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Overview

As a computer science major, my peers always talk about how “you need to get a job in
big tech,” “big tech is the only way to go,” etc. The purpose of my research is to understand what
these so-called “big tech” corporations have done in redefining the workplace to seem so
attractive to prospective and current software engineers. To do so, I will read scholarly articles
that have previously conducted research in this field, alongside reading testimonials from
software engineers highlighting their difference in experience working in big tech versus a non-
tech-centered company such as a bank or defense company. I will be developing a special
connection to this research as I am interning at Microsoft this upcoming summer so I will be able
to also touch on my experiences from my previous internship through the University of Virginia
and Microsoft. My hope is for readers to develop a sense of what it is like to work in big tech and

maybe formulate ideas for how their current company could redesign their current workplace.

Positionality

As a white male from a very small, rural town in central Virginia who always excelled in
math and science classes, [ grew up engaging in activities that used my advanced skillset to learn
about a new field of interest that I was previously unfamiliar with. As I progressed through
middle school and high school, my interest in engineering began to become apparent as [ had
taken the few engineering courses offered through my school system, in addition to online
courses that allowed me to continue being curious about the field without being disadvantaged
due to the lack of resources that the school system had. The summer going into my senior year of
high school I was researching the various fields of engineering to start looking into exactly what
I wanted to pursue a degree in once I got to college, due to the lack of support from the college

advisors and career center at my school. I quickly came across the field of computer science and
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was immediately interested in it. [ was fascinated by the idea that so many of the applications
from this degree were still unknown but were rapidly expanding at the same time. That’s when I

decided to commit myself to pursuing an undergraduate degree in computer science.

Fast forward two years and it is currently the summer before entering my third year at the
University of Virginia. Initially, I was split between pursuing a career as a cybersecurity analyst
or as a software engineer. This summer I finally decided that I wanted to commit myself to
becoming a software engineer at a company that focuses on developing innovative technologies.
Soon after making that decision, I accepted a position as a software engineer intern at Microsoft
where [ will be interning under the Security organization on the Cloud Security and Windows
Defender team. The focus of my research will be both highlighting my expectations and

experiences of the internship, as well as understanding what the hype” of big tech is about.

Coming from a rural town, most individuals’ occupations were in trade, and I always
wondered what life was like outside of a rural town, in an urban setting, working as a white-
collar worker. As a computer science student at the University of Virginia, everyone talks about
“big tech” and how it should be the goal for any software engineer coming out of college.
Working in Seattle this coming summer will be my chance to learn about the urban lifestyle, as
well as the amazing benefits of working at a tech company that is simply unheard of where I

come from when working in a trade.

Problematization

The research gap that [ will be addressing in my research will be centered around how big
tech companies have redesigned the workplace for software engineers. This idea originated from

my interest in becoming a software engineer in the big tech industry and wanting to understand



why it is that it is so attractive and competitive to work at these large tech-centered corporations.
The main actors throughout my research will be corporations, software engineers, researchers,

managers, and interior designers.

Guiding Question

What makes big tech companies so attractive to software engineers and what they have

done to enhance this interest?

Projected Outcomes

My research aims to address the analyze the problem/research gap by allowing
individuals to understand what factors and strategies these companies have discovered that make
software engineers flock there. I believe that a lot of this analysis will be focused on discourse
theory and understanding how the redesigned workplace setting, alongside the extremely
attractive benefits and compensation packages, influences the interest of software engineers.
Prospective software engineers and current software engineers will benefit from this research by
fully understanding what makes these companies so popular to work at, and other corporations
will be able to utilize this research to investigate redesigning their workplace setting and
compensation packages in order to increase the interest of applicants applying and interviewing
for positions at that company. Aside from the technological impact and primary focus groups,
this research will benefit the focus on sustainability as a part of my focus on what these
corporations can do to attract top tech talent will be the incorporation of sustainable office
designs such as introducing rooftop garden office space or software that reduces the energy

output from computers in the office.



