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A B S T R A C T

This study examines the co-construction of five successful gatekeeping
encounters. Drawing from a database of employment interviews, the emi-
cally derived concept of trustworthiness is identified as a key determiner
in the success or failure of job candidates. Three critical, potentially prob-
lematic moves are identified: supplying inappropriate references, demand-
ing too high a salary, and failing to account for gaps in one’s work history.
What distinguishes the successful from the failed interviews is not the
frequency of these potentially damaging occurrences but the compensa-
tory characteristics of those encounters in which trust (and subsequent suc-
cess) is established. The successful candidates vary widely in terms of
second language ability (in the case of nonnative speakers of English) and
work experience. What they share, however, is the ability to present them-
selves positively, to establish rapport0solidarity with their interlocutor, and
to demonstrate flexibility regarding job requirements and preferences. Both
linguistic and nonlinguistic features are examined. (Comembership, cross-
cultural communication, cross-talk, employment interviews, gatekeeping
encounters, institutional discourse, intercultural communication, interlan-
guage pragmatics, rapport)*

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Gatekeeping encounters, as defined by Schiffrin (1994:146), “are asymmetric
speech situations during which a person who represents a social institution seeks
to gain information about the lives, beliefs, and practices of people outside of
that institution in order to warrant the granting of an institutional privilege.”
Numerous studies of institutional discourse and intercultural pragmatics have
taken as their setting gatekeeping situations, including academic counseling
(Erickson & Shultz 1982, Fiksdal 1990), professor-student advising sessions
(Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford 1993), protective order interviews (Trinch 2001,
Trinch & Berk-Seligson 2002), and job interviews (Erickson 1979; Gumperz
1982a, 1982b, 1992). In some gatekeeping encounters, the gatekeeper serves as
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the ultimate authority figure who judges, often severely, the gatekeepee’s ade-
quacy (e.g., in citizenship interviews), whereas in others, the gatekeepers may
also act to a certain degree on behalf of their gatekeepees, as their advocates –
for example, in protective order interviews (Trinch 2001) and academic counsel-
ing sessions (Erickson & Shultz 1982). One reason they have received wide at-
tention is that failed gatekeeping encounters can have serious consequences for
the participants (Gumperz 1992; Kerekes 2001, 2003), and these are often attrib-
uted to miscommunication on the basis of interlocutors’ different discourse sys-
tems, which may reflect cultural, ethnic, educational, or ideological differences
(Erickson 1979, Akinnaso & Ajirotutu 1982, Gumperz 1982a, Roberts et al. 1992).
As stated by Gumperz (1992:326), in instances of miscommunication, “candi-
dates and interviewers rely on different, taken-for-granted rhetorical strategies
and as a result seem unable to negotiate shared understandings about matters
that are crucial to the interview’s success.”

In seeking ways to alleviate potential miscommunication in gatekeeping en-
counters, it has been argued that, just as differences can lead to trouble, similar-
ities, or “shared linguistic and cultural backgrounds[,] will normally enhance
mutual understanding between interviewer and interviewee and thus promote
the latter’s success in the interview” (Akinnaso & Ajirotutu 1982:128). Much of
what influences people’s perceptions of one another’s speaking styles in job in-
terviews is not merely the speech itself, but the expectations people have of one
another (Gumperz 1982a). Speakers rely on their socially generated values and
beliefs about their worlds to produce and interpret discourse (Fairclough 1989,
Maryns & Blommaert 2002).

Gumperz’s seminal work on intercultural gatekeeping encounters, which has
undoubtedly shaped the field of interactional sociolinguistics (Gumperz et al.
1991, Gumperz 1992), attributes much miscommunication to cultural mismatches.
His work has received criticism, however, for taking into consideration only
observable, situational factors (i.e., contextualization cues) that influence inter-
locutors’ interpretations (Sarangi 1994, Shea 1994). While Gumperz’s work
emphasizes the importance of the actual verbal interactions and situations in
which they occur, other scholars address the greater context – or “pretext” (as
termed by Hinnenkamp 1991, cited in Meeuwis 1994:402) – which includes struc-
tural parameters such as power dynamics, inequality, and prejudice (Meeuwis
1994, Shea 1994, Maryns & Blommaert 2002). Critics warn that relying only on
Gumperz’s approach can result in stereotypes as damaging as those Gumperz
seeks to alleviate, by offering explanations for miscommunication on the basis
of stereotype-influenced interpretations. Within ethnic groups or any other type
of group, individuals vary in their ways of speaking, sometimes in predictable
ways and sometimes not. Individuals within cultures are too diverse for it to be
possible to attribute miscommunication to cultural differences without taking
into consideration individual characteristics of the interlocutors as well as the
interactions they (together) build (Shea 1994, Shi-xu 1994). Gumperz’s notion
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of contextualization provides tremendous insights into how understanding – or
misunderstanding – is co-constructed in gatekeeping encounters. Verbal inter-
action between two interlocutors, no matter how successful (i.e., whether or not
the intended meaning is clearly communicated), is the joint product of the inter-
locutors involved.

The database of employment interviews from which the following case stud-
ies are taken (Kerekes 2001) supports the notion that achieving a successful gate-
keeping encounter – one whose outcome is agreeable to both participants – is far
more complex than a mere matching up of interlocutors’ similar cultural and
linguistic backgrounds. Forty-eight job candidates’ interviews were observed,
video-recorded, and transcribed. Although the staffing supervisors (the interview-
ers) in the study represented a socially and linguistically homogeneous group
(European American,1 middle-class women between the ages of 25 and 30, with
two or more years of education beyond high school2), the job candidates they
interviewed, in contrast, were linguistically, culturally, and socioeconomically
quite diverse (described below in the Data section). In contrast to Gumperz’s
(1992) and Akinnaso & Ajirotutu’s (1982) prediction that linguistic similarities
between the interlocutors in a gatekeeping encounter would contribute to smooth
verbal interactions, approximately as many nonnative speakers (NNSs) as na-
tive speakers (NSs) achieved successful interviews with their NS interlocutors
(the staffing supervisors). The distribution of failed gatekeeping encounters across
NSs and NNSs was also similar.

I propose in the following discussion that, although diverse speakers can and
do achieve successful gatekeeping encounters in a myriad of diverse manners,
they also have key commonalities. In examining speakers of different genders,
L1s, and ethnicities, we will find many different interactional styles. But, by
using a discourse analytical approach to examine authentic, successful gatekeep-
ing encounters, we can also identify features that they share, and that are critical
to their success. Two of these features in particular often coincide: establishing
comembership, and establishing trust (as defined below) between the staffing
supervisor and job candidate.

Comembership first received attention from Erickson & Shultz 1982 in their
study of academic counseling sessions. They demonstrated that, through small
talk during their counseling sessions, some of the students and their counselors
were able to discover their common ground and subsequently establish comem-
bership, “an aspect of performed social identity that involves particularistic
attributes of status shared by the counselor and student – for example, race and
ethnicity, sex, interest in football, graduation from the same high school, acquain-
tance with the same individual” (Erickson & Shultz 1982:17).

Successful NNS and NS job candidates in the five employment interview cases
I will discuss resemble each other in key ways, though not necessarily in their
linguistic or cultural backgrounds. All five establish themselves as trustworthy
job candidates, as described by their interviewers. In addition, although they
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each make potentially problematic moves during their interviews, they also
exhibit compensatory characteristics: Their positive self-presentation
(knowing when, and when not, to offer self-praise and to elaborate upon ques-
tions they are asked by their interviewers), solidarity and rapport they build
with their interlocutors, and flexibility they exhibit regarding work conditions
compensate for errors that would (and do, for other job candidates) otherwise
result in failed gatekeeping encounters.

Trust and comembership, if not always co-occurring, appear to be linked in
their emergence in the data discussed below. Closely related to comembership is
conversational rapport, the building of which is “a way of establishing connec-
tions . . . Emphasis is placed on displaying similarities and matching experi-
ences” between interlocutors (Tannen 1990b:77). Rapport is an indirect way of
“getting one’s way not because one demanded it (power) but because the other
person wanted the same thing (solidarity)” (Tannen 1993:173). It is thus in the
interest of a job candidate to establish rapport with the job interviewer in order
to get her or his “way” – in order to get the job.

