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ix

p r e fac e

my first semester of college was my introduction to Dorothea Lange’s 
photographs of the unemployed and their families during the Great De-
pression. In many ways, I could not have been further removed from the 
people in her photographs, sitting, as I was, in a small class of twenty 
students in an old stone building on a picturesque campus set on top of 
a hill. In this class, an introduction to the liberal arts, we listened to 
Mozart, read about Lincoln at Gettysburg, considered philosophical 
debates about knowledge, and examined a book of Dorothea Lange’s 
photographs.1 The contrast felt stark to me as we sat in those elite halls, 
where I did not feel quite at home, examining her portraits of people 
living in poverty nearly a century before.

Lange is probably best known for a portrait called Migrant Mother 
that appeared in the book. In Lange’s time, migrant referred to someone 
who had moved across the United States to find work and earn money; 
it was not an immigrant from another country, as we might think today. 
A woman with furrowed brow, lines etched into the corners around her 
mouth and eyes, has one hand cupping her face, as if she were about to 
rest her chin on it; her eyes look bleakly out into the distance. She has 
a baby in her arms and a child on either side, snuggled into her. We can-
not see their faces, only the dirt and grime that cover their clothes. 
Lange’s notes on the photographs of the mother and her children ex-
plain that the family is destitute and living in a squatter’s camp, having 
sold their car tires to pay for food that morning.

Lange understood the power of her photographs. She wanted her 
work to effect change, particularly after her marriage to social scientist 
Paul Taylor, who shared her passion for documenting American society 
and for bringing attention to those without a voice. I did not need to 
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x  p r e fa c e

read about their shared commitment to social change in the historical 
essays to have known this as her truth; it is vividly evident in her work.

Other photographs moved me. The picture of the men lined up at the 
“White Angel Breadline” in San Francisco, tightly crowded next to one 
another, waiting for someone to dole out the desperately needed food. 
Yet one man had turned away, his hat falling forward to cover his eyes 
and his hands clasped, perhaps in prayer, as he leaned against a wooden 
fence. The photograph, “A Sign of the Times,” depicts a woman’s legs 
below the knees with tired-looking shoes and nylons worn beyond re-
pair. The nylons have tears that have been mended, but they also have 
newer rips that have not been fixed.

I yearned to better understand the experiences of precarity faced by 
so many not so long ago. I was also moved by Lange’s call for social 
justice. Her call has guided my research interests in college, graduate 
school, and today. After I graduated, I set the book aside while I moved 
to first Boston, then New York, then Houston, then central Pennsylva-
nia, working for a time and then earning first my master’s, then my doc-
torate, and holding first a postdoctoral fellowship and then finally a 
position on the faculty at Penn State. Yet Lange’s images always stayed 
with me. And I still have the book, nearly twenty-five years after I first 
sat with it in that class in a college on a hill.

When writing my first book, For the Family? How Class and Gender 
Shape Women’s Work, I discovered a pattern of women’s employment 
that had previously been ignored—a pattern that involved women’s re-
peated experience of unemployment—and I knew it was time to redis-
cover Lange’s photographs. After that book’s publication, I began the 
research that would comprise this one, and I examined the photograph 
of the Migrant Mother again. This time, I saw that picture with new eyes, 
wondering who the mother was, who all of the unemployed were, what 
had brought them to that place, and what happened next. While I could 
not ask those questions of Lange’s subjects, I could ask them of the 
people I set out to meet for this project.

By the time this book is published, I will have spent nearly ten years 
researching and writing on this topic, in addition to the time I spent 
studying unemployed women for my first book. I have done so almost 
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a century after Lange started her photographic career and about eighty 
years after her Farm Security Administration photographs were com-
pleted. In the passing years, a lot has changed about unemployment. Yet 
Lange’s work still calls out to us from across time. She reminds us that 
we have an obligation to look and to see the unemployed and to take up 
her call to action.
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1

 Introduction

nearly a hundred years after the Great Depression, I set out to 
meet people who had recently lost their jobs. One of the people I met 
was Tracy. In the small rural town in Pennsylvania where Tracy grew up 
and lives today, jobs have been steadily leaving since before she was 
born.1 The first time her dad lost his job was before she could walk; the 
second was when her youngest sister was born. The last big factory 
closed when she was in high school; her dad lost his job again then and 
was unemployed for over a year.

Although the town is surrounded by wide open spaces, the small row 
houses are tightly nestled against each other, as if huddled against the 
cold winters and tight times to come. Tracy’s house was tidy but dimly 
lit. We sat in the kitchen, which was the warmest room, thanks to the 
pilot light in the oven. Unlike the other sparer rooms, the kitchen had 
stockpiles of canned foods, dried goods, and snacks found on sale be-
fore Tracy lost her job. A longtime “hoarder” of preserved food prod-
ucts, Tracy had raided her pantry in recent weeks. There hadn’t been 
money for fresh food in months, and Tracy worried about the weight 
she was gaining from eating junk food.

A hundred miles away, Neil grew up in wealthy suburbs largely pro-
tected from the job losses that shaped Tracy’s youth. Neil’s dad was the 
general manager of a Pennsylvania steel production company, and al-
though this industry was not known for job stability, the company had 
a specialized niche and Neil’s father had great job security. The public 
high school Neil attended had over a dozen advanced placement classes, 
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2  I n t r o du c t i o n

elite athletics programs, and during the 1990s and 2000s received both 
state and national awards for its educational programs.

Neil didn’t live in the house he grew up in but in a relatively new and 
spacious two-story house that he and his wife had bought a couple of 
years before our meeting. Neil’s most recent job had brought them to 
the area, and he was excited for “change and for something smaller and 
quieter.” Their house sat on three acres of land, but it was an easy com-
mute to their professional jobs in the small city nearby. Yet Neil’s job 
had ended abruptly, and life in their new town wasn’t going as Neil had 
hoped. His wife had made great friends at her new job, but Neil spent 
too much time working to get to know anyone well. His job loss, they 
hoped, might give him a fresh start; Neil and his wife had bought bikes 
and were starting Saturday bike rides together now that he had more 
time on his hands.

Anthony grew up in a family that was not as poor as Tracy’s, but he 
did not have the financial security of Neil’s childhood. Even though they 
didn’t have a lot of money, Anthony’s family seemed a lot like the “Leave 
It to Beaver” ideal: working father, stay-at-home mother, two kids. At 
least, they did at first glance. Like Neil’s dad, Anthony’s father never 
experienced job loss. For over thirty years, he worked as a computer 
service technician for the same company in a college town. But An-
thony’s mother had lost her job when he was still in day care because 
“she was a mom.” Anthony’s father felt that Anthony’s mom should have 
welcomed the chance to be back at home taking care of him and his 
siblings. But his mom missed working and felt that she’d been pushed 
out of her job by men who believed women belonged at home. So, in 
spite of the traditional family veneer, there was a lot of unhappiness at 
home. Looking back, Anthony remembers his mother’s desire to go 
back to work unfavorably. “I hold a little resentment toward my mom,” 
he said.

Now older than his parents when his mother lost her job, Anthony 
married six years ago, just after his wife and her two children (whom 
Anthony considers his own) moved into his house. Anthony’s sporadic 
work history, coupled with the house’s temperamental appliances and 
old age, made their home challenging to maintain at times, although his 
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wife diligently worked at it, cleaning the old wood floors routinely with 
water and vinegar. The battle to save the dishwasher had been lost be-
fore I met them, and they had reluctantly sent it to salvage and taken to 
doing the dishes by hand. After Anthony lost his most recent job, hand-
washing the dishes was even more necessary during the brief period 
they spent without electricity because of unpaid bills.

Growing up in a different part of that same college town that An-
thony grew up in—the part of town with cookie-cutter two-story 
houses with white picket fences—Joan remembered quite a bit of insta-
bility during her elementary school years. Her dad, a PhD who worked 
in the mining industry, lost his job when she was quite young, and there 
were several bumpy years as he searched for work and ultimately started 
his own business. The college town was big enough to support this new 
venture; the family weathered the tough times with help from her 
grandparents, and eventually his business took off. By the time Joan 
went to high school, her family was prosperous; even so, her mom found 
a part-time job as an administrative assistant. Joan was an excellent 
student in high school, and she longed to follow her dad into the 
sciences.

The day I met Joan, the sun shone brightly down, cheering up an 
otherwise cold winter day. Her home—a white ranch with neat exterior 
landscaping and a combination of tidiness and toddler whirlwind on 
the inside—seemed warm and cozy, located not so far from where she 
grew up. Her husband’s family lived within easy driving distance, mak-
ing it possible to see them often on weekends. Since her job loss, Joan 
noted that the family budget felt “tight,” but they had not made any 
changes to their purchasing habits, although she was now regularly cut-
ting coupons for cleaning and household supplies, buying “cheaper bulk 
items,” and stocking up when toilet paper was “incredibly cheap.”

In the weeks before I met them, Tracy, Neil, Anthony, and Joan all 
experienced job losses that sent them to the unemployment line. But 
what would this job loss and their subsequent unemployment mean to 
them and their families? Tracy lived in a community that had been 
wracked by devastating job losses for decades—what kinds of jobs were 
left to lose or to find in her small hometown? Like father, like son for 
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4  I n t r o du c t i o n

Neil and Anthony, as Neil had become a manager and Anthony had 
followed his dad into electronic repairs, but both had done so during 
changing economic times. Joan, too, had followed in her father’s foot-
steps, although she stopped at a master’s degree rather than a PhD, be-
coming a scientist in someone else’s lab rather than the one running it. 
How would their occupational choices shape the tolls that unemploy-
ment would bring? And what about the story of Anthony’s mom; nearly 
thirty years later, would the women—like Joan and Tracy—face differ
ent challenges at home and searching for work than the men?

Dorothea Lange’s indelible photographs of unemployment and the 
Great Depression remain vivid in our collective memory. Her portraits 
show down-and-out men waiting in breadlines and the desperation of 
families living through the trauma of being unemployed, unsupported 
by the government, and unable to find work. Though evocative, these 
pictures don’t look much like today’s unemployed, as represented by 
Tracy, Neil, Anthony, and Joan. Instead of male laborers or women in 
relief camps, today we see men and women in equal numbers, blue-
collar workers and high-flying executives, high school graduates along-
side those with college degrees. A truth about unemployment is the 
anxiety and disquiet that Lange captioned the “Toll of Uncertainty.” 
To understand the many tolls of unemployment today, I will examine 
how Tracy, Neil, Joan, and Anthony, and people like them, lost jobs 
and experienced unemployment and how that affected them, their 
families, and their search for future work. As we learn their stories and 
those of others, we will see that the tolls of unemployment are both 
more numerous than we previously imagined and not evenly shared by 
the unemployed.