Technical Project Description

This upcoming summer I will be a software engineer intern and Microsoft on the Cloud
Security team. In order to relate my internship experiences to my STS-related work, I will be
journaling each day or every other day about something new that I noticed on campus that I
thought was really cool and would be interesting to me if I was contemplating between Microsoft
and another company. Once I begin writing my technical project in the fall, I will compile my
journal entries and expand upon the focus on big tech and the workplace redesign I discussed in
my STS project. The technical portion will be a firsthand experience of my findings while at
Microsoft, whereas the STS portion will be from an outside perspective as I refer to testimonials
from past and current software engineers at those companies, alongside previous scholarly

research examining the workplace redesign.

Preliminary Literature Review & Findings

Upon initial review of the literature I found, there seems to be what I would describe as a
satisfactory amount of research done on this topic. Thankfully there exists enough research to
construct my STS paper, however, there does not seem to be an abundance of sources so I must
utilize the ones that I have come across thus far. Engineers have done a significant amount of
research on this topic ranging from how to redesign the workplace to strategies that can be
implemented to attract top talent. In addition to engineers, STS researchers have discussed
strategies to redesign the workplace but are more focused on the impacts of sustainability and
supporting diversity and inclusion efforts. After exploring the research performed by these
individuals it seems that some of the challenges or problems that they faced were centered
around the inability to fully random selection of participants for experiments. The reason behind

this issue is that certain teams at companies were unable or unwilling to participate. I believe that
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my work can utilize this existing research to further expand into what exactly the tech employee

is searching for in a company and what the company is doing to attract the tech employee.

STS Project Proposal

To begin, I believe that STS is the understanding of how existing technologies affect
users or contribute to stereotypes, and how new technologies can be developed in an attempt to
minimize these issues of existing products. My project is an “STS project” because [ am
analyzing how the redesign of the workplace contributes to the interest and productivity of
software engineers in the workplace which I believe is an excellent example of the mediation

theory.

The ecosystems of knowledge in STS that my approach will be lining up with are
(something to do with the workplace and employees but not sure what to say) and sustainability.
The primary authors that I think I will be using are Daniel Chae, Larry English, Jonathan Frick,
Ben Halpern, Eric Heck, Chad Madding, Clement Mihailescu, Claire Schneider, and Marcie
Zaharee. I think these authors’ work is valuable and worth connecting my work to because they
are all well-established figures in this field and have extensive experience researching the
primary topics of my research such as tech employee expectations, workplace redesign, and

workplace sustainability practices.

To investigate my topic, I will be incorporating value-sensitive design (let me know if
this is the appropriate one to use in this case). Value-sensitive design will be the primary method
that is used as the best sources of information for this topic will be testimonials from tech
employees and management at big tech corporations. I think value-sensitive design will co-

produce research that aligns with my definition/understanding of STS above because it will help



me understand how tech employees which are the users in this sense, are providing their
testimonials of their experiences working in big tech and how the redesign of the workplace and
benefits packages have addressed the issues that software engineers have faced for so long at
non-tech companies where they have been underpaid and viewed as an expense rather than an

asset.

I plan to accomplish using value-sensitive design through discourse analysis and
literature review. Discourse analysis will be used when reading testimonials from software
engineers and management at big tech companies to understand what they think has been done
and what still needs to be done to maintain the hype of big tech. Analyzing each side will allow
me to compare the two and better understand how software engineers (users) believe that big
tech has improved the workplace and sustainability efforts. Additionally, literature review will be
used to analyze the work done by researchers who have focused on sustainability efforts and
workplace redesign from a more factual perspective in order to align the opinions from

testimonials with facts from research.

Barriers & Boons

While conducting research for this project, there are several potential blind spots and
limitations that I should address. Beginning with blind spots, while reading through testimonials,
I may not fully understand the importance of some of the features that the software engineers
discuss because I am a university student and do not have a well-defined set of expectations that
I look for in a company. Additionally, I may need to discuss with an interior designer of some
sort to understand why it is that big tech companies structure offices and buildings the way they
do and how it sets them apart from others. In order to ensure the accuracy and reliability of my

research, I will work to become better at finding accurate pieces of literature, alongside



improving my interviewing techniques as I may need to conduct additional interviews based on

the number of online testimonials that I can find.