The establishment of rapport depends, however, on both interlocutors. It takes
cooperation and, as such, is co-constructed. Similarly, trust – as well as its oppo-
site – is co-constructed (White & Burgoon 2001, Weber & Carter 2003). In their
qualitative interview-based study of the meaning of trust, Weber & Carter iden-
tify the following factors which determine the potential for establishing trust in
initial encounters: The interlocutors’ predispositions (whether or not they pos-
sess a “trusting impulse”), their appearance (including facial expressions), their
respective personalities (e.g., how friendly they are), points of reference (each
individual’s reputation), and their behavior during the interaction itself all con-
tribute to the establishment of trust, defined by Rotter 1971 as an “expectancy
held by an individual or a group that the word, promise, verbal or written state-
ment of another individual or a group can be relied on” (as cited in Wright &
Sharp 1979:73). While trust has thus been investigated and operationalized in
social-psychological studies such as those mentioned above, it is also a common
term and concept used in everyday English as well as in institutional discourse.
For the purposes of this study, therefore, the term “trust,” or “trustworthiness,”
will be used as defined by the participants themselves.

T H E D A T A

The cases I will discuss here are taken from a larger study of employment inter-
views which took place at a northern California branch of FastEmp (a pseud-
onym), a national employment agency with more than 200 offices across the
United States. I collected data over a 14-month period during which I observed
and participated in the everyday office activities of the company. Introduced to
the job candidates as an observer assisting FastEmp staff to improve their inter-
viewing procedures, I sat in on 47 job interviews and video- and audio-taped
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them (with the candidates’ consent). Subsequent to each observation, I con-
ducted follow-up interviews with the job candidates, in which I collected bio-
graphical information as well as their reflections on their job interviews. After
each job interview I observed, I also carried out debriefing interviews with the
staffing supervisors to ascertain their assessments of the candidates.3 Qualifica-
tions for job candidates to participate in this study required, first, that their pres-
ence at the employment agency coincide with mine. Second, as the database
grew, I sought approximately equal representation of candidates in terms of their
genders, language backgrounds, and types of jobs for which they were applying.
All job candidates who were interviewed by FastEmp staff during the course of
this study were asked whether they were willing to participate. Additional data
used in the study included other interviews between FastEmp staff members and
me, held periodically throughout data collection; site documents, including com-
pany policies, guidelines, and candidates’ applications; and field notes.

T H E P A R T I C I P A N T S

The job candidates in this study were divided equally between females (24) and
males (24), clerical (24) and light industrial candidates (24),4 and NSs and NNSs
of English (the candidates self-identified as such). The 24 candidates who self-
identified as NSs included 9 African Americans, 2 Latinos, and 13 European
Americans; many of these were native speakers of nonstandard dialects of En-
glish. The other 24 candidates (NNSs), including 15 Asian0Pacific Islanders and
9 Latinos, represented ten different native languages (L1s): Cantonese, Hindi,
Japanese, Mandarin, Samoan, Spanish, Tagalog, Tongan, Urdu, and Vietnamese.
Of the 48 job candidates who participated in this study, 31 were categorized,
according to the staffing supervisors’ assessments of them, as successful (mean-
ing they qualified for employment), 6 as weak (meaning that their interviews
were deemed inadequate by their interviewers but, given extenuating circum-
stances such as having been preselected for employment by a client company,
these candidates were still eligible for employment through FastEmp), and 11 as
failed (meaning that they did not qualify for employment through FastEmp).

E M I C D E F I N I T I O N S O F T R U S T A N D D I S T R U S T

In my analysis of the employment interviews and the interlocutors’ interactions,
the concepts of trust and distrust emerged as determining factors in the final
(successful or failed) outcomes of their encounters. The emically derived con-
cept of trust came from the staffing supervisors’ hiring strategies, as described in
their discussions about the candidates, and from their interviews with me through-
out data collection. Those candidates the staffing supervisors trusted are de-
scribed (in the staffing supervisors’ words) as “sincere,” “honest,” “reliable,”
and “trustworthy.” Trustworthiness, as explained by one staffing supervisor, “is
demonstrated by them keeping an appointment, being here on time, giving us a
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follow-up call after a couple of days of not hearing from us. . . . Reliability is a
big one in the temporary industry. . . . So, reliability, friendliness, honesty, and
. . . follow-through.” In the words of another staffing supervisor, trustworthy job
candidates can be identified during the employment interview by “looking for a
sense . . . that they really want to be there, not that they’re just y’know doing it
because they just think it’s funny or y’know whatever. I really look for their,
how sincere they are, how serious they are, how dedicated they seem to be, their
work history.”

Although trustworthiness was not a precondition for employment at FastEmp,
all of the eight candidates the staffing supervisors explicitly identified as trust-
worthy did achieve successful employment interviews, as determined by the
fact that they were either placed on an assignment immediately or categorized
in the FastEmp database as available for placement. Correspondingly, six other
candidates were described explicitly by the staffing supervisors as not being
trustworthy; in their words, they were “misleading,” “dishonest,” “insincere,”
and “not credible.” These candidates consistently failed their gatekeeping encoun-
ters, regardless of their job-related skills (e.g., number of years of experience
on similar assignments, possession of specialized skills sought for particular
jobs, professional references); thus, they were deemed ineligible for employ-
ment with FastEmp. Of the six untrustworthy job candidates, five were male
and one was female5; all six were candidates for light industrial jobs; five were
racial minorities; and they were equally split between NSs and NNSs (see
Tables 1 and 2).6

Distrust

Three phenomena in particular were cited by the staffing supervisors as reasons
that they did not trust, and therefore could not hire, a number of job candidates.
The first of these was the job candidates’ use of inappropriate references:
The “Professional0Work References” section of the FastEmp job application
instructs candidates to “[l]ist three references that are not related to you who
have knowledge of your skill level.” Despite these relatively unspecific instruc-
tions, what the staffing supervisors expect to see in this space are the names of
candidates’ previous employers and supervisors. A number of the candidates pro-
vided the names of their personal friends or co-workers, however.

The following excerpt from an interview between Martin and Amy demon-
strates this problem. Martin is an African American (NS of English) male job
candidate for light industrial work, in his late thirties; he graduated from high
school and completed a number of community college courses in a variety of
fields. He was interviewed by Amy, a European American female staffing super-
visor who completed her bachelor’s degree in journalism and is in her mid-
twenties. Martin arrived for his interview on time, looking well-groomed in casual
attire and carrying a briefcase which he placed on the table during the interview.
He faced Amy, leaning forward with his forearms on the table.
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TABLE 1. Race, education, gender, job type, and language background of individual trustworthy and untrustworthy job candidates.

Job Candidate Education Race Trust Distrust Female Male Light Ind. Cler. NS NNS

Liz some community college White x x x x
Linda some community college White x x x x
Roxana completed associate degree Latina x x x x
Maria did not complete high school; some comm. coll. Latina x x x x
Peter completed bachelors degree White x x x x
Ronald some community college White x x x x
Sean some community college White x x x x
Rob post-high school courses Latino x x x x
Patty post-high school courses White x x x x
Martin some community college Black x x x x
Damien some community college Black x x x x
Frank did not complete high school Latino x x x x
Federico received high school diploma Latino x x x x
Mark some community college Asian x x x x
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(1) Martin and Amy, Excerpt 1.

1 Amy Now these people that you have down as references
2 Ron Lewis parts technician was he a supervisor or a
3 manager or a co-worker?
4 Martin Never a co-worker. These are these are just
5 references
6 Amy These are friends?
7 Martin These are friends. (x x x x)
8 Amy These are personal friends okay. I can’t have
9 friends be the references. They need to be

10 professional, work references

The problem of Martin’s having listed inappropriate references is solved when
Amy refers to another section of his application on which he has listed contact
information for previous employers; Martin agrees that Amy may contact one of
them. Nevertheless, for many reasons, including Martin’s having interpreted “ref-
erences” to mean “friends” (other reasons are illustrated below), Amy assesses
Martin as untrustworthy and ineligible for placement at FastEmp.7

Martin’s interview also illustrates the second phenomenon that damaged the
trustworthiness of job candidates, as perceived by the staffing supervisors: Al-
though he filled in the “desired salary” section of his application truthfully, his
answer was not one that Amy wanted to see, because she felt he was demanding
an unreasonably high salary in relation to the types of jobs FastEmp could offer
him. This issue is discussed at length in Kerekes 2003, but we shall see in this
article how requesting an inappropriately high salary is an example of er-

TABLE 2. Compiled characteristics of trustworthy and untrustworthy job candidates.

TRUSTWORTHY UNTRUSTWORTHY

JOB TYPE 4 Light Industrial
4 Clerical

6 Light Industrial
0 Clerical

GENDER 4 females
4 males

1 female
5 males

L1 2 NNSs
6 NSs

3 NNSs
3 NSs

RACE 0 Asian
0 Black
3 Latino
5 White

1 Asian
2 Black
2 Latino
1 White

EDUCATION 1 did not complete high school;
some community college

1 post-high school courses
4 some community college
1 completed associate degree
1 completed bachelor’s degree

1 did not complete high school
1 completed high school
1 post-high school courses
3 some community college
0 completed associate degree
0 completed bachelor’s degree
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rors that can be committed but also compensated for in successful job inter-
views, as illustrated in the case of Roxana below.