———

I became consumed with the need to know more about how men and 
women, whether college graduates or high school dropouts, experi-
enced unemployment while researching my first book, For the Family? 
How Class and Gender Shape Women’s Work.2 For that project, I investi-
gated how women make decisions about whether to work or stay at 
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home. In the course of my research, I discovered something earlier re-
search had overlooked. Most research on women had asked why women 
chose to work or not work. But I found a third group, a small group of 
women whose multiple job losses moved them involuntarily from paid 
work to home. These unexpected transitions took their “choice” of paid 
work or staying at home away from them. I called this group the “inter-
rupted” workers. After I finished that book project, I wanted to know 
more about women who lost jobs and how they compared to men. But 
as I looked at the existing research, I discovered very little had been writ-
ten comparing men’s and women’s experiences with job loss and unem-
ployment, and almost nothing compared these experiences across class.3

In order to learn more, I needed to talk to men and women, from the 
middle and working classes, who were unemployed. From 2013 to 2015, 
fifty-one men and forty-nine women who had lost a full-time job and 
received unemployment from the state of Pennsylvania sat down and 
spoke with me and my research team.4 I wanted to learn about diversity 
in unemployment experiences, so I recruited people from a range of 
areas including a midsize rust-belt city, small cities (one with low un-
employment rates and one with high unemployment rates), and rural 
areas, including some high-poverty areas in the upper regions of 
Appalachia. Even though my team and I remained in one state, we en-
countered a wide range of labor market experiences.

Because men and women typically have very different work and 
family responsibilities, I wanted to interview people who would be in 
the thick of forming families, making decisions about childcare, 
career building, and possibly changing occupations, so I only talked 
to people between the ages of 28 and 52. Most people my team and I 
interviewed had either a spouse or a partner, although twenty were 
single, about half of whom were single moms, like Tracy, and a few 
single dads. The vast majority of people we talked to had kids who 
relied on their income, which meant the whole family took a hit when 
they lost their job, but sixteen of the interviewees didn’t have kids, 
like Neil.5

Just over half were “working class,” meaning they held jobs for which 
they didn’t need a college degree, while the “middle class” held 
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6  I n t r o du c t i o n

professional jobs requiring college degrees.6 The men and women had 
been unemployed, on average, eleven weeks when we met.7

One of the drawbacks of interviewing people in the places where I 
did is that the sample was whiter than it would be in many parts of the 
United States. Eighty-nine people were white, seven were Black, three 
were Latino, and one was Asian. But that does not mean that race isn’t 
an important part of this story. It is. Neil, Joan, Anthony, and Tracy all 
experienced a buffer from the worst of the labor market simply because 
of their race; they were white. There is a substantial body of academic 
work that finds race plays a fundamental role in organizing most areas 
of life, including an outsize role in unemployment, even as whites re-
main largely unaware of the advantage of their race.8 These advantages 
come in many forms that have important implications for how job loss 
and unemployment play out in this book. For one, none of the whites 
experienced racial discrimination (although few realized their privilege 
in the absence of such constraint). Even among my small sample of 
people of color, Black and Latina participants experienced discrimina-
tion at work; a few were fired because of their race (some even won 
complaints against their employers). Nationally, there is evidence Black 
and Latino people face discriminatory firings at work.9 Moreover, when 
companies have to downsize middle management, people of color are 
fired first.10 Some of the middle-class white men I met benefited from 
such policies when their companies downsized, and they were among 
the last to be let go; some white women were also among the last to be 
fired. As we’ll see, this allowed white middle-class men to feel differently 
about their job losses. White Americans are also more likely to own 
their own homes, which gives them greater financial stability than Black 
Americans have, something historians, economists, and sociologists 
agree is attributable to the lasting legacy of racial discrimination, redlin-
ing practices, and differential lending practices in the United States.11 
In practice, this meant that Tracy and her kids owned the roof over their 
heads (the house was her parents’ before it was hers), while a Black 
single mom I met, Samantha, rented and faced greater precarity as a 
result. Finally, racial advantages also play out in hiring networks, as 
whites tend to have a broader range of social networks to help them find 
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work after they’ve lost a job (in fact, as we’ll see, networks would come to 
the rescue of Joan’s and Anthony’s job searches, and Neil used his net-
works, too).12 Black job seekers are less likely to have the same access to 
networks and, among the Black poor, may be less willing to use them.13

I had many questions to ask Tracy, Neil, and the others I met, and I did 
my best to let people answer questions in their own way, asking for details 
when they gave unclear responses or inviting them to provide examples 
when their first response was either brief or vague. The stories the unem-
ployed told were often tough to hear. There were many stories of hunger, 
of heat being turned off in the winter, and even of homelessness. Some 
people, like Tracy, cried. Sometimes, when I got home, I did, too.

From 2015 to 2016, my research team contacted respondents to see 
where people stood about a year after we first met. We couldn’t reach 
about a third of the original participants—mail was returned to sender 
and phone numbers were out of service. Some e-mails bounced back 
with a message reading “mailbox full.” It’s hard to say what happened to 
those we could not contact, but it seems likely many had to relocate. The 
working-class men were hardest to reconnect with for a follow-up inter-
view. One year later, the majority of those I met had fallen far behind 
where they had been before they lost their jobs, a small few were almost 
back to maintaining their previous lives, and some, particularly the 
white middle-class men, had managed to move ahead.

———

Job loss and unemployment both reproduce existing inequalities and 
generate new inequalities during the time people spend unemployed, 
meaning that those who had more before their job loss had a greater 
buffer from the strains of unemployment and that some of these preex-
isting differences become greater over the unemployment period 
because of the way unemployment is experienced. Men and women did 
not go through the same experiences. Neither did the middle class and 
the working class. Neither did their families. Nearly thirty years after 
Anthony’s mother lost her job (a time period that included the rapid 
expansion of women’s employment as well as large cultural shifts in our 
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national understanding of women’s opportunities at work and at home), 
I met women whose families told them that they should be pleased to 
have lost a job. One working-class woman told me her husband was 
happy about her job loss, explaining, “Now I could stay at home and he 
made a huge garden for me to have to work on, so that’s what I’m sup-
posed to do.” Yet she wanted to return to work, not tend a garden.

For their part, not all men wanted to rush back to work, particularly 
not the middle-class men. Some, like Neil, were excited by the idea of 
some time off. As Neil told me, “I’ve been enjoying the past few weeks 
of not having much responsibility because it’s been 25 years of more 
than most normal people would work, and the stresses. So, I’m like 
gosh, darn, it’s my time.” He relished the time spent not working because 
he had felt burdened by the years of overwork.

There were many ways in which the men and women, the college and 
high school educated, I talked to differed in their experiences. The fol-
lowing pages reveal the myriad ways in which job loss and unemploy-
ment shape both the American work experience and American lives 
outside of work.

Unemployment is an institution—like workplaces, families, or schools—
that both generates and reproduces inequalities. Let’s consider, first, what 
scholars mean when they say something is an institution. If unemploy-
ment is an institution, it would suggest that it is like other fundamental 
parts of American society that are central to adult life, that are governed 
by state and federal laws and bureaucracies, that are hierarchical and 
shaped by the resources that the unemployed bring to the experience, 
that provide resources and serve as resource brokers to other institu-
tions, and that have far-reaching consequences for outside realms.14 
Let’s consider these points in turn: First, unemployment plays an out-
size (and not well understood) role in adult life. Although the unem-
ployment rate has averaged around 6 percent annually for the past thirty 
years (with large swings during recessionary periods), this relatively low 
number conceals that evidence suggests between 65 to 70 percent of 
Americans will experience at least one bout of unemployment, and 
some will experience many more.15 Second, as we will learn over the 
course of the book, both the state and the federal government wield 
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enormous influence over the process, from determining whether people 
are considered unemployed or eligible for unemployment insurance to 
how much support they will receive and for how long. Third, as we will 
see, the way people access the unemployment system is dependent on 
their own social location (e.g., their class privilege, their gender, their 
race) prior to coming into the unemployment system, and their experi-
ence throughout their unemployment journey is shaped by the re-
sources the unemployed have available when they lose their jobs. 
Fourth, the state unemployment system provides both direct benefits 
(via unemployment insurance) and acts as a broker to additional re-
sources (through career center services). Finally, like other institutions, 
we know from prior research that unemployment shapes not just the 
time a person may spend out of work, but many areas of life, and it does 
so over a long period of time, having what is known as a “scarring effect.” 
Just one unemployment spell diminishes a person’s future job pros-
pects, lowers future wages, hurts families, decreases satisfaction with 
life, and even harms health.16 Over the course of the book, we will learn 
how fundamental—even all-consuming—the unemployment period is 
for a person’s life. We will see how the rules of the unemployment sys-
tem and the resources that people bring to the table shape their experi-
ence of unemployment, and how unemployment does not only shape 
their next job and their finances, but also extends to their household 
chores and childcare tasks and even their health with consequences that 
reverberate far beyond these spheres.

Unemployment not only generates and reproduces inequalities between 
the employed and the unemployed, but also among the unemployed. Now, 
let’s consider how unemployment generates and reproduces inequality. 
As I describe above, prior research has documented that unemploy-
ment has effects in areas of life—health and family, for instance—well 
outside the world of work, thus generating inequality. We also know that 
some people are more at risk of experiencing unemployment—people 
of color, people with a high school education or less, immigrants—thus 
reproducing inequality. But what about inequality among the unem-
ployed? In this book, I look only at those who have lost jobs and are 
unemployed and find vast inequalities emerge among them. I further 
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find that these inequalities widen over the period of unemployment and 
expand beyond the world of work, as a difference in one realm bleeds 
into and then becomes magnified in another. We will see how differ-
ences in the path one takes to a job loss shape the job loss experience 
itself, which shapes access to severances, which shapes differences in 
financial stability that further shape both decisions about health and 
decisions about searching for work. In this way, unemployment does 
not simply distinguish those who lose jobs and must search for work 
from those who don’t, but also generates new differences among those 
who lose jobs, creating winners and losers among the unemployed.

There was a clear “guilt gap” between men and women. Scholars have 
long emphasized the particularly bad impact unemployment has on 
men.17 Our culture holds that a man who cannot provide for his family 
is a failure—less than a man.18 Yet the women I spoke with took on 
greater levels of self-blame for their job loss than the men did. They felt 
they owed their families an apology for their job loss. Women gave this 
apology in two primary ways. First, many women literally sacrificed 
their health. After losing health insurance, they acquired it for spouses 
or children but not themselves. They stopped taking their medicines, 
going to their doctors, or taking care of themselves in the ways they knew 
they should. Women also apologized at home by doing more of the 
daily household and childcare chores. While both men and women in-
creased these tasks when they became unemployed, women were much 
more likely to take on all of the chores—many women said they felt too 
guilty not to. Most men reported no such guilt.

Men and women even looked for work in different ways, and these gender 
differences were further cross-cut by class. I was surprised by Neil’s slow 
start in searching for a job, but in fact many middle-class men decided 
to take some time off before they started searching in earnest. In con-
trast, most of the middle-class women were like Joan, who started look-
ing for work right away. These searches were careful and deliberate, with 
clear goals and timetables; many of the women even clocked in and out 
as if they were still at work. Working-class men like Anthony also started 
looking right away, but their searches were desperate scrambles to find 
any job they could, regardless of whether the work was similar to what 
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they had done before. Tracy, and many other working-class women like 
her, found themselves unable to search for work. In fact, at the very start 
of the unemployment period, they were immediately bogged down by 
the challenges of daily poverty or by family pressures to increase their 
work in the home, diverting their job searches before they could begin.