References

Baalen, P., Heck, E., Meulen, N., & Oosterhout, M. (2012, December). Achieving High
Performance in a Mobile and Green Workplace: Lessons from Microsoft Netherlands.
MIS Quarterly Executive, 11, 175-188 (2012).
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Peter-J-
Baalen/publication/288294805 Achieving High Performance in a Mobile and Green
_Workplace Lessons from Microsoft Netherlands/links/58eb1e2f0f7e9b9781840f25/Ac
hieving-High-Performance-in-a-Mobile-and-Green- Workplace-Lessons-from-Microsoft-
Netherlands.pdf

Beharry, A., & Pfano, M. (2016, June). The Effect of Modern Office Technology on Management
Performance: Durban Westville. Problems and Perspectives in Management, 14:2, 376—
384 (2016). https://doi.org/10.21511/ppm.14(2-2).2016.13.

Chae, D. (2021, February 17). The pros and cons of being a software engineer at a BIG tech
company, Stack Overflow. https://stackoverflow.blog/2021/02/17/the-pros-and-cons-of-
being-a-software-engineer-at-a-big-tech-company/

Coffman, J., Frick, J., & George, K. (2021, November 3). How to attract top tech talent. Harvard
Business Review. https://hbr.org/2021/11/how-to-attract-top-tech-
talent#:~:text=Recruiting%20a%20diverse%20and%20inclusive,factor%20in%20recruits
'%20decision%20making

El-Deeb, A. (2022, January). The Human Side of the Tech Industry: Key Drivers Behind the
Tech Talent Dilemma. ACM SIGSOFT Software Engineering Notes, 47:1, 10—11 (2022).
https://doi.org/10.1145/3502771.3502775

English, L. (2021, June 1). The tech talent war has no end in sight. Here's what you need to
know. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/larryenglish/2021/06/01/the-tech-talent-war-
has-no-end-in- sight-heres-what-you-need-to-know/

Gibson, V. (2003, February). Flexible Working Needs Flexible Space?: Towards an Alternative
Workplace Strategy. Journal of Property Investment & Finance, 21:1, 12-22 (2003).
https://doi.org/10.1108/14635780310468275



Halpern, B. (2020, June 17). What are the big differences between working for a "tech company"
and being a dev for a "non-tech company?”” Dev. https://dev.to/ben/what-are-the-big-
differences-between-working-for-a-tech-company-and-being-a-dev-for-a-non-tech-
company-2896

Helder, M., Nelson-White, E., Oosting, W., & Pitchforth, J. (2020, May 19). The Work
Environment Pilot: An Experiment to Determine the Optimal Office Design for a
Technology Company. PLOS ONE, 15:5 (2020).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0232943.

Henderson, F. (2017, February 6). Software engineering at Google. Self-published.
https://arxiv.org/ftp/arxiv/papers/1702/1702.01715.pdf

Lipkie, T., Mehlman, S., Neylon, S., & Zaharee, M. (2018, September 12). “Recruitment and
Retention of Early-Career Technical Talent.” Research-Technology Management, 61:5,
51-61 (2018). https://doi.org/10.1080/08956308.2018.1495966

Madding, C., Ansari, A., Ballenger, C., & Thota, A. (2020). Topic Modeling to Understand
Technology Talent. SMU Scholar. SMU Data Science Review, 3:2, 16 (2020).
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1144&context=datasciencereview

Mihailescu, C. (2020, January 1). Working at Google vs. smaller companies. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEQseJc3eOI

Myerson, J., & Ross, P. (2003). The 21st Century Office. Laurence King Publishing.
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&Ir=&i1d=gIRg22B7vi4C&oi=fnd&pg=IA1&dq=b
ig+tech+companies+modern+offices&ots=0T3FfiEv31&sig=X6qscZjKCnu-
tBRrM5ugQ7R _ 74#v=onepage&q=big%?20tech%20companies%20modern%:20offices
&f=false

Schneider, C. (2016). The purposes of workplace benefits: A qualitative study of workers'
perceptions of work perks in tech and non-tech industries. The University of Texas at
Austin. https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/8838bb72-c60b-
4f0a-bd2e-f154t5f30617/content