The third phenomenon commonly cited by staffing supervisors as a reason
for not trusting job candidates occurred when the candidates were asked to de-
scribe their work histories, and they left time gaps in their accounts. The follow-
ing excerpt from Patty’s interview with Amy demonstrates this problem. Patty is
a European American female NS candidate for light industrial work, in her for-
ties. At her job interview she wore a formal dress (highly unusual for a light
industrial candidate), sat forward with her hand on the table, and often leaned
forward to point to things on her application, which lay on the table in front of
Amy. Throughout the interview, as Patty sat forward in her chair, Amy sat back
in her chair and occasionally looked up at her skeptically.

(2) Patty and Amy, Excerpt 1.

1 Amy Okay okay. What did you do between um nineteen
2 eighty-six and nineteen ninety two?
3 Patty Well then between {((pointing to application)) there
4 I was} housewife. I think I worked at Signus then
5 about that time I have it down . . . ninety-two or
6 something.
7 Amy Y- yeah. I’m I’m thinking of the six years in
8 between {((points at application)) these two jobs}.
9 Did you work at all?

10 Patty No I- the reason was I told you about I was doing
11 this baking here and I did some babysitting in
12 between.
13 Amy Oh okay. I thought that was after Signus. I
14 thought you did that after Signus.
15 Patty Ye0e�s.
16 Amy You did it both times?
17 Patty I don’t know what you mean I did it both times.
18 Amy There’s two different there’s two different gaps
19 here. There’s one from nineteen eighty-six when you
20 left Delmo Victor to when you started Signus. And
21 I’m wondering what you did between those six years.
22 And then the other gap is between nineteen ninety-
23 three and present, and that’s when I thought you
24 said you were a housewife did babysitting and you
25 had a sick relative and did your baking. So I was
26 wondering what you did for {((pointing)) these} six
27 years?
28 Patty Well basically housewife y’know it’s a basically
29 housewife.

Amy found Patty’s written application difficult to decipher, and she was not
convinced by Patty’s verbal explanation of it. Amy stated to me:

She had a lot of gaps that she couldn’t account for or at least had strange
reasons why she wasn’t working. I didn’t find her very credible at this point
. . . huge gaps that just don’t set right with me. . . . She seemed very nervous,
um, also um, I don’t know, not, just not very believable like she didn’t under-
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stand the things I was asking and was just giving me whatever answer came to
her mind.

The foundation for the cases of distrust for both Patty and Martin lay in im-
pressions based on messages communicated to the staffing supervisors not only
through their verbal interactions during the job interviews, but also through their
job applications and the preconceived notions the staffing supervisors had about
these candidates. Both Martin’s and Patty’s written applications served as visual
signals to Amy to rouse her suspicions: Martin’s for having a higher than accept-
able dollar amount in his desired salary box, and Patty’s for apparently having
gaps of time between jobs for which she had not accounted.

Trust

We shall now see how some of the same factors apparent on the written job
applications and during the job interviews – inappropriate references, inappro-
priately high desired salary, and gaps in employment history – can be perceived
very differently by the staffing supervisors, resulting in a trusting relationship
and a successful job interview. In fact, these three phenomena are equally present
among both successful job candidates and among those who failed their inter-
views. Each of the following cases demonstrates different ways in which the
candidates establish trust. Although they have diverse linguistic backgrounds
and commit potentially grave errors in their gatekeeping encounters, other fea-
tures of their interactions serve to compensate for the errors, so that these candi-
dates establish trust with the staffing supervisors and achieve success. These
candidates have been able to provide the kinds of explanations and0or to estab-
lish comembership0rapport with the staffing supervisors (and consequently not
need to provide explanations), so that they are given the benefit of the doubt for
potential weaknesses, in contrast to the candidates who did not establish trust.

Eight of the successful job candidates were described by the staffing super-
visors as “trustworthy,” while none of those who failed were. The trustworthy
candidates are equally distributed across job type (light industrial and clerical)
and gender; two are NNSs and six are NSs; five are European Americans and
three are Latinos (see Tables 1 and 2 above). The five cases of trust analyzed
here have been chosen because they typify interactions which occurred repeat-
edly between the staffing supervisors and job candidates who had successful job
interviews. These particular cases exhibit the three potentially problematic phe-
nomena discussed above, as well as the compensatory characteristics of flexibil-
ity, solidarity and rapport-building, and positive self-presentation.

Case 1: Linda. Linda is a European American NS female candidate for light
industrial work, in her mid-twenties, and the mother of three children. She has
had one and a half years of college education but is not currently enrolled in

J U L I E A . K E R E K E S

36 Language in Society 35:1 (2006)

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027


school. Linda had taken a short course in a career training program on how to
interview for a job before she came to FastEmp looking for work. She told me
that she had found the course useful in that it offered specific tips for how to
conduct oneself professionally and be prepared to answer tricky questions, such
as “What is one of your weaknesses?” Linda arrived for her interview at FastEmp
punctually, having already talked with Amy on the telephone. She was dressed
casually (wearing a sweatshirt) and sat forward in her chair, facing Amy, nod-
ding and making frequent eye contact with Amy.

The following excerpt from Linda’s interview with Amy demonstrates that
Amy is not consistently critical of the candidates’ ability to provide appropriate
references. In this excerpt, we see that Linda provides the names of friends rather
than supervisors as professional references, just as Martin did. Here, in contrast
to her interview with Martin, Amy overlooks Linda’s failure to provide the right
kind of references on her application.

(3) Linda and Amy, Excerpt 1.

1 Amy Um, let’s see, are any of these people your former
2 employers?
3 Linda No.
4 Amy Okay, can I call Mavis?
5 Linda Yeah you can call Mavis or you can call Nancy.

In contrast to the more interrogating approach Amy takes with the candidates
she does not trust (such as Martin), she does not comment to Linda about the fact
that she has used personal friends instead of employers as references. Amy avoids
potential conflict over this matter by concisely asking her (lines 1–2), are any of
these people your former employers? When Linda replies in the negative (3),
Amy immediately turns to the names of the employers she has listed under her
“Work History” section, and asks Linda (4), okay, can I call Mavis? In this way
she never confronts Linda with her failure to carry out the task correctly (sup-
plying appropriate references in the appropriate space on her application).

In considering why Amy is more lenient with Linda than with some other
candidates who fail to provide the expected kinds of professional references,
we must examine what Amy already knew before she interviewed Linda. First,
Amy had already spoken extensively with Linda on the telephone before her
interview. Second, the reason for her having done so was that she had a spe-
cific job in mind, which she needed to fill. The information Linda provided
Amy over the phone indicated to Amy that she might be a match for that job.
When Linda arrived for her interview, she filled out the application, which
Amy also saw before she interviewed Linda. Linda had perfect scores on her
light industrial tests and got a strong reference; this was indicated by Amy’s
notation on Linda’s application that she had “had no punctuality or attendance
problems on her previous job.” Amy’s need to fill the position, as well, con-
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tributed to her tolerance of Linda’s divergence from the expected standard for
filling out the job application.

Case 2: Peter. In the next case, we see another successful maneuver around
what might otherwise have been a cause of distrust between the interlocutors.
Like many of the unsuccessful (failed0weak) candidates, including Patty (above),
Peter has indicated a number of gaps between the dates of jobs he has listed on
his application. Unlike those who failed their interviews, Peter offers explana-
tions which prove acceptable to Amy. One of the reasons Peter achieves this
result is that he has the opportunity to build rapport with Amy before they get to
the potentially sticky subject of his employment gaps.

Peter is a European American NS in his thirties. He is the first in his family
to get a university education (he has two bachelor’s degrees, in psychology and
speech communication), and he considers his family working-class – his father
was a gardener and his mother was a waitress – or upper-middle-class, when
he considers the fact that his parents “moved into a nice neighborhood when it
was cheap and now everyone [in the neighborhood] is professional. So they
kind of got booted up, but [they are] working class basically.” Peter takes a
keen interest in communication (hence his college major), and prides himself
in being able to think on his feet and provide satisfactory answers in an inter-
viewing situation.

On the day of his job interview at FastEmp, Peter wore a dark suit with a
white shirt and colorful necktie. He sat across the table from Amy, leaning against
the back of his chair and sitting still, his left arm folded on the table, nodding
frequently in response to Amy’s utterances, and making eye contact with Amy
whenever she looked up from his application. In this first excerpt, we see that
the interlocutors have established a rapport – a level of collaboration and com-
fort in striking contrast to the job interviews in which distrust was established.