Finally, middle-class men had advantages that cumulated during their 
time spent unemployed that were less available to everyone else and left the 
men advantaged in their job search. The middle-class men started the 
process in a better financial position, as they were much more likely to 
receive a severance package. They then received a higher unemploy-
ment insurance benefit due to higher wages at their previous jobs 
(wages that typically meant they had more money set aside in savings 
to help stem the tide). They were more likely to retain access to good 
health insurance and more likely to feel entitled to use it and were more 
successful at deflecting demands that they do household work. Their 
resources allowed them to enjoy the period of unemployment as a re-
spite and to avoid their legal obligation to search for work by working 
the system to buy time. They also had the security of knowing that there 
were good jobs to return to—something that was not readily available 
for many of the middle-class women or the working-class participants 
in the study. Being white also gave Neil and other middle-class white 
men like him advantages in the labor market—perhaps even advantages 
that they would not recognize but that labor scholars have documented 
give white middle-class men a step up in the world of work.19 Lauren 
Rivera’s research on law firms, banks, and the consulting industry dem-
onstrates that a preference for “fit,” to hire people who are like them, 
gives white men a significant advantage in accessing elite professions.20 
Social networks, an important source for finding a job, were often key 
to the success of white middle-class men’s job searches, yet prior re-
search has shown that men and women of color do not have this same 
access to job-seeking networks.21 Despite all of the ways that their privi-
lege shaped their unemployment experience, most middle-class men 
remained unaware of their advantages.22

This book is about unemployment, but it’s also about American 
workplaces, American families, and American values. In the pages that 
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follow, I will explore how we came to have the unemployment system 
that we do, who it helps, who it hurts, and what, if anything, we can do 
about it. This book is set in America’s heartland just before an election 
that rocked the nation, and we will see many of the divides that have 
since become so familiar to us surfacing in these people’s stories. We 
will follow Tracy and Neil, Anthony and Joan, and dozens of others 
through their struggles and their triumphs, see many fall behind while 
a small few rise. And I will suggest we must take a new way forward in 
order to reduce the inequalities that are maintained and created by our 
unemployment system.
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1
Job Loss in the Twenty-First 

Century

when i started work on this project in 2012, the Great Recession 
was only recently in our rearview mirror, and I had no idea that the de
cade that lay ahead would be one of unprecedented economic growth. 
The stock market recorded Wall Street’s longest-ever winning streak on 
Wednesday, August 22, 2018.1 By December 2019, the unemployment 
rate was down to 3.5 percent, a level not seen in decades.2 But it was also 
a decade in which, even as corporate profits boomed, millions of Ameri-
cans lost their jobs, struggled with long-term unemployment, worked 
part-time because they couldn’t find full-time work, and gave up search-
ing for work.3 Now, as I sit down to revise the final draft of this book, at 
the start of a new decade, we have entered into the midst of the worst 
economic crisis since the Great Depression.

What, then, does losing a job during good economic times have to 
teach us about unemployment at any time? As it turns out, quite a lot, 
because even during good economic times, our support systems were 
inadequate and the tolls of job loss and unemployment were both nu-
merous and unequally shared. We need, now more than ever, to under-
stand how our unemployment system shaped these experiences if we 
are to respond to the challenges that lie ahead.

Despite the large-scale closures during the Great Recession at the 
end of the first decade and the coronavirus pandemic at the start of the 
third decade, job loss during much of the twenty-first century looked 
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different than it had in America in past generations. During Ronald Rea-
gan’s presidency, job losses were glaring and made the national news. 
They were sudden large-scale events that seemed like natural disasters—
auto factories closed down, telecommunications giants merged, jobs 
went overseas. Today, layoffs have been built into most companies’ ev-
eryday practices.4 Instead of mass layoffs, we see smaller layoffs that 
respond to bad quarterly or annual reports rather than sustained down-
turns in the economy. Although recessions garner the most media cov-
erage of job loss and unemployment, companies don’t wait for bad eco-
nomic times to cut jobs or restructure their workforce. Instead, it has 
become commonplace to lay off portions of the workforce when the 
company needs to produce a short-term profit report.5 While recessions 
can cause a flood of layoffs, they are not needed for job loss to happen. 
In 2014 to 2016, when these interviews took place, job cuts were simply 
part of doing business in Pennsylvania.

———

By 2014, Tracy had become a single mom of two kids and had worked 
at the same local restaurant waitressing for most of her life. She enjoyed 
the work more than the job she’d had at a local deli back in high school 
or the one she’d had after that as a cashier at a local market; she was 
sociable and liked chatting with customers. She laughed easily when we 
met, and I could see how she would have charmed both the locals in her 
small town and the truck drivers grabbing a bite as they passed through. 
Although Tracy had worked at the restaurant a long time and earned 
seniority there, management had cut her hours, which made it tough to 
support her family. In town, there had been many layoffs, and lately the 
truckers had also had lean years. It was a tough time to work at a job so 
dependent on the generosity of others. As a tipped wage worker, Tracy 
was paid a starting hourly wage below the federal minimum, and while 
management was legally obligated to match the difference if the tips 
didn’t, no one was around to enforce that law. Tracy had left her kids’ 
father because he was abusive, her dad had been ill and died shortly 
before we met, and her mom was barely getting by, so Tracy didn’t have 
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anyone to rely on other than herself. But Tracy had expected to work 
when she was growing up and “always knew I had to take care of myself 
and my kids.”

When a manufacturing company came to town promising stable 
hours and an increase in pay, Tracy decided to make the change. She 
didn’t love her new job cutting speaker wires on the factory line. It was 
mundane, and the sociable Tracy found it boring to be doing “the same 
thing all day, every day.” She did appreciate the regular nine-to-five 
hours and Monday-to-Friday schedule. She also liked the money. She 
made $8.25 at the factory; she was thirty-seven years old, and it was the 
highest wage she’d ever earned—a full dollar higher than Pennsylvania’s 
state minimum wage.

She worked for seven months before the company went through a 
layoff. Work had been busy when she started, but then “it slowed down, 
and I knew I was one of the new people. So, I kind of felt it coming but 
I was still shocked. And nobody wants to be told [they are fired]. It’s one 
thing when you make that choice [to leave].” Tracy and ten others lost 
their jobs that day; she said she “cried like a baby.” Her family experi-
enced financial hardship almost immediately. While Tracy’s kids were 
fed, she often went hungry because “we don’t have food in the house 
like we used to.” There wasn’t enough money left for new school clothes, 
either; when I met her kids, their pants hung above their ankles, and 
their shirts stretched in the shoulders.

Tracy had done everything right; she seized a manageable opportu-
nity to make life better for herself and her kids. For a short period, she 
seemed to have achieved the American dream, but less than a year later, 
she was much worse off than she’d been before she left the restaurant to 
work at the factory. She couldn’t go back to the restaurant; they had 
already found another waitress. As we spoke for hours that day, Tracy 
cried yet again; what was she going to do?

As Tracy discovered, employees of some industries, like manufactur-
ing, were at higher risk of unemployment than others. Neil also discov-
ered that the hotel industry had more risk of unemployment than he had 
anticipated. Although he wanted to follow his father into management, 
he credits a family vacation to Canada during his late teens for his 
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decision to go into hotel management. Sitting in the bar of an upscale 
hotel, he thought to himself, “Boy, this is the life.” Neil earned his BA 
and then his MA degree in hotel management. He moved away from 
Pennsylvania for a while, living in states along the East Coast and in the 
South, where he met his wife. They eventually decided to return to 
Pennsylvania, where he worked for several years as the director of ban-
quet services for a resort. Then the opportunity to become a general 
manager of a hotel in a small city opened up. A gregarious guy with a 
wide smile, Neil jumped at the opportunity—it would be a promotion 
with better hours (banquets meant weddings, which could run until 
2 a.m. or later). While Neil and his wife couldn’t have children, they 
were looking into fostering or adoption, and switching to a job with 
better hours might make them better candidates. His wife also worked 
full-time as a graphic designer. Married for over fifteen years, Neil spoke 
very fondly of his wife, often going off topic to tell stories of her volun-
teering work or her outdoorsy nature.

But Neil’s new job proved difficult; the hotel had been in the red for 
several years, and he had been hired to help turn things around. During 
the year he worked there, Neil worked long hours and increased reve-
nues, getting the hotel in better financial shape than his predecessor had. 
But about a year after he was hired, his boss invited him to lunch, bought 
an expensive bottle of wine, and told him the company was letting him 
go. Neil recalls, “It was frustrating because when you’re let go, you kind 
of have this expectation that you’ve done something wrong.” But Neil 
felt he wasn’t to blame for the hotel’s continued financial troubles; in 
fact, he thought they were headed in the right direction and that his 
bosses had hampered his ability to do more. Had some of the cost-
saving measures he suggested been implemented, he thought, it could 
have moved the hotel out of the red.

When I asked if he felt the financial pinch of his job loss, he replied, 
“It’s been two months.” He further clarified that he certainly had not 
been out of work long enough to experience any financial repercussions. 
Neil had a spouse with a high income, no children, and he described a 
“nice unemployment” benefit from the state.
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Instead, Neil was most concerned about his next career move. After 
two decades in the hotel industry, Neil was burned out by the long 
hours and bruised by the casual way he was tossed aside. Neil and his 
wife sat down and assessed his next steps; she suggested he take addi-
tional time off and look at the job loss as an opportunity to think about 
a new career. His job loss also coincided with the start of fly-fishing 
season, and Neil decided to take some time to enjoy his favorite hobby. 
While Neil’s loss stung, it was a chance to try something new, and it was 
nothing like the devastation experienced by Tracy.

———

Social class matters a lot for how people experience their job loss. While 
the media often claim that everyone thinks they are middle class these 
days,6 scholars argue that Americans have a much more nuanced under-
standing of how they compare to others.7 In recent years, more Ameri-
cans have come to identify themselves as working class instead of 
middle class; this is particularly true of Black Americans.8

Part of why Tracy and Neil experienced their job losses differently 
was that their different education levels gave them different levels of 
protection against the effects of job loss. At Penn State, where I am a 
professor, my students sometimes say that relatives have needled them 
about how college is a waste of money. I understand this accusation: 
colleges are expensive—too expensive, in my opinion. But a college 
degree remains one of the best buffers against the effects of job loss and 
unemployment. And the biggest gains from college go to those whose 
parents didn’t attend college—in other words, you get the most from 
college if you are the first in your family to graduate.9

People with a college degree have many advantages over those with-
out a degree. Overall, they are much less likely to lose a job when a re-
cession hits—in the Great Recession, the college-educated were not 
immune from job losses, but their chances of losing their jobs were 
much lower than those who had only a high school degree.10 People 
with college degrees also generally get better jobs, partly because of 
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those degrees and partly because they meet people in college who can 
introduce them to people who can hire them. Researchers have found 
that people with college degrees are healthier and happier, too.11

Having a college degree even changes who you are likely to marry.12 
My mother’s parents met at a cotillion for nurses and sailors during 
World War II. My grandmother earned her nursing degree through a 
war program designed to train more women as nurses. My grandfather 
did not have a high school diploma. After the war ended, they married, 
he went to work as a mechanic, and she stayed home and raised their 
two girls. It wasn’t unusual back then for married couples to have differ
ent levels of education. Today, it is increasingly likely that people will 
marry those with similar education levels.13 Take me and my husband, 
for example. We met in college, started dating at the end of our first year, 
finished college, got married, and now both have advanced degrees. 
Today, people are increasingly likely to marry people who are like them, 
increasing inequality in America, because it allows people to keep 
important resources for themselves (like access to education and to bet-
ter jobs) and to pass those resources down to their children.14

The change between then and now in who we marry is important 
because people with college educations are likely to have spouses with 
good jobs that they are less likely to lose. Conversely, people with a high 
school education not only tend to marry people with fewer resources, 
but they are more likely to divorce or not marry at all.15 Thus, there are 
a lot of resources—gaining a college degree, using that degree to get a 
good job, using that job to purchase a house in a good school district, 
using that good school district education to help your children go to a 
good college—that end up creating a pretty wide gap between people 
like Tracy and people like Neil.16

Tracy made a lot less money than Neil, and she also had fewer re-
sources on which to draw after she lost her job—she wasn’t married, 
and her extended family didn’t have the resources to help her out. She 
was also raising two children on this smaller income. In contrast, Neil 
was married to someone who earned a stable middle-class income, and 
while they were hoping to adopt, they didn’t have kids yet. As we will 
see in future chapters, when the consequences of the job loss started to 
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play out in Neil’s and Tracy’s lives, there were buffers in place to protect 
Neil from some of the worst of it, but Tracy and her kids were relatively 
unprotected. I want to be clear: I don’t mean we should root against 
Neil. I am glad he didn’t face more hardship than he did, and he strug
gled as well. But it is important for us to think about why Tracy had it 
quite as hard as she did, and as we’ll see, things got worse for Tracy 
before they got better.

