimock, 2019; King et al., 2021). Although the latter was
more valid for a job as a frontline employee than a manager, the findings suggest a
relationship between being emersed in the hospitality industry and pursuing a career in the
hospitality industry (Goh and Okumus, 2020). The results are consistent with the hospitality
talent management literature that Gen Z employees want higher salaries and quicker career
development compared to other generations (Self et al., 2019; Tang et al., 2020).

Theoretically, this finding suggests that we can move beyond a unidimensional view of
diversity to include social class background and, consequently, diversity of thought,
problem-solving and social capital to create a truly inclusive culture for an organization.
Although some may perceive social class background as a superficial factor, the findings of



this study suggest the significance of social class background shapes core social cognitive
processes and extends to career-related family expectations and decisions.

Practical implications

The findings of this study suggest the hospitality industry could contest its negative image
since hospitality and tourism students reported intentions to pursue a career in not only the
hospitality industry but also in jobs associated with lower perceived prestige. Since the Gen
Z population of the hospitality college student segment reported positive intentions to
pursue a job in the hospitality industry, regardless of the prestige associated with a manager
or frontline position, the findings indicate the negative image of the hospitality industry can
be assuaged. Academia and industry could advocate for and convey the many opportunities
with the hospitality industry to exercise altruism and experience purpose and
meaningfulness in your work to those outside the hospitality industry (Lee et al., 2022). Not
only could organizations and the industry promote initiatives to support a high quality of
life for hospitality employees to address the unpopular reputation of the hospitality
industry, but organizations and the industry could also promote and highlight these benefits
to high school and major-adjacent college students.

The hospitality industry could improve its social image by dispelling negative
perceptions like low prestige, wages and benefits. Contrary to popular perceptions of the
hospitality industry and its jobs, the breadth of hospitality jobs extends past traditional
service roles like front desk, servers or flight attendants. Targeting career development
promotions of the hospitality industry to nontraditional career paths like higher education,
government or destination marketing and challenging the limited scope of hospitality
careers can help potential employees see the endless career paths within the industry. For
instance, hospitality careers in higher education often require terminal or doctorate degrees,
government and public policy career paths where associations and politicians advocate for
the hospitality industry or career ladders at the city and state level for marketing and
developing destinations to help generate revenue.

Moreover, emphasizing the potential prestige and financial stability associated with
nontraditional career paths could appeal to those with higher social class backgrounds. The
unconventional career paths are not well embedded in career ladders and the conventional
perceptions of only customer service and management skills, limiting the appeal of pursuing
careers in the hospitality industry. Hospitality organizations could communicate and
support the industry’s various career paths and opportunities to high school and college-
aged students to increase recruitment and attraction efforts and combat the negative
perceptions of prestige within the hospitality industry. Likewise, attracting and retaining
hospitality talent from all social class backgrounds is important for future employees to see
the rungs of the career ladder in the hospitality industry leading to jobs that are perceived as
socially prestigious and financially stable. Ideally, these connections and attracting talent
from all social class backgrounds can build the rungs of the career ladder for future
generations of hospitality employees, encouraging social class diversity within the
hospitality industry and its organizations.

Finally, the hospitality industry should continue to invest and grow managerial and
career-related development programs to help employees move up the organizational
hierarchy in the hospitality industry. It takes 13 years on average to become a general
manager (Nebel et al., 1995). Although only hospitality students reported wanting to pursue
a career in the hospitality industry for both manager and frontline job titles, this finding
suggests a positive perception of manager jobs within the hospitality industry. This
message could be communicated to high school and college-aged students and their families
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to help attract potential talent from higher social class backgrounds. Trustfully, challenging
the negative image of the hospitality industry and communicating the benefits and possible
career paths within the industry to students and their families could help address and
improve social class background diversity within the hospitality industry.

Limitations and future research

While the findings of this study extend SCCT by examining the social class background and
family expectations regarding career-related decisions, social class background was
measured based on objective reports of access to resources such as parental education and
occupations. Future studies can build on SCCT by examining social class background on
factors like geographic neighborhood and educational experience (e.g. public vs private
education). Neighborhood and schooling can also explain how social contexts contribute to
career development.

In addition, the study’s cross-sectional nature does not provide causal conclusions for the
relationships between the constructs of interest in the recent study. Future research can
adopt a longitudinal study approach and track prospective candidates’ career decision
process with a multi-wave survey method to provide a causal relationship. Also, the scale
measuring career choice in the present study (i.e. likelihood) is an intention-related construct,
which may differ from individuals’ decisions (Sheeran and Webb, 2016). Future studies can
measure prospective candidates’ behaviors and decisions and use those as the outcome
variables to improve the validity and reliability of the study. Finally, the current study was
conducted within a US context, which may not be generalizable to other cultures. For
example, Wang et al. (2020) reported that the social status and social evaluation of hotel
employees were even lower in the Chinese society. Therefore, cross-cultural studies that
consider cultural and societal differences with the theoretical framework of SCCT can be
conducted in the future.
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Appendix. Study 2 stimuli
Dear XXX,

We are happy to offer you a front desk agent/manager position! This is a full-time position that
requires you to lead our upscale front desk in providing five-star, high-quality customer service. Soon
you will receive your contract containing your employment terms along with your compensation
package and benefits.

We are confident your skills and experience will be a valuable asset to our world-class company.
Congratulations and welcome to our team!

Source: Created by author
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