(4) Peter and Amy, Excerpt 1.

1 Amy Great you saw our ad in Employment Weekly?
2 Peter Uhuh.
3 Amy Won0der�ful. And um. . you’re in Burlingame so,
4 um ‘d South San Francisco be a good location
5 for you?�
6 Peter �Definitely [within] my commuting range.
7 Amy [Okay. ] Great.
8 And you’re looking for customer service?
9 Peter Right. That’s what I seem to excel in and

10 really enjoy.
11 Amy Wonderful.(2) And you’re available to start
12 on the twenty-third which is . . Friday?
13 Peter See: yes.

Amy offers encouragement from the beginning, showing high involvement
(Tannen 1989, 1990a) by commenting wonderful (line 3) in response to Peter’s
answer to her question as to where he saw the FastEmp employment advertise-
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ment. Peter, in turn, exhibits enthusiasm and cooperation in his following utter-
ances: First, he emphasizes his willingness to work in the locations about which
Amy asks, prefacing his answer with definitely (6). Second, rather than simply
answering her questions literally, Peter presents himself in a positive light by
taking opportunities to volunteer further information about himself and his work
interests in ways that highlight his positive characteristics. In lines 9–10, Peter
points out that he is not only looking for customer service work, but that he also
excels in that sort of work and enjoys it. Here again, Amy responds enthusiasti-
cally, with wonderful (11).

Peter continues throughout the interview to volunteer unsolicited, and posi-
tive, information about himself, his work experiences and interests. He demon-
strates, for example, that his services are desirable by stating that one previous
temporary assignment was extended and he was offered a permanent job after
another temporary assignment concluded; that he has a variety of computer-
related skills; and that, ideally, he wants a job which is a “nice fit” for him.
Furthermore, Peter exhibits flexibility regarding the types of work assignments
he is willing to take. By the time a potentially sticky topic comes up in their
conversation – gaps in Peter’s work history – Amy and Peter have established a
solid rapport with each other, during which Amy expresses satisfaction with
Peter’s responses to her questions (through comments of wonderful and great as
well as overlapping minimal responses and collaborative completions), and Pe-
ter continues to elaborate upon his answers, presenting himself in a way that
inspires confidence in Amy that he is a strong job candidate (Ross 1998). Thus,
Peter has her on his good side, so to speak, when she asks him about the first gap
indicated on his employment history:

(5) Peter and Amy, Excerpt 2.

1 Amy Okay. great. ({hhh) and um your as0signment
2 ended in August �and since then what have you
3 been [doing, ]
4 Peter [I actually] went up to Tahoe, was living
5 with my brother doing a little ({hhh) playing
6 in the snow enjoying life now student loans
7 started to come in due again, running low on
8 money, ({hhh) so I headed back down to the Bay
9 [area. ]

10 Amy [Oka:y,]
11 Peter Ready to enter the work force again.
12 Amy Okay. ({hhh) And are you looking now for a
13 long term commitment with a
14 [client (x) company?]
15 Peter [Yes I’m pretty um ] flexible right now
16 depending on, I like a nice fit when I find a
17 nice fit ({hhh) y’know but I’m willing for
18 short term or long term.

Peter explains subsequently that he likes to take temporary assignments specifi-
cally so that he can take time off between jobs to enjoy life:
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(6) Peter and Amy, Excerpt 3.

1 Peter I stayed there till the last day when they moved
2 to Livermore.
3 Amy Okay so October to July. and then you had a
4 little bit of a break there and went to
5 Interim, did you do some temping between there?
6 Peter Actually I was enjoying life uh
7 [that’s what I kind of]
8 Amy [So you you take ] breaks ((laughs))?
9 Peter Exactly that’s why I kind of like the temp

10 thing is that uh ({hhh) will save up my money
11 and then when the breaks come up and the
12 position ends I would ({hhh) go off and enjoy
13 life.

Amy finds these explanations to be credible and acceptable, as she states in
her debriefing interview:

I trust his reliability even though he’s taken a little bit of a break every time he
gets done with a job. He acknowledged that and that’s okay, I know that up
front. He’s not trying to cover it up with anything. So I totally respect that.
And I think he communicated that well to me so I think we’re definitely going
to be able to place him.

What Amy does not state explicitly is that Peter’s reasons for taking time off
represent values she shares with him. While she may or may not choose to spend
her free time in Tahoe, she understands, and can relate to, Peter’s desire to travel,
his need to pay back student loans, and his wish to find a job that is a good fit.
Peter and Amy share their educational backgrounds (bachelor’s degrees) and are
also of the same race (European American). Furthermore, in a general comment
she makes about reasonable (and unreasonable) explanations for taking time off
between jobs, Amy states, “A lot of people say ‘Oh we didn’t work for five months
because I had a trust fund and I wanted to travel.’ ” This is an excuse which she
finds acceptable, which she associates with a trustworthy candidate, and which
represents values (money, free time, travel) with which she identifies. Other can-
didates whom she did not find trustworthy had taken time between jobs to look
after sick parents or help out a needy family member. Such values and loyalties
are less a part of Amy’s life experience than are the reasons provided by Peter
for taking time off between jobs.

Case 3: Liz. Another way in which successful job candidates – in particular,
those deemed trustworthy – relate to their interviewer and get her to identify
with them is to disclose facts about themselves not necessarily directly related to
their potential employment with FastEmp. This can have an overall effect of
personalizing the interaction and building rapport with the staffing supervisor. It
also increases the likelihood that the two will find some common ground, thus
enabling them to establish comembership, as described by Erickson & Shultz
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(1982). Talking about private matters which are only peripherally relevant to
other topics discussed in the job interview has the effect of getting the staffing
supervisor more emotionally involved in the interaction. We see this strategy
employed by Liz, a 28-year-old European American NS candidate for clerical
work.

Liz was born and raised in the San Francisco Bay area and considers her fam-
ily to be upper-middle-class. Her father works in upper management for an en-
gineering firm and her mother has retired from her career as an executive secretary.
Liz has taken general education courses at a local community college and would
like to go back to school simply for the sake of learning, which she enjoys. Her
goal is to be a housewife and work on the side, but she expresses this with a bit
of discomfort: “Ultimately, um, it sounds silly but ultimately I’d like to be a
housewife. I’d like to be a mom. And I’d like to maybe work from home.”

At her job interview, Liz is dressed professionally, wearing a sweater-blazer
and slacks, with polished fingernails and styled hair. She sits straight up, for-
ward in her chair, one hand on the table in front of her. Liz makes eye contact
with Amy, and offers frequent nods and verbal minimal responses. Although Liz
displays two distinct weaknesses in her interview – supplying inappropriate ref-
erences on her job application, and showing a lack of ability to answer Amy’s
question about what her strengths are – other qualities of her interview and pre-
sentation style compensate for these, allowing her to establish a trusting relation-
ship with Amy and to have a successful interview.

One of the compensating characteristics is the fact that Liz brings up her per-
sonal life a number of times during her job interview with Amy. She volunteers
information about herself, giving Amy more than a literal (minimal) answer to
her questions, in much the same way that Peter did. Rather than simply talking
about her employment, Liz also mentions more personal matters, such as the
reason that she moved back to the San Francisco Bay area (lines 9–20), includ-
ing the facts that she is engaged to be married, her fiancé is a chef, and they are
renting a room from a friend of hers.

(7) Liz and Amy, Excerpt 1.

1 Amy Okay. Great and did you like doing that?
2 Liz I [did ]
3 Amy [The purchasing] and the buying?
4 Liz 8I liked the purchasing and the buying yeah.8
5 Amy Okay and that was in Scotts Valley and you
6 moved.
7 Liz mmhm.
8 Amy Okay [so ]
9 Liz [I mo]ved here my fiancé ‘n ({hhh) and I

10 are getting married in . . July: [an:d]�
11 Amy [oh ]
12 Liz �he’s a chef so he found a job over here that
13 pays him much better than he was ({hhh) getting
14 while we were over there and I have a
15 girlfriend who lives here and she’s like 0why
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16 don’t you guys rent a room from me� and
17 [({hhh) ]�
18 Amy [0ok�kay.]
19 Liz �so we’re like oh! okay. so we kind of went
20 for it.
21 Amy Mkay. Great. And now you’re back in the 0job
22 mark�et.
23 Liz ({hhh) 8ye:[ah.8 ]
24 Amy [Oka]y. Wonderful.