Part of the reason behind Tracy’s and Neil’s differing unemployment 
experience is alluded to in Neil’s earlier quote about his unemployment 
benefit, which he described as “nice.” Tracy described her unemploy-
ment benefit quite differently; she said, “Honestly, it’s not enough.” To 
understand their different views of their unemployment benefits, we 
need to understand how unemployment insurance works in the United 
States. We have a somewhat complicated system because the federal 
government has guidelines, funds administrative costs, and oversees the 
programs, yet each state pays for and runs its own program. But most 
states have the same basic model. In the state of Pennsylvania, where 
everyone I met lived, eligibility for unemployment was based on some 
common rules (rules that are generally followed throughout the United 
States): domestic workers, farm workers, and the self-employed were 
excluded from coverage; workers had to have involuntarily lost the job 
through “no fault” of their own (in other words, they could not have 
quit or been fired for something like insulting their boss); workers had 
to have worked at least eighteen of the last fifty-two weeks (one-third of 
the year), and to have earned a minimum of $116 in each week worked. 
Arindrajit Dube, professor of economics at the University of 
Massachusetts-Amherst, estimates that these restrictions mean that na-
tionally only 25 percent of the unemployed are eligible for unemploy-
ment insurance.17

Once individuals are determined eligible for unemployment, they 
apply for benefits from the state and are required to attend a meeting at 
the Pennsylvania CareerLink Center, the clearinghouse for job seekers. 
At this meeting, the unemployed do not actually learn about their ben-
efits or how to maintain their eligibility. For that information, the state 
provides a twenty-page handbook with the rules of unemployment that 
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the unemployed are supposed to read and review. During the course of 
my interviews, I learned many people had not read the handbook, or, if 
they had read it, they did not understand the rules.

I understood why participants didn’t read the handbook; it is filled 
with technical language and graphs that somehow manage to make the 
rules even more confusing. Many people were overwhelmed when they 
lost their jobs and didn’t have the energy to decipher the manual. Ad-
ditionally, some had lost jobs before and thought they understood the 
rules (even though the rules are constantly changing). As a result, many 
of the people I met weren’t sure how long they would receive unemploy-
ment, whether they could receive an extension, or even how much 
money they should be receiving. The unemployed did expect to receive 
unemployment benefits, but they were woefully uninformed about how 
their years of paying into the unemployment system would now yield 
benefits.

Instead of discussing rules or eligibility, the meeting at CareerLink 
focused on the nuts and bolts of finding a job. This was a tough task for 
the CareerLink staff, as they faced a group of people with a wide range 
of education and work experiences. Most sessions included people who 
had never lost a job before and were attending their first meeting; at the 
other end of the spectrum, some people knew the CareerLink staff so 
well they greeted them by name when they entered the room. It is nearly 
impossible to pitch an informational meeting for such a varied group, 
but the unemployed were surprisingly uncritical of the meetings and of 
the fairly low levels of help provided by the state. If the state helped with 
their search at all, they were grateful; almost no one had any expectation 
that meaningful assistance could or should be provided.

In fact, in addition to no guarantee of services, the minimum benefit 
for unemployment insurance can be as low as $5 a week—a weekly rate 
that is considerably less than both the minimum wage and the poverty 
line.18 Tracy received $154 a week.19 This left Tracy and her family well 
below the poverty line. Neil, on the other hand, received the maximum 
allowed: $572 a week. In Pennsylvania, as in many states, the weekly 
benefit amounts to roughly half of the individual’s weekly earnings, up 
to the maximum; in some states, weekly benefits are set lower, at only 
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one-third of weekly earnings.20 Since Tracy and Neil had worked full-
time for the prior two quarters, they were both eligible for twenty-six 
weeks of unemployment benefits. But there would be no possibility of 
an extension of unemployment for either of them—the temporary ex-
tensions that had served to keep many out of poverty during and fol-
lowing the Great Recession no longer existed, despite the fact that long-
term unemployment remained a problem both nationally and in 
Pennsylvania.21

There are some additional requirements for those wishing to receive 
unemployment. In addition to attending the CareerLink meeting, the 
unemployed person must check in weekly with the unemployment ser
vice (this now can be done online rather than in person), the person 
must actively search for work during each week that they receive ben-
efits, and, very crucially, if offered a job, they are obligated to take it 
under most circumstances.22 These rules are important, as they guide 
many of the decisions we will see people take over the course of the 
book. And we will also see how people navigate them.

———

Joan’s job loss loomed over her life for years before it actually happened. 
A scientist with a master’s degree, Joan worked on a series of federally 
funded grants at a large research university, but she couldn’t secure a 
permanent position within the university. She depended on other 
people to find grants to fund her job. Sometimes they found a grant and 
sometimes they couldn’t, so she moved from team to team depending 
on where the funding was. This meant her office physically moved and 
sometimes she was even told that “we don’t have any space in the build-
ing.” Before her last year she was “shipped out” to a new office space that 
she and her new office mates called “the land of the misfit toys.” She 
spent a dozen years working in this fairly unstable environment, watch-
ing as the federal money for the type of grants she worked on became 
harder and harder to get. Six months before her last day, her boss gave 
her the bad news that her job was going to end and that they weren’t 
going to be able to find another extension or a different team for her. 
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She explained, “Well, that’s when my acid reflux started. It started soon 
after that. I was depressed. Yeah. And I was scrambling [to find work], 
you know?” By the time we met, Joan had started treatments for both 
her stomach and the depression, and she was relaxed, wearing her 
shoulder-length brown hair loose and dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. She 
was preparing to pick up her preschool-aged son from childcare after 
our meeting. Her son had remained in day care despite her job loss, so 
she could continue to search for work and so he would not lose his 
coveted spot there.

Joan and her husband met in college and had been together almost 
twenty years. She referred to herself as a “trailing spouse”; when she and 
her husband first started dating, she said, “we made the decision early 
on that whoever got the solid job, we would follow that person. And so 
[my husband] had the solid job and so we stayed within [this area].” 
Even though Joan and her husband had similar levels of education and 
she had the higher income, they had decided to prioritize his job.23 
They never reconsidered that decision, despite Joan’s difficulties secur-
ing a permanent position within the university. After Joan’s grants fi
nally dried up, it was unlikely another position would become available 
in the area (or even the state). There were, she knew, other departments 
in other universities with funded lines for her research area that could 
hire her. In fact, some had tried to recruit her to move out of state. But 
Joan and her husband never considered changing their commitment 
to prioritizing her husband’s job. They might have been better off finan-
cially if they had moved to a new area where they could both find jobs 
similar to the ones they currently had; if they stayed put and she 
changed fields, she was unlikely to earn as much as she had at the uni-
versity, and maintaining her income was important to their middle-
class lifestyle. But the notion of moving was never even discussed, she 
told me, because they never revisited that long-ago decision to priori-
tize his work over hers.

Unlike Neil, Joan didn’t see the change as a chance for something 
new; she loved her job so much that losing it literally made her sick to 
her stomach. Her acid reflux had been so bad at first that she found 
it difficult to eat many of her favorite foods. She also had difficulty 
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sleeping at night. Like Neil, she had a spouse who worked full-time, so 
she didn’t experience the financial worry that plagued Tracy. But Joan 
didn’t want to take time to think about her options; she wanted to find 
a job as soon as possible. She explained, “I’m not a stay-at-home mom. 
It’s not in me to do that. I need to be out contributing to society. I think 
that’s just how I am.”

Among some of those I met (mostly working-class men), job loss and 
unemployment had become such a part of their lives that they did not 
feel nearly as worried as Joan, even though they were in far more pre-
carious circumstances. Anthony was someone far too familiar with job 
loss. He had tried college for a semester, but it didn’t work out. He didn’t 
like living so far from home, and he found his classes overwhelming. His 
parents had wanted him to try college even though neither of them had 
gone, but in the end, they were happy for him to be back home. His dad 
used his connections to find Anthony work as a computer technician in 
town. Over the years, Anthony worked in computer and electronic re-
pairs for a diverse range of companies, which meant that he often 
learned skill sets on the fly. Once he “took the job” and was told, “No-
body really knows [how to do] this. It’s something you’re trained to do.” 
Sometimes his job title was service technician, sometimes electronics 
repairman, and still other times he was called a computer technician. 
Anthony met and married his first wife during those early years and 
adopted her two children. That marriage didn’t work out, but he re-
mained close with his adopted children. His second long-term relation-
ship also soured, but his third wife stuck, and Anthony adored her 
elementary-school-age children and considered them his own. I also 
met Anthony’s wife and family during our interview.

I asked Anthony where he would like to meet, as I did with everyone 
I interviewed, suggesting that I could take him out for coffee or even 
lunch, if he would prefer not to meet at his home. Anthony had not 
eaten out in months, nor did he feel comfortable (I later learned) having 
me come to his home; they were keeping the heat down very low 
because of the cost, and he felt they would have little to offer me to eat. 
So, we met at a sandwich shop, and while we ate sandwiches and soup, 
he told me about his ten job losses.
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I initially had taken Anthony to be in his early fifties, but I learned he 
was only forty-four. A life of uncertainty about where his next paycheck 
would come from had aged him. Anthony had worked in different jobs 
and was experienced in electronic, computer, and technical repair work. 
But every time he felt settled in a position, the company would down-
size, or management would change, and he would be back looking for 
work again. Sometimes, Anthony found work quickly, but sometimes it 
took weeks or even months. After so many periods of unemployment, 
Anthony and his family had used up their savings, and they had mount-
ing credit card debt that went unpaid.

When we met, Anthony had not worked for over six months. His last 
job was “the best pay I’ve [ever] had,” and even better, he liked the work. 
But that seemed like the distant past now. Anthony’s wife didn’t work, 
they had two children in elementary school, and the job loss tipped 
them into poverty. His church helped out with food sometimes, so his 
family didn’t miss meals, eating mostly tomato soup and grilled cheese 
sandwiches or ramen noodles.

Unlike Tracy, Anthony didn’t cry when he lost his job—in fact, when 
his company let him go, he felt “pretty numb.” It happened too fre-
quently for him to feel much, he explained. Anthony and his wife talked 
about her looking for a job, but, he said, “it’s tough to transition from 
raising the children and not having a job.” So, they decided she would 
continue to stay home with the kids and Anthony would continue his 
search for work. Like Joan, Anthony was determined to find a job as 
soon as possible.