Liz then continues by giving detailed answers to Amy’s open-ended ques-
tions about her work experiences, supplying unsolicited information about re-
sponsibilities she took on at her previous job, and including characterizations
which cast her, as an employee, in a positive light:

(8) Liz and Amy, Excerpt 2.

1 Amy distributor sales support
2 0Tell me about [that �pos]ition what�
3 Liz [( ) ]
4 Amy were your- was your role . . in sales support.
5 Liz umm: (hhh) There was our outside sales . . rep
6 Amy uh[u h ]
7 Liz [um] I did everything she needed me to do I
8 also d- did like I monitored ({hhh) um and
9 processed customer order:s, and y’know . . I was

10 in the office while she was out of the office
11 talking to people keeping ({hhh) things
12 straight, making sure she gets to where she
13 needs to go,
14 Amy okay,
15 Liz you know, um just . . sort of her right hand
16 man, you know,
17 Amy Okay, great.

By the time Liz makes her first mistake – one that cost several other job can-
didates the opportunity to be employed by FastEmp – she has expressed enthu-
siasm for working in a variety of environments and in gaining work experience
(i.e., flexibility). She has also established rapport with Amy through chit-chat
unrelated to the objective of finding a job. Amy then asks Liz about her profes-
sional references:

(9) Liz and Amy, Excerpt 3.

1 Amy And um the references that you put down Irene
2 Hickson, what company is she from.
3 Liz Uh: she works at Brookview Women’s Health?
4 Amy Oh so you’ve never actually [worked]�
5 Liz [so ]
6 Amy �with her?
7 Liz {I haven’t worked with her ((shaking head))}.
8 Amy [okay]�
9 Liz [but ]

10 Amy �are any of these business references?
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11 Liz {the- Linda ((pointing at application))} is,
12 Linda Symons?
13 Amy And she’s with which company?
14 Liz Agent Memory Systems
15 Amy okay,
16 Liz 8the last one.8
17 Amy Great.

Here we see how, similar to Linda’s interview (above) but in striking contrast to
Martin’s, in Liz’s interview Amy exhibits leniency regarding the fact that the
references Liz has listed are not her supervisors.

The second area in which Amy exhibits tolerance regards Liz’s response to
Amy’s question about what her strengths are:

(10) Liz and Amy, Excerpt 4.

1 Amy 0Ok�ay, great. ({hhh) why don’t you tell me a
2 little bit about you what wh- what are your
3 strengths. what what can you bring to a
4 company.
5 Liz um (2) I don’t know. [( )]
6 Amy [yeah you do.]
7 Liz well 0kind of, ({hhh) I think . . that um (4)
8 umm: (hhh) (3)
9 Amy what-

10 Liz ({HHH)I’m c- [(x x)]
11 Amy [what] makes you a good 0work�er.
12 Liz yeah well I’m I’m um creative, I’m detail
13 oriented, ({hhh) um I make sure things get
14 done, um . . . and I always get it done.
15 Amy mhmm,
16 Liz um, ({hhh) I’m ea0sy to work �with, y’know.
17 ({hhh) um (3) 8I don’t know.8

Liz’s discomfort with Amy’s question about her strengths is manifested in a num-
ber of ways. First, Liz states, after two seconds of hesitation, that she does not
know what her strengths are (5). Amy urges her to provide an answer to the
question by countering that she does know (6). Although Liz hedges and hesi-
tates for another long series of seconds (7–10), she eventually proves Amy right
by providing an answer to the question, and, in doing so, reveals that she has a
good sense of the type of answer Amy seeks: Liz describes herself as a creative,
detail-oriented worker who always completes her tasks (12–14). Amy indicates
to Liz through her minimal response (15) that she expects Liz to continue, and
Liz cooperates by adding to her list of self-descriptors the fact that she is easy to
work with (16), although she hedges her entire answer with a concluding I don’t
know.

By the time the interview draws to a close, Amy is interested enough in Liz as
a potential employee that she describes a possible assignment to Liz; it is one
she needs to fill immediately. In (11) below, Liz demonstrates where her loyal-
ties lie:

W I N N I N G A N I N T E RV I E W E R ’ S T R U S T

Language in Society 35:1 (2006) 43

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027


(11) Liz and Amy, Excerpt 5.

1 Amy One thing that I was thinking of that I’ve got
2 immediately ({hhh) um, wha- what’s your time
3 frame for wanting to start to work I mean are
4 you . .
5 Liz ({hhh) ye[ah I’m I’m]�
6 Amy [�ready to (x)?]
7 Liz �ready to I’m ready to start working my sister
8 is however due . . Saturday ({hhh) she’s having
9 a . . baby�

10 Amy [0oh:! ]
12 Liz [�and this is] the first one in our family
13 so,�
14 Amy �okay,
15 Liz um
16 Amy so what does that how does that affect your
17 job.
18 Liz um (hhh) Well hopefully it �won’t 0hopefully it
19 will happen on Saturday and y’know
20 [((laughs)) (x x as)]
21 Amy [mkay, if it hap- ]
22 Liz scheduled yet but
23 Amy if it happened during the day . . at work . .
24 would you: be inclined to
25 [leave work?]
26 Liz {[I would- ] yeah. ((nodding))} 8I probabl-8
27 un0less it’s you know um . . . ({hhh) it depends,
28 really. my siste�r and I are very close,
29 Amy mhm.
30 Liz and like I said, I don’t have any kids, my
31 other sister doesn’t have any kids this is like
32 the first one.
33 Amy mkay.

Liz conveys two distinct messages to Amy here. On the one hand, she claims that
she is ready to start working immediately (5–7). On the other hand, she wants to
be present at the imminent birth of her sister’s baby. While Liz successfully con-
veys to Amy that she is serious about working – she hopes the baby’s birth will
not affect her job attendance (18–19) – she also openly states that being by her
sister’s side when she has the baby will take priority over any job she has (26–
28). She subsequently assures Amy, however, that she will not be occupied after
the baby is born, because the grandmother will be there to help out.

Liz’s openness and honesty (as perceived by Amy) about her loyalty to her
family work to her advantage in two ways: First, she invokes in Amy an em-
pathic exclamation (10) in response to the news that her sister is expecting a
baby. Second, as stated in Amy’s debriefing interview, Liz impresses Amy as

professional and serious about her job search. And that’s good. I don’t think
she would have told me yes if she didn’t intend on showing up tomorrow. I
had a good trust built in her. . . . So far she seems trustworthy that she’s serious
about working and I trust that she’ll go to the job.
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Liz was able to succeed in her interview despite the facts that she provided
inappropriate references and set limitations on her availability. With twenty-
twenty hindsight, we might advise Amy to heed the warning signs more closely:
As it turned out, Liz was placed on an assignment but became an “NSNC” (“no
show no call”)8 and was never heard from again. In contrast to several male light
industrial candidates who had some of the same weaknesses in their job inter-
views as Liz had (inappropriate references, some inflexibility in accepting as-
signments, and lack of experience in describing their strengths), Amy was much
more cordial to Liz. Those male light industrial (racial minority) candidates, un-
like Liz, did not manage to develop a positive rapport with Amy. Liz and Amy
more easily established comembership in their encounter.

NNSs and Trust

We now turn to two cases of trustworthy and successful job candidates who are
NNSs, Roxana and Maria. Both of them were treated differently from their NS
counterparts in some ways. For example, Maria’s interview was exceptionally
short (4.5 minutes, in contrast to the average 12.5 minutes), because her inter-
viewer, Carol, felt Maria’s L2 ability was not sufficient for a lengthier, more
detailed interview. Roxana’s less-than-native proficiency in English was also iden-
tified by her interviewer, Amy, as a potential weakness, but not one that would
prevent her from being placed on an assignment. Both Maria’s and Roxana’s
interactions with the staffing supervisors resembled those of the trustworthy NS
candidates in a number of significant ways.

Case 4: Roxana. Roxana is a NNS (Spanish L1) candidate for clerical work,
in her mid-thirties. She completed her training to be a kindergarten teacher at a
university in Mexico and immigrated to California nine years ago. Now she hopes
to get her bachelor’s degree and is interested in studying either psychology or
computers. She grew up near the border between El Paso, Texas and Juarez,
Mexico, and had thought she could speak English before she moved to the United
States; upon arrival, however, she discovered that she could not communicate.
Therefore, Roxana immediately enrolled in an adult ESL program, and she even-
tually continued her studies of ESL as well as general education at a local com-
munity college, where she received an A.A. degree. Roxana speaks mostly
Spanish at home with her spouse and child, but her child speaks fluent English
as well. About 90% of her friends are Spanish speakers, and she speaks Spanish
in most of her extracurricular activities such as going to church, doing volunteer
work, and spending time with her family. She reads mostly in English (self-help
and other nonfiction books). Recently, she has been working at a Latino parents’
center and speaking mostly Spanish; Roxana therefore feels that “now it’s time
to get practice [in English], actually to get used to the language again.” During
her job interview, Roxana wore glasses and a professional-looking blazer with a
low-cut blouse, and her hair covered part of her face. She sat forward with her
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elbows on the table across from Amy and her hands folded, sometimes in front
of her mouth, and other times on the table. Roxana made frequent eye contact
with Amy, when Amy looked up from her notes. When the job interview com-
menced, Amy had already seen Roxana’s job application and her test scores.
On her application, Roxana had stated that her previous job paid $300hour.
While she did not expect to make as much at FastEmp (and her previous job did
not give her health benefits), she stated that her desired salary was $16, which
was higher than could reasonably be expected at FastEmp. This became a topic
of discussion during her interview with Amy, but did not dissuade Amy (in con-
trast to Amy’s interview with Martin, who also desired a higher salary than he
could expect to receive) from considering Roxana for FastEmp assignments.
Roxana got perfect scores on all of the clerical tests (arithmetic, filing, proof-
reading) except for spelling, on which she missed two words out of forty. She
also got nearly perfect scores on the computer tests – Microsoft Word, Excel,
and PowerPoint.

In this first excerpt, we see that, like Liz, Roxana exhibits a certain amount of
flexibility – she is willing to take either a temporary (“temp-to-hire”) or perma-
nent position (lines 6–11) – while also setting some limitations on her flexibility
(13–14):

(12) Roxana and Amy, Excerpt 1.

1 Amy Um are you open to doing um 0temp0orary work?
2 Roxana What I would like to do is to have a: full time
3 permanent position[ � t h a ]t’s what I’m�
4 Amy [mhmm]
5 Roxana �looking for.
6 Amy Okay, ({hhh)so- but you are willing to do a
7 temporary job that would . . go into permanent
8 work?
9 Roxana Yes that’s o[kay.]

10 Amy [temp] to hire? [okay.]
11 Roxana [yes. ]
12 Amy all right great.
13 Roxana um:. . I I would say that about six weeks. six
14 weeks for: temporary? [that’s okay.]
15 Amy [okay. ]

In addition, like Liz, Roxana feels comfortable responding to an open-ended
request to describe a previous job, and, like Liz, she begins by saying she was
responsible for “everything” (ex. 13, line 3). She then offers a list of tasks which
she carried out and summarizes her duties by stating that she was the coordinator’s
“backup prompt” (8) (similar to Liz, who was her supervisor’s “right hand man”):

(13) Roxana and Amy, Excerpt 2.

1 Amy Tell me a little bit um about that job. What-
2 what were you doing as a coordinator assistant.
3 Roxana Well (hhh)basically I got everything. uh,
4 taking care of the: correspondence,
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5 Amy mhmm,�
6 Roxana �mailing um: . . taking care of uh when the
7 coordinator wasn’t there I was there I was like
8 the backup prompt for him.

Roxana knows when to elaborate on her answers, volunteering information at
strategic points in the interview. She also knows how to maneuver around Amy’s
questions in such a way as to offer answers (and0or tangents to the answers)
which highlight her strengths. When Amy asks her, for example, how she got her
previous job at the Latino Parent Center, Roxana describes how her college coun-
selor had given her name to the employer, who had then called Roxana:

(14) Roxana and Amy, Excerpt 3.

1 Roxana It wasn’t just like I was {knocking
2 ((gestures knocking with right hand))} the door
3 I [0need a ] jo�b,
4 Amy [((laughs))]
5 Roxana They called me.
6 Amy okay.
7 Roxana mhmm.
8 Amy All right good. And do you like being . . in
9 kind of an assistant support role?

10 Roxana [0yes 0I like] �it�
11 Amy [(x x x) ]
12 Roxana �yes I like it very much.
13 Amy Okay tell me what you like most about it.
14 Roxana Well {((counting off points on her fingers))
15 everything I like the interaction with people,}
16 Amy mhmm,
17 Roxana I think that I’m a very good listener too?
18 Amy okay.
19 Roxana So and uh also well basically everything. um
20 . . . let’s see what else.
21 Amy ((laughs))
22 Roxana Answering the 0phones, everything that �is
23 related to the office.
24 Amy You enjoy doing all of that a variety of
25 things?
26 Roxana Yes.
27 Amy okay.
28 Roxana I do.
29 Amy Wha- is there anything you don’t like about it?
30 anything you’d say is your least favorite part
31 of . . being an administrative assistant?
32 Roxana Well just when somebo- just a one tiny thing.
33 Amy mka[y. ]
34 Roxana [Whe]n you tell people that they have to do
35 some task and they don’t finish, when you tell
36 them could you please help me and they don’t
37 finish then I’ll go ahead and do it.
38 Amy ok[ay. ]
39 Roxana [For th]em. That’s the only tiny thing that
40 I don’t like. Other than that I like
41 everything.
42 Amy mkay.
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Roxana takes advantage of Amy’s question about how she found her job at
the Latino Parent Center to show that she is an employee in demand. She did not
seek out the position; rather, she was referred to her employer by her counselor,
and the employer called her; she did not go knocking on someone’s door seeking
a job (1–3). Next, Roxana expresses enthusiasm for having an assistant support
role, in answer to Amy’s question as to whether she likes it (8–12). Then, in her
response to Amy’s question about what she likes most about the job, she answers
by stating that she likes everything about it, and begins to list the elements of the
job she likes (14–23). She interjects, however, to offer praise of her own listen-
ing skills (17), which, presumably, she sees as connected to the skills she uses on
the job. Finally, in answering Amy’s question about what she does not like about
the job (29), she is able to use her response as another opportunity to present
herself in a favorable light: She answers that the only tiny thing she does not like
about her job is that some people do not finish their tasks, in which case she will
go ahead and do it for them (32–37). Whereas this is an aspect of her job she
says she does not like, it is an aspect of her work ethic which is viewed posi-
tively by her interviewer, as evidenced in Amy’s assessment of her:

I thought she was nice. . . . She had excellent computer skills and great work
history. Very honest, up front with what her intentions were, with her job search
and what she wanted and that is good. She seemed to be straight with me.

Despite her positive impression, Amy is not unaware of a potential detrimen-
tal effect of Roxana’s L2 ability. Amy expresses her awareness of Roxana’s lan-
guage use and feels that her second-language ability will limit her employability
for certain jobs requiring extensive telephone work. These limitations do not,
however, disqualify Roxana for a number of other opportunities to work for
FastEmp:

I think that I would hesitate to put her on a receptionist position. I think that
her communication isn’t as strong for that type of a role, but other than that,
she seemed good.

Looking beyond the verbal interaction itself and at the larger context in which
it occurred, a comparison of the two interlocutors – interviewer (Amy) and in-
terviewee (Roxana) – is revealing. The type of work Roxana did at Latino Parent
Center had much in common with the type of work Amy does at FastEmp; they
require many of the same skills. Both involve communicating with clients, ca-
tering to their diverse needs, and carrying out a variety of administrative tasks
under time pressure. It is no wonder, then, that Roxana feels comfortable with
Amy, who, she states, is “about my own age . . . and she seems to be very . . .
friendly.” It appears from her assessment that Amy has a similar impression of
Roxana; their comembership, while not explicitly stated, is evident to them both.
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Case 5: Maria. Maria, in contrast to Roxana, has less in common with her
interviewer as far as their career training and experiences are concerned. Nev-
ertheless, Maria also manages to establish some common ground with her inter-
viewer, and, as such, establishes a positive rapport with her. In contrast to
Roxana, Maria represents the lower end of L2 ability among the job candidates
in this study. A native speaker of Spanish in her thirties, Maria worked in a toy
factory in El Salvador doing assembly work before immigrating to the United
States in 1985. She did not graduate from high school but attended a secretarial
school (in El Salvador) at which she learned typing and shorthand. Maria and
her husband rent the house in which they live, and her husband, who has taken
some community college courses, makes his living doing landscape work. The
mother of four children, Maria is now looking for work and is frustrated that
she has failed in her efforts thus far, because every potential employer with
whom she has spoken is looking for someone with more work experience than
she has.

Maria has had no formal training in English; she learned English from her
family and through her other activities in the United States. She has taken some
community college classes in child development. Maria feels that her English is
“bad” and is eager to improve it. She would like to return to community college,
but only to take ESL classes (not to get a degree), focusing on her reading and
writing. She states that her husband and older children speak very good English,
and they correct her pronunciation when they are with her. She watches televi-
sion in both English and Spanish and attends a Spanish-speaking church. At home
her family uses both English and Spanish, and Maria reports that she speaks
both languages with her friends.