Neil and Joan, both middle class, and Anthony and Tracy, both work-
ing class, all had fairly different job loss experiences. While certain dif-
ferences can be traced to class, some of these differences stem from how 
gender shapes someone’s job-loss experience. Academics use the word 
gender to mean the differences between men and women that we think 
of as being natural but that are actually learned behaviors: for example, 
the way that women and men typically dress differently, wear their hair 
in distinct styles, or sit on a bus with their legs crossed or spread wide.24 
We also know that these physical ways we differentiate ourselves from 
each other are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to how gender 
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frames our everyday interactions.25 Starting at a young age, often girls 
are given dolls to care for and boys receive tools and trucks; as we move 
into adulthood, these early learned differences are nurtured by our 
broader cultural ideas about how people differ by gender.26 Girls and 
women learn that mothers are expected to be child focused (work is 
fine, but only if kids come first), but boys and men learn that fathers are 
expected to have external pursuits and that the best way of being a good 
dad is to earn a good living to provide for your family.27 Now, not all 
men and women agree with these ideas—what the sociologists Cecilia 
Ridgeway and Shelley Correll call our shared gender beliefs—but even 
those who don’t share these beliefs feel societal pressure to conform to 
them.28 Thus, regardless of our own ideals, job loss and unemployment 
might be experienced quite differently depending on whether the 
broader social norms value our commitment to family or to work. Per-
haps women may turn toward home or may feel shut out from work 
after a job loss in a culture where women’s commitment to family is 
emphasized over their commitment to work. Or maybe men find that 
when they lose their jobs, they aren’t doing what it means to be a man 
in America.

———

Although the media dubbed the Great Recession of 2007 to 2009 a 
“man-cession” because men’s job losses were double women’s at first, 
women experienced greater job loss after the so-called conclusion of 
the recession and recovered jobs at a slower rate than men. Women 
also appeared to face greater economic consequences of job loss: 
they were more likely than men to experience hunger and depriva-
tion. These trends bring us to one of the puzzles at the heart of this 
book: Do women and men experience job loss and its effects in dif
ferent ways?

We often don’t think of women when we think of the unemployed. 
But since the 1950s, women and men have experienced fairly similar 
annual rates of unemployment, although men remain, on average, at 
greater risk of job loss and unemployment.29 Even so, we still don’t 
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know enough about how men’s and women’s experiences of unemploy-
ment compare.30

There are good reasons to think men and women may experience job 
loss and unemployment differently, because men and women experi-
ence work and home very differently. Men and women typically work 
in different sectors of the labor market, which means men are more 
likely to be police officers or construction workers while women are 
more likely to be elementary schoolteachers or nurses (something we 
will explore more in chapter 2).31 Men have historically had higher lev-
els of labor force participation than women, although the majority of 
American women now work full-time and steadily throughout their 
adulthood, just like Tracy and Joan.32 Men also continue to earn more 
than women even when they work in the same occupations and even 
when they have a similar amount of experience and work similar 
hours.33

Men and women have different responsibilities at home. Women 
continue to do more of the household chores and more of the routine 
caregiving for children, even though men have increased their participa-
tion over the years.34 When women become pregnant, they are often 
asked if they are going to “choose” to stay at home or stay at work.35 Yet 
for many heterosexual women, these “choices” are complicated by in-
flexible work demands (long hours and little flexibility), a lack of acces-
sible and affordable quality childcare, and/or not enough help at home 
from spouses and partners—a combination that too often propels a 
large minority (although certainly not all) of women out of the labor 
market either entirely or for periods of time.36 Thus, we see the lack of 
choice play out because of workplaces that continue to function as if 
families still had a stay-at-home spouse to take care of the kids (even 
though those days are long gone) and because of the lack of state-
sponsored, affordable, quality childcare in the United States (even 
though other countries have long since adopted such models). While 
modest progress has been made on the home front, where men have 
increased chores and assumed more childcare duties, it is not enough 
to move us toward true equality.37
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In my own work, I’ve found that women are more likely to stay em-
ployed steadily during the years when their children are young, if they 
find work rewarding and when they have opportunities for advance-
ment at work. They are also more likely to stay employed when the 
family agrees that their work is worth supporting, which is more com-
mon among well-paid jobs with benefits. Finally, finding reliable child-
care (either paid or unpaid) is a crucial component of continued em-
ployment.38 Many of the reasons women stay, then, are beyond their 
control, making the “choice” a very constrained one. This is also shaped 
by race, as women of color have had fewer opportunities to withdraw 
from the labor market because of the racial earning gaps of their hus-
bands, while also finding themselves stuck in “devalued work.”39

These differences in expectations about work and family can have 
lasting implications for job loss. The sociologist Noelle Chesley found 
that men who lose jobs and are out of work for years are quick to tell 
people that they are between jobs rather than saying that they are taking 
care of their kids, even though most had stopped looking for work and 
had become full-time caretakers for their children.40 In contrast, in my 
own work, I have found that women who lose jobs are quick to say they 
are spending time with their kids rather than admitting they had been 
fired.41 Moreover, in their book, Opting Back In, family experts Pamela 
Stone and Meg Lovejoy found women who leave the workforce to take 
care of children—even for relatively short durations—strongly identify 
as stay-at-home mothers rather than as in-between jobs, as men do.42 
The question of whether to leave work or remain employed after having 
children is also one that is highly gendered. Men rarely make such 
choices; in my first book, I interviewed a few women who substantially 
outearned their husbands when their children were born, but gender 
sometimes trumped earning potential for women, leading them to leave 
high-paying jobs to stay at home with their children.

This might lead us to expect that Tracy’s and Joan’s experiences of job 
loss and unemployment will look different from Neil’s and Anthony’s.

Others might argue that the gender differences may not matter nearly 
as much as class differences. In other words, we might expect that Neil 
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and Joan, because of their professional jobs, better educations, and 
working spouses, may end up more alike than Tracy and Anthony, who 
only have high school educations and are the sole providers for their 
families.

This is where our second puzzle comes into play. The second puzzle 
emerged out of the wreckage of the Great Recession when some com-
munities appeared to have recovered financially from the recession 
while others did not. This puzzle crystallized during the surprising re-
sults of the 2016 presidential election and the news media coverage that 
followed. The media focused its attention on the rural, white working-
class communities in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin that 
turned away from Democrats and gave Donald Trump his electoral col-
lege victory. Many in the media speculated that “economic anxiety” lay 
behind these working-class communities’ response to Trump’s fiery 
rhetoric (although Trump support was notably absent in poor and 
working-class Black communities, which had struggled even more).43 
Nonetheless, the unevenness of the recovery was apparent. Some 
groups of people appeared to be able to lose work and find new jobs 
while others had no such luck. If high-flying executives now sit next to 
manual laborers on the unemployment line, are they equally likely to 
find work the next day? This second puzzle intersects with the first, as 
we must also ask, What happens when the manual laborer or the execu-
tive is a woman?

Solving puzzles about how gender and class shape employment and 
family transitions has been at the heart of my research agenda since I 
first entered graduate school. My first book looked into why we persist 
in thinking that working-class women are the ones who work full-time, 
and that they have to because of their financial circumstances—a popu
lar misconception. National data shows the exact opposite—women 
with more education and better occupations are more likely to be em-
ployed full-time and to stay that way compared to women who are less 
well educated and who hold jobs that aren’t as good.44 My research sug-
gested there were a couple of things going on. First, women say that they 
need to work or that they need to stay at home for their families’ sake, 
because it helps them deflect criticism about their choices. One of the 
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women I met while researching my first book, Paula, said something 
that illumines the criticism women anticipate facing surrounding work 
and motherhood. Paula explained to me, “People look down on you if you 
do work, people look down upon you if you don’t work.”45 Regardless of 
whether or not a woman works for pay, Paula felt, other people were going 
to judge her for it. I found women say that they are doing something 
because it’s “for the family” in order to account for their actions with a 
rationale that they believe will be seen as socially acceptable—as we saw 
in the earlier paragraphs, women learn early on that society sees family as 
women’s primary duty. The other thing I discovered is that for women to 
stay employed full-time over a long period, particularly once they start 
having children, it takes resources (i.e., money) to afford good-quality 
childcare (or family members to help if affordable care is not available) 
and household help, a supportive spouse, and a job that everyone in the 
family agrees is worth the effort of supporting.

Women with college educations or advanced degrees like Joan usu-
ally find themselves employed in “good jobs”—positions that come 
with opportunities for advancement, with benefits, with access to paid 
leave, with higher job status—all of which can help them stay employed 
over the long term.46 They can afford to put their kids in really good 
childcare like the one Joan had arranged for her son or to outsource 
some of the mundane household labor that can burden women’s work-
loads when done on top of their paid labor with little or no help from a 
spouse.47 Holding a good job may make middle-class women reluctant 
to leave work. But working-class women like Tracy may not have these 
same opportunities. Their job options may be poorer overall, and they 
may be less able to afford childcare or to receive help from family mem-
bers (who may deem their paid work as less deserving of support 
because it does not come with good pay or with benefits). It might be 
harder to stay employed in these circumstances.

The picture is also murky for the men. Since the 1970s, the labor mar-
ket has become divided into two segments. One segment is full of dead-
end jobs with low pay and few benefits; the other features good pay, 
opportunities for advancement, and many benefits.48 Working-class 
men like Anthony end up stuck in the same bad jobs that working-class 
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women do, but they rarely leave the workforce to care for children in 
the way women do. Men continue to have high levels of labor force 
attachment over their prime working years.49

Since men’s full-time employment is taken for granted, unemploy-
ment may be one of the few times in a man’s life in which he does not 
work for pay. Over the past century, much of the policy debate econo-
mists have had about the generosity of unemployment benefits has 
stemmed from the assumption that men, particularly working-class 
men, would withdraw from the labor force if benefits were generous 
enough to give them the opportunity to do so.50 This question certainly 
was at the heart of the political debate surrounding a provision in the 
2020 CARES Act that extended an extra $600 a week to those receiving 
unemployment. GOP senators claimed that too generous benefits acted 
to discourage employment, making it impossible for small business 
owners to “rehire workers,” according to Texas Senator John Cornyn.51 
This kind of worry that generous unemployment benefits induce the 
unemployed to remain at home has been at the heart of economic de-
bate since the turn of the twentieth century. Back then, famed econo-
mist William H. Beveridge wrote that the best policy solution for un-
employment would be to “abolish industrial and social conditions 
which induce or pander to the vices of idleness, slovenliness, and irre-
sponsibility.”52 This debate continues today, as some of the most notable 
economists of our time weigh in on whether greater unemployment 
benefits induce men to return to work slowly, although many now sug-
gest more generous benefits are beneficial and do not discourage a re-
turn to employment.53 Yet most of the discussion about generous ben-
efits only focuses on the economics of returning or not returning to 
work for men and not on the other factors—social and psychological—
that we know also shape these decisions.