Maria’s second-language ability, as regards her speech production, repre-
sents the low end of the spectrum for job candidates at FastEmp. This is reflected
in her grammatical inaccuracies, heavy L1 transfer of Spanish phonological
features, and a limited range of vocabulary in her English production. Her L2
comprehension and interlanguage pragmatic skills prove more than adequate,
however, for the tasks of answering questions and otherwise responding to her
interlocutor in appropriate ways. Maria shows a high level of comprehension
as well as a certain level of comfort with the rhythm of her exchange with
Carol, her interviewer, not only offering appropriate answers at appropriate
times, but also supplying minimal responses and initiating collaborative com-
pletions. Analysis of her job interview shows that she is, in fact, able to utilize
many skills necessary to persuade her interviewer that she is honest, dedicated,
ambitious, reliable, and enthusiastic; in other words, she is trustworthy, and
highly employable.

Maria is dressed in slacks and a casual sweater. She sits in her chair across
from Carol, often shifting about and0or swiveling as she listens and speaks. Maria
successfully communicates her flexibility to Carol in the first excerpt:

W I N N I N G A N I N T E RV I E W E R ’ S T R U S T

Language in Society 35:1 (2006) 49

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027


(15) Maria and Carol, Excerpt 1.

1 Carol Great. 8okay8 ({hhh) an:d you’re looking for
2 full time . . direct hire . . ({hhh)what about
3 temp to hire.
4 Maria ((nods))
5 Carol kay. (1) An:d are you willing to accept long or
6 short term assignments for us until we find you
7 something that’s more permanent?
8 Maria Yes.�
9 Carol �okay. (6) 8And8 what date would you be

10 available to start work.
11 Maria Right now [((laughing)).]
12 Carol [okay. ] (4) Monday through Friday
13 ({hhh) and are you only looking at a day shift?
14 Maria Yeah. Yeah because I have a four kids and it
15 is hard for [m e ] working at night time.
16 Carol [mm]
17 {((looks up, makes eye contact with Maria and
18 nods head)) I understand that}
19 [((laughs)) ]
20 Maria [yeah ((laughs))].
21 Carol (4) 8okay:8 ({hhh) And you’re looking: for:
22 eight dollars an hour and up?
23 Maria mhmm.
24 Carol okay . . . Are you flexible on that at all or is
25 eight your �minimum.
26 Maria No, no I’m flexible ((twists0shakes left hand
27 in the air)) with se:ven. . 8seven8 ((motions
28 out and upward with right hand while smiling))
29 [go up ((laughing))]
30 Carol [0okay ] �8great!8

Maria is willing to accept either long- or short-term assignments even though
she ultimately would like a full-time position (1–8), and she is available to start
work immediately (9–11). Moreover, Maria recognizes the fact that she sounds
so flexible it could be seen as funny, or perhaps overly eager, or, in any case,
somehow requiring laughter in order to lighten the potential face loss of seeming
too desperate to get a job. So she laughs (11), and in her next turn shows that she
is not universally flexible, since one of her limitations is that she is only willing
to take a day shift (13–15). Maria volunteers a reason for this limitation – that
she has four children to look after, so it is hard for her to work at night (14–15) –
thus exhibiting her awareness that offering an explanation here is legitimate
and0or called for. In fact, the reason she offers establishes comembership with
Carol and serves to build solidarity between them, as Carol also has children at
home. Carol does not tell Maria this fact explicitly, merely looking up, making
eye contact with Maria while nodding in agreement and stating that she under-
stands the situation (17–18), after which they laugh simultaneously, in agree-
ment (19–20). Maria also demonstrates her flexibility regarding her desired salary
(21–29). In lines 26–29 she draws out her utterance of “seven” and pauses while
making dynamic motions with her hands, as though she is trying to get herself to
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go down yet further, perhaps to six or six-fifty, but then she sticks with seven
and indicates she would like to earn at least that amount, by uttering go up in
line 29.

Maria’s light-hearted and approachable conversational style, as well as her
demonstrated flexibility, compensate for her lack of work experience, which be-
comes apparent in the next excerpt:

(16) Maria and Carol, Excerpt 2.

1 Carol Okay (7) 8kay. an:d8 have 0you done assembly
2 work before,
3 Maria {((shaking head)) No I never working in nothing
4 to about electronic or nothing.}
5 Carol 8Okay nothing.8 (3) �What about working uh:m
6 in a warehouse environment.
7 Maria 0Yeah I like I like some different �because
8 only I working with kids and now I try to
9 looking- working and nobody give me job because

10 you don’t have any experience in 0nothing so
11 [((laughs))]
12 Carol [((laughs))] Make sh- okay so the only
13 experience that you do have is with the YMCA?�
14 Maria �Yeah with the kids yeah.
15 Carol (2) 8okay8 ({hhh) Are you able to lift up to
16 fifty pounds repetitively?
17 Maria (1) Fifty pounds yeah! ((uses gesture to
18 pretend she’s lifting and moving something
19 heavy))
20 Carol 8okay8

What Maria lacks in experience she makes up for with her honesty and enthu-
siasm. Not only must Maria answer Carol’s question (1–2) about whether she
has done assembly work in the negative, but she even emphasizes her lack of
experience, stating in lines 3– 4 that she has never worked in electronics or any-
thing like that (3– 4). She takes a different tack with Carol’s next question (5– 6)
about whether she has experience working in a warehouse. This time, rather than
directly saying “no,” Maria instead expresses her enthusiasm for wanting to do
something different, since her only work experience thus far is working with
children (7–9). She appeals to Carol’s sympathy by describing her attempt to
find work (8–9) to no avail, because she does not have work experience (9–11).
At this point both Maria and Carol laugh (presumably at the irony and frustra-
tion of this all-too-familiar plight of seeking work without qualifications), and
Carol confirms with Maria that her only experience is working with children at
the YMCA (12–14). Not dissuaded, however, Carol asks Maria whether she can
lift fifty pounds (15–16), a requirement for some of the light industrial positions,
to which Maria answers with great enthusiasm (17–19), again accompanying her
verbal response with hand movements, indicating her ability to lift and move
something heavy.

While Maria’s grammar, vocabulary, and accent indicate to Carol that her L2
ability is relatively low, Maria proves to have a high level of communicative

W I N N I N G A N I N T E RV I E W E R ’ S T R U S T

Language in Society 35:1 (2006) 51

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027


competence, resulting in effective interactions between Carol and her. Although
they have not had any major communication breakdowns up until this point in
the interview, still, in excerpt (17) below Carol utilizes her default strategy of
determining whether a NNS candidate’s English comprehension is adequate by
asking the question, “What are your long-term goals?”

(17) Maria and Carol, Excerpt 3.

1 Carol And what are your long-term goals.
2 Maria hm?
3 Carol �What are your long-term goals.
4 Maria (this is) What is what is that?
5 Carol uh:: Do you know what a goal is?
6 Maria go oh my goals my goals
7 Carol [yes ]
8 Maria [oh yeah] Yeah yeah I understand you. You know
9 my goal is. . try to fi- fi- find something good

10 in my life for for my future.
11 Carol 0Great!�
12 Maria Yeah. I have a have a good job. . maybe try to
13 make a new career something for my. . yeah
14 because. . it’s terrible when you try to find
15 something and nobody. . help you ((laughs)).

Maria has to ask for clarification twice, in lines 2 and 4, and, while Carol merely
repeats the word (as opposed to paraphrasing it or otherwise providing some
kind of modified input for Maria), Maria understands after Carol asks her about
her goals the third time, and in line 6 indicates her comprehension. Her answer –
to look for a good life and good future – satisfies Carol, but Maria further dem-
onstrates her sociopragmatic knowledge regarding when it is appropriate to elab-
orate, and continues in lines 12–16 to explain why having a good job is important
to her: It’s terrible when you try to find something and nobody . . . help you (14–
15). Maria appeals to Carol’s sympathy and empathy, using generic “you” and
relying on the rapport she has already built with Carol.

In her debriefing interview, Carol stated that she “very much liked [Maria] . . .
and thought that she was open and honest.” According to Carol’s assessment,
Maria can communicate enthusiasm, dedication, ambition, and reliability. This
is manifested in her job interview through her agreement to work immediately in
a variety of types of jobs. She can comprehend questions and respond appropri-
ately, including clarification requests where necessary. She can build rapport
with Carol by sharing personal information about herself with which Carol can
identify.