The devastation of the Great Recession appeared to remove some of 
the stigma of not working for working-class men.54 When job loss seems 
commonplace, as it can be for working-class men, the shame fades and 
the rush to return to work might fade. Yet there is little evidence to sug-
gest working-class men are content not to work; most working-class 
men face both financial and social pressure to return to work even if 
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their wives work and even if they are doing a lot of the caregiving at 
home.55 Some scholars have found that the reason working-class men 
take longer to find jobs is because they have to find jobs that let them 
help shoulder the burden at home while their wives are at work. This 
means that working-class men sometimes can’t take a job if the schedule 
conflicts with when their wives are working already.56

In contrast, middle-class men have fairly good jobs to go back to and 
relatively more to lose financially (because of their greater incomes) if 
they stay at home. They also face increased marital distress when they 
are out of work a long time.57 Aliya Rao, an assistant professor at the 
London School of Economics, finds that wives of unemployed middle-
class men make their husbands’ job search the family’s top priority—
even in households where the wives are working.58 Psychiatrists warn 
that losing a job can be bad for men’s mental health, and some have ar-
gued that when job loss is less common, the unemployed will feel 
greater shame.59 But when all their peers still have nine-to-five jobs, 
middle-class men may feel like they have to rush back to work.60

There is evidence for both points of view: gender and class likely 
both matter. But exactly how each plays out over the arc of an unem-
ployment experience is unclear. That is a question that this book 
addresses.

———

Through these in-depth interviews with 100 people from rural to urban 
counties in Pennsylvania, a picture began to emerge of unemployment 
in America. As I investigated their experiences, I saw that many of the 
ways we have thought about unemployment are either incomplete 
(like the breadline) or just plain wrong. Over the course of the book, we 
will follow Tracy, Neil, Joan, and Anthony through the loss of their jobs, 
see how their job losses impacted them and their families, and watch 
as they try to find work again. We’ll get a close look at the lives of these 
four, but in each chapter, we will meet others, too, beginning with Heidi, 
Heather, and Dennis in the next chapter, and we’ll learn about their 
unemployment experiences. If at any point readers wish to know some 
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of the background details about Tracy, Neil, Joan, or Anthony, or about 
one of the other unemployed, they can refer to the appendix, which 
has some important information about all of the participants, includ-
ing their gender, social class, marital status, number of children, and 
broad occupation category. I’ve also included a short index devoted to 
participants, so readers can easily find where anyone appears throughout 
the book.

Throughout the book, we will find many new truths about unem-
ployment and job loss in the twenty-first century; these truths have 
been hidden from sight by political discourse that uses the unemployed 
as a straw man as we have allowed our unemployment support system 
to collapse. What we have been left with are myths that the stories in 
these pages may help to unravel. The unemployed are not lazy—the 
majority would work if they could find jobs. There are not clear dis-
tinctions between the unemployed and the not employed; the people 
we will meet will blur these boundaries on a regular basis. Despite 
men’s assumed burden to provide, women appear to bear much higher 
levels of guilt and shame for losing their jobs than men do. The unem-
ployment system’s rules do not prevent people from taking time off, 
as Neil did to fly-fish. And those best at getting around the rules are 
white middle-class men. The experience of job loss is far more varied 
and complex than our Dorothea Lange, Great Depression–era imagin-
ings suggest. Men and women, working-class and middle-class, have 
unequal experiences of job loss and unemployment. And people from 
groups that have historically been marginalized—white women, the 
working class, and people of color—are the ones whom we have left 
behind.
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2
The Paths to Job Loss

heather and her husband had moved into their new home, a beau-
tiful old farmhouse, just before she and I met. The kitchen was white, 
gleaming, and well organized, looking like it could have been featured 
on one of the HGTV network shows. But the rest of the house was clut-
tered with unpacked boxes and kids’ toys, full of the life that three young 
children and two hectic working parents bring to turn a new house into 
a home. As we drank tea and the children played, we chatted about the 
career trajectory Heather had taken since she had graduated college 
with a degree in ecology. In the years since her graduation, Heather had 
followed what is often thought of as a pretty typical path into adulthood. 
She got her first job, met her husband, married him, had children, and 
decided to stay working full-time. Unlike many of the others I met, her 
job loss was the first real stumbling point as she worked toward her 
career and family goals.

In this chapter, I take a close look at the paths people like Heather 
followed before their job loss. This is what scholars call a life course 
approach—looking at what happens over the course of someone’s life.1,2 
As we saw in chapter 1, Tracy, Neil, Joan, and Anthony had lived pretty 
different lives up to the time when they lost their jobs. But were there 
broader patterns in these experiences? We know that Tracy had recently 
moved to the factory, that Neil had been at his job for only a year, that 
Joan had worked for her university for a long time, and that Anthony 
had had many job losses, but what else happened in between when they 
first entered the labor market and when I met them that could help us 
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understand how they got here? Examining the many steps that led up 
to job loss—and how people may have taken different routes to get 
there—may help us understand how they make sense of their job loss 
and what kinds of resources are available to them after they’ve lost their 
job. While it is possible that the patterns I discovered in this small group 
of 100 people may not be representative of the country as a whole, I’ve 
been lucky to collaborate with noted life course scholar Dr. Adrianne 
Frech to examine some of these patterns at the national level, which I’ll 
discuss throughout this chapter. We’ll return to Tracy, Neil, Joan, and 
Anthony later in the chapter to see what twists and turns their work 
careers took; but first, we will take a closer look at Heather and meet 
two others, Heidi and Dennis, and examine the contours of their work-
ing lives.

Back to Heather’s story. Overall, Heather had a very steady and un-
remarkable career path. There had been only one notable turn. After 
college graduation, Heather went to work with the state as an ecologist, 
but she didn’t feel particularly passionate about the job. She explained, 
“It was kind of mindless. So, it wasn’t anything that I wanted to keep 
doing.” She laughingly recalled a time she set up a field-stream study, 
which meant she was in charge of putting out cages in a local stream. 
Nearby in the river, fly-fishermen teased her about her good fortune to 
have a full-time job that allowed her to wear knee-high waders and stand 
in the stream, asking her, “How do you get a job like this?” But they initi-
ated this conversation over the summer, and once it was wintertime, the 
fly-fisherman were safely ensconced indoors while, she recalled with a 
smile, “I was still out there in my waders for a whole day in the stream, 
and it was snowing.”

During this time period, Heather met the man who became her hus-
band. They realized that two ecologists in the family might be tough if 
there was a government slowdown; how would they both find work? 
Heather also felt she had less passion for the work than her husband did. 
So, she went back to school, keeping her day job (she held it for over 
four years total) and earning a degree in accounting.

When she neared the end of her training, she looked for a full-time 
job that would be closer to her new area of expertise. She was hired as 
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the accounting clerk for a small energy company. She stayed for four 
years and, after a round of particularly exemplary reviews, asked about 
the opportunity for advancement. She was told the company planned 
for her to take the comptroller’s position when the comptroller re-
tired . . . ​in fifteen years. After serious consideration, Heather decided 
to make a move to a new company. This company was also in natural 
resource extraction. Heather enjoyed the work at her new company, 
but, as with many companies in this industry in Pennsylvania, they 
eventually saw a shift in their financial fortunes. After this reversal, the 
company limped along for about a year, laying off a few people while 
maintaining most of the workforce, but eventually the owners sold the 
firm. It was after this sale that the series of mass layoffs began. Heather 
saw her coworkers and friends and eventually her own boss laid off 
before she, too, lost her position. It was the first time she’d ever lost a 
job and even the first time she’d had a period off in between jobs. 
Overall, Heather had held three jobs total before we met and lost a job 
only once.

Contrast Heather to Heidi, who was also married with two kids and 
with a full-time working husband. Like Heather, Heidi had earned a 
degree that she wasn’t using: she had a bachelor’s in education. But 
when she graduated, there were no teaching jobs in the area where she 
and her first husband lived. Her then-husband, whom she’d met in col-
lege, was able to find work locally. As Heidi explained, “I knew that his 
job was [easier to find with] more money. I knew he was going to be 
around that area, so I didn’t want to go real far [to find a teaching job.]” 
Unsure of what to do for work, Heidi found a job as a nursing assistant, 
although it would be years before she formally returned to school to earn 
a certificate to become a certified nursing assistant (CNA). According 
to the National Center for Education Statistics, teachers in the United 
States remain predominantly female, and while their salaries have not 
kept up with inflation levels, in the 2018–2019 school year the average 
teaching salary was $59,100 (above the national median income).3 But 
while teachers have relatively middle-class earnings, nursing assistants 
(also mostly women) often earn much less—the national average 
in 2019 was $29,640, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.4 
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Moreover, nationally, a majority of nursing assistants have received pub-
lic assistance at some point,5 suggesting that these jobs bring with them 
a level of insecurity not found in most teaching positions.

Unlike Heather, Heidi moved into a position that paid worse and had 
more volatility. And she held many more jobs than Heather had. Heidi 
had at least six jobs (she wasn’t sure if she correctly remembered them 
all during her interview) and had experienced two job losses. She ex-
plained that several of her moves had been lateral because of either hos-
pital closures or family changes. Heidi explained, “Then [my first hus-
band and I] ended up getting divorced. I relocated and came here and 
that’s when I went for my certificate for CNA,” which she hoped would 
give her access to more stable (and better-paying) jobs. But it hadn’t; 
the mergers and layoffs continued. So, after she married her second hus-
band and was on more stable financial footing, Heidi went back to 
school yet again and earned her phlebotomy certificate. This training, 
she hoped, would stave off any future instability.

Yet her first position as a phlebotomist led Heidi back to the unem-
ployment line. Discussing her most recent job loss, she said, “[Hospital 
A] and [Hospital B] merged. It was just they were cutting down. Like 
right now they’re in a big hiring freeze.” Unfortunately for Heidi, she 
hadn’t been able to jump ship ahead of time, and she lost her job. Heidi 
explained that many of the local hospitals and nonprofits started merg-
ing over the past several years, which made it harder and harder to stay 
ahead of the curve when layoffs came.

It’s important to pause here and to discuss the difference between a 
job change and a job loss—economists usually call this the distinction 
between voluntary and involuntary job loss. What I am calling a “job 
change” is what happens when people decide to switch jobs—either in 
search of better pay or more security or to accommodate a family move 
or simply because they want a change. So, when Heidi thought that a 
hospital might downsize and she decided to move ahead of it, this 
would be a job change (or what economists would consider a voluntary 
job loss, because she voluntarily left one job in order to take another). 
What I am calling a “job loss,” on the other hand, is when someone is 
fired or laid off from a job—when an employer lets an employee go. So, 
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someone can have a lot of job changes (leaving for a different job) with-
out having many job losses. This is important, because both economists 
and sociologists tend to think that real job instability comes from job 
losses, not job changes. Job losses often (but not always) come with a 
period of unemployment.6 This book focuses on when the two are 
entwined—unemployment following a job loss.