These features of her job interview compensate for several flaws on Maria’s
written application, which might have caused her trouble had she not been deemed
trustworthy. First, Maria failed to write down her educational background (com-
munity college courses) on her application. Second, her light industrial test scores
were extremely low. She missed nine out of fourteen items in the arithmetic
section, and ten out of twelve items in the test of alphabetical filing. She missed
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three out of nine items in the section on numeric filing, and three out of six items
in the proofreading section. For the short-answer questions about safety rules,
Maria left two of the five items blank, but gave plausible answers for the other
three. For example, her answer to the question, “If you notice unsafe working
conditions or practices on a job assignment, you should. . .” consisted of, “safe
shoes we expect suitable dressed.” Maria’s written answers, as well as other sec-
tions on her job application, such as her work history, manifest her relatively
elementary writing skills and poor spelling.

Although Carol’s awareness of Maria’s L2 ability influences the job inter-
view in a number of ways, it does not cause Carol to assess Maria negatively.
Carol states that Maria’s English language ability is “fine for understanding safety
rules,” a criterion for eligibility for light industrial assignments. Carol feels that
Maria’s English is adequate for filling assembly positions, but not for assign-
ments involving telephone work. Because of Maria’s relatively low level of En-
glish, as Carol perceives it, Carol chooses to keep the job interview short and
succinct. Carol is persuaded by Maria’s extensive experience working at the
YMCA that she would be a fine candidate for assembly work, and she feels Maria
has a good general work attitude.

Maria’s interactional behavior, as exhibited in the transcript of the job inter-
view, provides evidence of her knowledge of the institutional discourse used at
FastEmp in a number of ways (as illustrated above). Further evidence of her famil-
iarity with appropriate interviewing behavior is apparent in her answers to my
questions during the follow-up interview. In answer to my question of what qual-
ities Maria thought Carol was looking for, for example, Maria readily answered,

In that I have my energy. I like working and working in team where I working
alone this is it doesn’t matter for me. And . . . I try to make the challenges that
people give me.

Maria thus demonstrates her awareness that the abilities to work cooperatively
and energetically are seen as positive characteristics, and she wishes to empha-
size these as a job candidate. Furthermore, she exhibits her ambition by trying to
meet the challenges she is given.

In sum, it is apparent through the job interview, debriefing interview, and
follow-up interview with Maria that she knows how to present herself as a good
worker in a job interview. She establishes solidarity with her interlocutor, and, as
she tells me in her follow-up interview, she understands Carol easily. She com-
municates her positive attributes to Carol, so that Carol comes to trust Maria as a
solid job candidate and to overlook potential weak points in her application.

C O N C L U S I O N

In this discussion we have seen examples of job interviews in which trust was
established, and which resulted in successful outcomes for the job candidates
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(i.e., they qualified for job placements with FastEmp). The candidates who
achieved relationships of trust with the staffing supervisors varied in many re-
spects – their ages, genders, educational backgrounds, the types of work they
sought, qualifications they possessed, their L1, and their English ability. Never-
theless, the interactions in which these candidates engaged had a number of com-
mon features. In these interactions, while the candidates did not always produce
ideal answers to the staffing supervisors’ questions, they still succeeded in satis-
fying their interviewers, who were apt to give them the benefit of the doubt when
they exhibited their weaknesses (e.g., inappropriate references or inadequately
prepared answers to questions such as “What are your strengths?”); positive fea-
tures of the interactions compensated for these inadequacies. Because the candi-
dates exhibited elements of comembership with their interlocutors, established
rapport and solidarity with them, demonstrated flexibility in the types of assign-
ments they were willing to take, and presented themselves to their interviewers
as positive, competent employees, the staffing supervisors were more forgiving
with them than with their untrustworthy counterparts.

One cannot simply attribute these candidates’ successful gatekeeping encoun-
ters to their job qualifications or to their own verbal and nonverbal behavior,
however. It is not merely their behavior that differs from that of the untrust-
worthy candidates; rather, it is the co-constructed interactions between them and
their interlocutors that differ from the co-constructed interactions between the
staffing supervisors and candidates deemed untrustworthy. The staffing super-
visors appear to be more lenient with the candidates with whom comembership
is established. As an interaction becomes more personalized, as through Maria’s
mentioning her children, Liz’s description of her sister’s pregnancy, or Peter’s
interest in spending time in Lake Tahoe, the staffing supervisor relates to her
interlocutor more humanely than she does to someone who is represented by
nothing but a poorly written application and monosyllabic answers to her grill-
ing questions.

Not all candidates have equal opportunities to establish rapport with the staff-
ing supervisors, however. While the staffing supervisors’ impressions of the job
candidates are based in part on information obtained during the job interview
and in part on information obtained before and0or after the interview, they also
possess preconceived notions of job candidate prototypes, as manifested both in
the staffing supervisors’ interviews with me and in the ways they relate to the
candidates during the job interviews. The staffing supervisors have more favor-
able expectations of the candidates with whom they have more in common and
with whom, consequently, they are more likely to establish comembership than
with those who are socially very different from them. While, in general, race and
gender can play a role in establishing common ground (or lack of it) between
interlocutors, we have seen through these examples that in some cases it is quite
possible to achieve a relationship of trust even when the uncontrollable social
characteristics are not shared by the interlocutors. It is certainly in the interest of

J U L I E A . K E R E K E S

54 Language in Society 35:1 (2006)

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404506060027


vocational trainers, ESL instructors, and their students to focus instruction on
features of successful interactions such as those identified in this discussion, but
it would also behoove members of the staffing industry to improve communica-
tion with their job candidates, jointly, in order to perform more effective job
interviews. The effective placement of qualified candidates in appropriate posi-
tions can thus also be co-constructed by the participants.

A P P E N D I X

Transcription Conventions and Illustrations
Transcription symbols used

[ ] overlap
� latching
. . pause less than 0.5 second
. . . pause greater than 0.5 second and less than 1 second
(1) timed pause (in seconds)
: elongation
- cut-off
. final falling tone
, slight rise
? final rising tone
?, weaker rising tone
0 higher pitch in following syllable(s)
� lower pitch in following syllable(s)
! animated tone
italics slightly louder volume
CAPITALS much louder volume
8 8 softer volume
(hhh) audible aspiration (out-breath)
({hhh) audible inhalation (in-breath)
(text) transcriptionist doubt; a good guess at an unclear segment
((phenomenon)) vocal or nonvocal, nonlexical phenomenon which interrupts lexical

stretch
( ) unintelligible speech
(x x) unintelligible speech with a good guess at the number of syllables

(indicated by number of x’s)
{((phenomenon)) text} vocal or nonvocal, nonlexical phenomenon that co-occurs with lexi-

cal segment indicated between curly brackets.

N O T E S

* I am grateful to Gabriele Kasper and Claire Kramsch, who provided me with numerous critical
and insightful comments on earlier versions of this article. The data analyzed here come from the
database that was used for my dissertation research (2001). Attempts have been made to reflect the
constructive, and much appreciated, criticisms of two insightful anonymous reviewers of an earlier
version of this article.

1 In descriptions of the participants in this study, “European American” and “White” are used
interchangeably. Similarly, “African American” and “Black” are used interchangeably.

2 These descriptors characterize three of the four staffing supervisors, who conducted 47 of the
48 job interviews in the study; the fourth staffing supervisor, from whom only one job interview was
obtained for this study, was a Latina, native English-speaking woman in her mid-twenties; that in-
terview is not one of the cases discussed in this article.

3 A total of 48 job candidates participated in the study, but one of them, a Vietnamese immigrant,
had an abridged job interview (which was not video-taped) because the staffing supervisor sched-
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uled to interview him judged his English skills to be too weak to qualify him for work; data from my
follow-up interview with him and my debriefing interview with the staffing supervisor who assessed
him were, however, included in the study.

4 Clerical positions range from basic filing to executive administrative and word processing as-
signments; light industrial assignments include manufacturing, shipping and receiving, machine op-
eration, and food handling.

5 Gender biases and stereotypes of women as being more easily trusted than men (Wright &
Sharp 1979) may also have something to do with this outcome. See also Kerekes 2005 for a discus-
sion of the relationship between social factors such as race and gender and trustworthiness.

6 The likelihood that the unequal distribution of untrustworthy candidates (overrepresented among
light industrial, male candidates) is not coincidental is examined in depth in Kerekes 2005, and is
well supported by Erickson & Shultz’s (1982) theory of comembership and Gee’s (1996) concept of
Discourse (with a capital “D”).

7 The case of Martin and Amy is described in more detail in Kerekes 2003, which analyzes the
establishment of distrust between these interlocutors.

8 This label identifies job candidates who fail to appear at an assignment on which they have been
placed, without notifying FastEmp or the client company; this label disqualifies them from further
employment with FastEmp.
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