Finally, neither Heather’s nor Heidi’s path to job loss looked anything 
like Dennis’s path. Dennis was also married with children, but he did not 
have a college degree. In fact, Dennis couldn’t stand sitting inside all day 
long. He dropped out of high school his junior year when he found work 
on a nearby farm. While Dennis had disliked school, he enjoyed the 
“physical work” on the farm, where he could clean the barns and bail hay 
or even clean the chicken coops. Comparing the two, he explained, “I 
liked to work, I hated school.” Chuckling he repeated, “I really hated 
school.” But this decision would have far-reaching consequences. Men 
without a high school degree have some of the highest risk of unemploy-
ment. During the Great Recession, the unemployment rates of men 
without a high school diploma teetered over 20 percent—almost double 
the rate of high school graduates and four times the rate of college grads 
whose unemployment risk remained a relatively low 5 percent.7

Being a high school dropout also left Dennis with few good job op-
tions. Over the past several decades, the American job market has be-
come increasingly divided into what sociologist Arne Kalleberg has 
called “good jobs and bad jobs.”8 For those who can get them, good jobs 
are still fairly desirable, providing more security (although still facing 
greater risk of job loss than in the past), health insurance, good pay, and 
a host of other benefits. For the rest—meaning for those like Dennis 
without a high school education—bad jobs often pay poorly and lack 
stable hours (meaning people do not get scheduled for a consistent 
number of hours in a week, so the time you work typically varies, week 
to week). Moreover, researchers have found that these types of “bad 
jobs” often have much more churning—people don’t stay in them for 
very long. People get laid off, they leave for what they hope will be better-
paying work, or their hours are cut so dramatically that they aren’t able 
to cover their bills, which forces them to leave the company in search of 
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other work.9 Heidi also often found herself in these “bad jobs,” despite 
her college degree, because she worked in a field that did not require a 
college degree.

Dennis worked at the farm for a year and a half but only earned mini-
mum wage, so when the opportunity to earn more money laying cables 
came along, he left, excited for the new opportunity. He spent nine 
months in that job and then his uncle hired him to help him build cable 
TV systems. By this time, Dennis was earning much better money, and 
he worked for his uncle for two years. But then his uncle’s business went 
under and with it went Dennis’s job.

Dennis finally moved out of state to find work in a shipping and re-
ceiving job, where he worked for a little over a year. During that period, 
he met and married his son’s mother back in Pennsylvania and decided 
to relocate back to the state. Once home, he found and lost another job 
and also experienced the end of both his first and his second marriage.

At this point, you may be wondering if the problem was Dennis—
was he capable of holding down a job for a long period of time? Not 
long after the relocation to Pennsylvania (and subsequent job loss), 
Dennis experienced a couple of much longer job tenures that suggested 
that when he found a good-paying job, he was able to maintain stable 
employment. First, his uncle found him work for a larger cable com
pany, and Dennis worked there for over five years until that company 
went bankrupt. He then found a similar job that he held for about eight 
years until, yet again, the company went bust. At this point, Dennis 
decided he needed a new line of work. He took a few courses and 
earned his GED. From there, he applied and got a coveted position in 
what at the time was the booming shale industry. Dennis hoped he had 
finally cracked the code and found work in an industry not bound for 
booms and busts. But only a year and a half later, he was out of work 
yet again. By the time of his interview, Dennis had lost four jobs and 
held at least ten.

Overall, the people I interviewed were similar in that they had re-
cently lost a full-time job, but they varied considerably in how they had 
come to the place of losing that job. I observed clear patterns—across 
gender and class—in who was more likely to take a particular path. For 
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nearly half of the middle-class women, like Heather, it was common to 
follow a lockstep path to this recent job loss, which I define here to mean 
that they had worked for one, two, or at most, three organizations for 
many years and that this was their first (or very rarely, their second) 
experience of job loss.10 Lockstep paths were most common among 
middle-class women and followed less frequently by everyone else.11 I 
borrow the lockstep term from sociologist Phyllis Moen and psycholo-
gist Patricia Roehling, who argue that “lockstep” workers—who were 
almost exclusively men during their heyday—were very common in 
America in the 1950s, 1960s, and even 1970s; like my lockstep workers, 
they spent their whole lives working for one or two companies, moving 
up the career ladder, and eventually retiring.

In contrast, folks like Heidi followed paths with many more job 
changes than I saw among the lockstep employees. This second path 
was actually the most common among those I met, and it was what I 
call the transitory work pathway.12 Those who followed this path had 
changed jobs a fair number of times, working for a minimum of four 
different companies. Yet none of them had experienced more than two 
job losses, and most had experienced only this one most recent job loss. 
This meant that while job changes were fairly typical for this group, job 
losses were pretty unusual. This was the most common path for middle-
class men (over half ) and working-class women (nearly half ), fairly 
typical for middle-class women (almost half ), and not uncommon 
among working-class men (about a third) as well.13

Finally, Dennis and some others followed what I call the chronic un-
employment path to job loss; for many more men than women, losing a 
job was just another part of having a job. In fact, men like Dennis were 
about twice as likely as women to follow a chronic unemployment path-
way, and working-class men faced the greatest risk.14 In a national study 
with Adrianne Frech, using data from the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) that has tracked people’s work experiences in 
great detail over time, we find similar evidence: Men, particularly 
working-class men, are significantly more at risk of chronic unemploy-
ment than are women.15 All of the people in the chronic unemployment 
group experienced at least three job losses, with an average of about 
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four. Unlike Heather in the lockstep group or even Heidi in the transi-
tory group, they also had a lot more employers, averaging eight employ-
ers in their fifteen to twenty years of work. A long-term panel study 
examined by the sociologists Jennie Brand and Sarah Burgard found 
similar evidence that people who had experienced an involuntary job 
loss had more jobs overall than those who had not lost a job.16 As I will 
argue in later chapters, there were lasting consequences of following 
each of these paths to job loss, but those working-class men who had 
been chronically unemployed often had low financial reserves for cop-
ing with the latest hit.

Lockstep Lives

Those who followed the lockstep path to unemployment were like 
Heather in many ways—they had long job tenures and usually no prior 
job losses. These working women (most often middle-class women) 
reported much longer average times on the job than their counterparts 
in the other groups. But this life course lens also tells us something fairly 
surprising: unlike the twentieth-century lockstep workers that Moen 
and Roehling discovered, the workers who follow this kind of linear 
path were most likely to be middle-class women. In my prior qualitative 
research on MBA graduates with sociologist Sarah Patterson and Penn 
State graduate Christen Sheroff, we also find that women were more 
likely than men to have a long tenure at a single company.17

While sticking with one company for a long period of time was once 
the hallmark of the “company man,” are women now the more loyal 
employees? Research on women’s organizational commitments sug-
gests that when women and men hold similar positions and have similar 
family responsibilities, women report higher levels of commitment to 
their companies than men do.18 But why might this happen? Research-
ers who specialize in management and human resources have investi-
gated this question, and while they consistently find that women are 
more satisfied at work than are men, they have not found evidence that 
this translates to why women might stick around a job for longer peri-
ods of time.19

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  Pa t h s  t o  J o b  L o s s   43

If we think about Heather’s career paths, we can see another explana-
tion for why the men and the women differed in their paths to job loss. 
Heather prioritized her husband’s career as an ecologist over her own 
ecology job and switched to a career in accounting that would be more 
compatible with his, allowing his job to drive their family decisions 
(rather than have hers sometimes take the front seat). Prioritizing a 
spouse’s job ahead of their own meant women rarely made job transi-
tions for themselves even when their careers stalled or their jobs were 
at risk. Although prioritizing a spouse’s job would not necessarily lead 
to more job stability (in the next section, we will see how it sometimes 
led to more moves for some women who “trailed” their spouses multi-
ple times), it could if there were plentiful opportunities in the local area. 
More important, it meant that the lockstep women rarely initiated 
moves outside of their company, as they prized the stability they had 
found.

And what about Tracy, Neil, Joan, and Anthony? How did they fit in? 
Joan was the only one of the four to take this lockstep path to her job 
loss. Like Heather, this was Joan’s first job loss, and she had worked 
primarily for one employer for most of her adult working years. Right 
out of college, she and her husband had moved to a different state, 
where she worked as an assistant for a research lab (enjoying the out-
door work, unlike Heather) until her husband found work nearer to 
home and they returned to their roots. Once there, Joan found work at 
the university, first teaching a few summer classes and then working for 
one of the faculty. Her new boss convinced her to apply for a master’s 
degree (funded, in large part, by her employer). She would end up stay-
ing, working for the university or through grants related to that original 
research, until I met her. The university was only her second employer. 
Like Heather, Joan put her husband’s job ahead of her own on multiple 
occasions. This meant that even when Joan became the family bread-
winner, she did not try to move the family when her career was threat-
ened but stayed put instead.

We see family pressures leading to lockstep careers among women 
who were trying to balance a demanding career with having kids. Con-
sider Natalie’s story. Early after having children, Natalie and her 
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husband agreed that her job would take a back seat to his, and she had 
repeatedly turned down promotions as a result of their bargain. Six 
weeks before she was laid off, she was given a clear choice by her man
ager that involved a location change. As she told me, “He said, ‘As far as 
your next assignment goes, it’s like, you have to decide whether you 
wanna stay at [the company] or whether you wanna stay in [town].’ And 
when he told me that if I didn’t take that opportunity, he was saying, I 
was gonna be laid off.” Yet women very rarely took the opportunity to 
relocate their families, particularly when they were part of a dual-earner 
household. In fact, with the rise of dual-income households, both men 
and women have become increasingly reluctant to relocate their fami-
lies.20 But when families do decide to relocate (and 65 percent of relo-
cating couples are dual-earner couples), women rarely lead the way on 
such a move.21 Natalie decided not to relocate, although she did hope 
that her boss would change his mind. She’d worked there a long time, 
and she felt the kind of company loyalty she had shown deserved more 
than this flat ultimatum. It didn’t. As these examples illustrate, I found 
that women on the lockstep path were unlikely to ask their spouses to 
follow them for work or to seek advancement externally.

There were few men on the lockstep path who made decisions about 
their jobs in order to prioritize their wives’ careers or to minimize risk 
to their job stability. Frank was one of the only exceptions who priori-
tized his wife’s career. Although he moved to follow his wife to a new 
town, he kept his old job. Frank had worked in marketing and sales for 
a large national corporation. He liked his job very much, and most of it 
was done online or over the phone with the occasional in-person meet-
ing. When his wife, a surgeon, found a new job a couple of hours away 
from where they had been living, it was clear to them that they should 
move. Already this breaks the gender norms that we’ve seen in some of 
the other examples, as it was not always so clear-cut in other families 
that moves would happen if it were determined by the wife—even if the 
wife was the primary earner in the family. But unlike most of the women 
who moved for their husbands’ careers (as we will see in the next sec-
tion), Frank was able to keep his existing job and work remotely for a 
number of years, until the company was sold and new management did 
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away with his position. Thus, Frank was mostly able to maintain his 
position in the company that he enjoyed working for while simulta
neously prioritizing his wife’s career; in other words, his career was, for 
a time at least, not impaired by his decision to prioritize his wife’s career 
(unlike what most of the women experienced).

Tony also followed a lockstep path, but one that looked quite differ
ent. His wife had primarily stayed at home during the time he was work-
ing his way up in a branch of a national sports league. After over a de
cade with the league, he had reached a fairly high position within the 
local branch. But the league decided to cut the positions nationally, 
leaving Tony with a lengthy work history that was specific and hard to 
translate to another line of work. He cast a wide net in his search for new 
work and eventually received an offer out of state, doing similar work 
for a national chain, that would require the family to move to Pennsyl-
vania. The pay was slightly lower but, overall, the job seemed compa-
rable, so he decided to make the move. Importantly, almost all of Tony’s 
decisions were about his relationship with his employer or what was 
best for his career; when relating his decisions about his career path and 
his move, he did not mention his wife. This stands in stark contrast to 
how most of the women in the lockstep group made decisions about 
their own careers. While a few had access to more promising jobs, most 
of the women stayed with their employers either out of convenience or 
because of family obligations that prevented them from searching far-
ther afield.

Transitory Paths

Although we saw women outnumber men in the lockstep group (and 
we will see men outnumber women in the chronic unemployment 
group), men and women were pretty evenly distributed in the transitory 
group. A study done by faculty in a business school on white full-time 
workers in the United Kingdom had similar findings—men and women 
changed jobs at similar rates over a five-year period.22 The same study 
also found that changing jobs fairly frequently was a common pattern 
among workers. A report from the U.S. Department of Labor similarly 
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finds that by age 52, the average American has held about twelve jobs.23 
This supports what I found, as the transitory group was the largest of 
the three (and most common among the middle-class men and working-
class women). This group was characterized by people who had numer-
ous employers (at least four) but no more than two job losses. There 
was more variation in this group than in the lockstep group; some 
people had only four job changes while others had ten or twelve. One 
person even said he’d had so many he couldn’t quite remember the 
count.

But while I found that men and women were distributed somewhat 
evenly in the transitory pathway group, I also discovered that what 
brought them along these paths actually looked different by gender. Just 
as we saw above in the lockstep group, women were more likely to see 
their careers shaped by their families’ priorities. Additionally, women 
were more likely to leave a job, like Heidi from the beginning of this 
chapter, when they suspected that layoffs might be coming. The men, 
on the other hand, were more likely to leave jobs for what they hoped 
would be greener pastures, and they were more likely to make decisions 
either independently of wives or in ways that prioritized their careers 
while downplaying the importance of their wives’ work (even when 
they lived in dual-earner households).

Heidi’s family decided against prioritizing her work as a teacher, and 
instead she found work as a nursing assistant. In this sense, her experi-
ence was like Heather’s. But unlike Heather, Heidi moved into an oc-
cupation that provided much less job stability. As a result, Heidi found 
herself having to job-hop when hospitals were about to merge. Unlike 
Heather, Heidi moved into an occupation—nursing assistant—that was 
less stable, and she had instability in her family life (she and her first 
husband divorced). With both job and family instability, Heidi experi-
enced many more job changes (although only one more job loss) than 
Heather. None of Heidi’s job transitions were in search of greener 
pastures—she was just hoping to maintain what she already had.

Of the four individuals we are following, Tracy was the only one who 
also had a transitory career, in which most of her job changes were 
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driven by family responsibilities rather than a search for better work. 
During high school and then for two years after high school, Tracy 
worked in a small deli store, making minimum wage. She quit when she 
was in her third trimester with her son; since the store was a small busi-
ness, she didn’t qualify for unpaid leave benefits under the Family and 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA), and the store would not give her any leave 
or vacation before or after her son was born. (FMLA only protects 
workers who work at a company with fifty employees within seventy-
five miles of each other.24) When her son was three months old, she 
found a “a better-paying job,” making slightly above minimum wage, as 
a store clerk. She worked in that position for three years until her boss 
fired her when, she explained, “I found out I was pregnant with my 
daughter.” In the United States, pregnancy is protected under the Preg-
nancy Discrimination Act, but research continues to find evidence that 
women lose jobs in this way.25 Yet Tracy figured that her boss had unwit-
tingly done her a favor by giving her some paid time to search for work 
while recovering from childbirth, explaining that in the end, the job loss 
“didn’t really break my heart.” Once her daughter was three months old, 
Tracy returned to work, this time as a waitress. She worked for that 
restaurant until it shuttered; then she worked for another restaurant for 
nearly eleven years before she moved to the better-paying factory job. 
Thus, Tracy had some periods of longer employment coupled with 
some periods where she was employed for shorter time periods—these 
shorter time periods were mostly tied to her pregnancies and the lack 
of available maternity leave. When she had the opportunity to do so, she 
stayed employed longer. Tracy only once made a job move that was not 
related to family reasons—when she took a chance on the new factory 
in town—and we know how that story ended. For the most part, Tracy’s 
job changes were driven by her family responsibilities, which was quite 
common for women in this study.

I saw men make more upward transitions when they made a job 
change while women made more lateral moves.26 Joel didn’t have the 
education credentials that Heidi did, but he did gain valuable on-the-
job skills as a mechanic early in his working career. Also, unlike Heidi, 
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Joel didn’t move laterally between jobs; he almost always moved up
ward when he made a job change. He married young—right out of high 
school—and worked a few fairly short dead-end jobs, as a line cook, as 
a clerk at the mall, as an unskilled laborer in construction—jobs he 
described as “alright, but it wasn’t my dream job.” His first wife had con-
nections to a local garage that worked on large diesel trucks and buses 
and she helped him “get [a] foot in the door.” He spent eight years there, 
learning the trade and getting to know every engine and every part of 
every vehicle.

Three years before he left the local garage, he took a part-time job 
with an even bigger outfit that he knew offered more training opportu-
nities and had a bigger career ladder within the organization. When a 
full-time position opened up within the organization, he took it. After 
he completed the trainings, he was offered a second-shift floor supervi-
sor position in another organization. It was an opportunity he couldn’t 
pass up. Unfortunately, it was also the job from which he was let go. 
Joel’s moves were strategic, not made for family reasons, and they often 
moved him up the organization.

Derek also made strategic career (rather than family) job changes. He 
graduated college with a degree in music and had his own business for ten 
years. He enjoyed the work but felt his hours were too long for the rela-
tively low salary he made. He went back to college and earned a second 
bachelor’s degree, this time in information technology. When his daughter 
was six, he and his wife discussed the possibility of a move. Derek ap-
plied for and got what he considered a “fantastic” job in the area they 
wanted to live. His wife, a nurse, found a part-time job in the area. Derek’s 
hours increased as his responsibilities grew, until he was regularly work-
ing fifty to sixty hours a week before his daughter ended elementary 
school. After several promotions, Derek also earned substantially more 
than he had when he owned his own business. Earlier research has sug-
gested that men do prioritize their families, but how men make family 
a priority is different from how women do.27 While women prioritize 
families with their time, men most often do it with their ability to earn 
money and provide financially for them, which usually demands long 
hours away from their families.28
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Chronic Unemployment

There was a lot of variation among those who faced chronic unemploy-
ment; everyone had experienced at least three job losses and an average 
of over four, as Dennis had, but some people faced far more (as we 
learned was Anthony’s experience in chapter 1). Those who experienced 
chronic unemployment had held an average of eight jobs, which could 
mean holding on to a job for two to three years, but sometimes it meant 
changing or losing a job within a couple of months of starting it. The 
people with chronic unemployment pathways had much less education 
overall than those in the other two groups. In fact, people on either the 
transitory or the lockstep path were about twice as likely to have gradu-
ated from college as were those who experienced chronic unemploy-
ment. And many more of those with chronic unemployment had not 
completed high school or had only a high school degree. This matches 
what we know about unemployment risks nationally; those with less 
education are at much higher risk.29 Dennis fit into this group, as he had 
originally dropped out of high school and only recently earned a GED. 
While he had learned technical skills on the job, he found that this did 
not always translate easily to comparable new work when he lost the 
next job.

Both Neil and Anthony had faced chronic unemployment before I 
met them. Working in the hotel industry, Neil faced greater instability 
(three total job losses) as new ownership often brought changes in staff 
positions and hotels sometimes closed without warning. Describing 
one such incident, Neil remembered a tricky buyout where a father had 
been a minor partner in a group that owned the hotel where he worked 
as the manager. The father’s son had worked at a different hotel in town, 
which closed, and in response, the father “bought out all the other part-
ners. One big whoosh and a few of us were gone.” Neil’s position went 
to the son, and some of the other key managerial positions went to other 
family friends. But, as other research has found, middle-class men like 
Neil often landed on their feet after such incidents, as Neil had in the 
past.30 This was less true for the working-class men for whom job loss 
was a bigger risk and happened more often. We remember Anthony, too, 
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had faced chronic unemployment, but he had a far bumpier road than 
Neil. In fact, Anthony had lost so many jobs that he felt very discour-
aged about his prospects for retirement. He told me that “working thirty 
years and saving for retirement” was the “the light at the end of the tun-
nel,” only he could no longer see that light because “it’s been gone for a 
long time.”

The men outnumbered the women at about twice the rate for risk of 
chronic unemployment, and working-class men faced the highest risk. 
This matches what Adrianne Frech and I have found using national data 
sets to track men’s and women’s unemployment patterns over time.31 
Nationally, looking only at men, we find that men have about an 
8 percent likelihood of experiencing high risk of unemployment from 
age 29 to age 50. Men with lower levels of education face the greatest 
risk of being chronically unemployed. When we look at only women, 
we find that they have about a 4 percent likelihood of this high risk of 
unemployment when they are the same ages.32

Some of these gender differences are explained by the fact that the 
men and the women in the study typically worked in different occupa-
tions and industries. Now, men and women often end up in fairly differ
ent jobs—sociologists call this occupational segregation. Occupational 
segregation means that even when men and women work in a position 
with fairly similar tasks, they often are not working in the same job. For 
example, let’s consider cleaning floors and emptying trash in a hotel. 
When the men hold such a position, they are most often called janitors, 
but when the women do, they are most often called maids. Very similar 
tasks, but the jobs aren’t the same and neither is their pay (women are 
usually paid less).

When we look at what the men and women were doing before they 
lost their jobs, we see this play out in striking fashion. Men and women 
were rarely employed in similar jobs. To get a sense of how divided their 
jobs really were, I looked at the Bureau of Labor and Statistics list of 
major occupations and compared the occupations of the people I’d met 
to the list. I found men and women rarely overlapped. Certain 
occupations—management; computer and math; architecture and en-
gineering; protective services; construction and extraction; installation, 
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maintenance, and repairs; and production—were all dominated by 
men. Women outnumbered men in other occupations—life, physical, 
and social sciences; community and social services; education, training, 
and library; food preparation and service; and office and administrative 
support.33

When I looked at the last jobs of the people on the chronic unem-
ployment paths, I found something striking: nearly three-quarters of 
the men and the women who frequently had lost jobs had come from a 
male-dominated occupational group while less than a quarter came 
from a female-dominated group. Prior research has similarly suggested 
that the industries men work in may put them at greater risk for experi-
encing layoffs.34 While the loss of manufacturing jobs continues to play 
some role in today’s job losses, it is not the outsize force that it used to 
be, because manufacturing is now such a smaller part of the overall labor 
force. Men also lost jobs in construction and extraction (the natural gas 
and shale boom in Pennsylvania fizzled during the time I conducted my 
interviews) and in more high-flying areas like computer and math or 
architecture and engineering.

Neil, Joan, Tracy, and Anthony all mostly had held jobs that fell into 
traditionally “male” or “female” occupational categories. Neil was in 
management, Anthony in computers, Joan in life sciences, and Tracy in 
the service industry for nearly her whole working career (until she took 
a chance and left waitressing for that factory position, when she became 
one of the women outliers in the production occupations). Neil and 
Anthony certainly experienced greater risk in their male-dominated oc-
cupations than Tracy and Joan had in their often female-dominated 
jobs. Working in hotel management, Neil experienced higher levels of 
unemployment than many of his middle-class peers, although there 
were similar levels of unemployment among those middle-class men 
employed in occupations known for booms and busts: IT, architecture, 
and hotel management were all fields in which middle-class men were 
at higher risk of job loss and unemployment.

Manufacturing jobs—once a hallmark of men’s work—are increas-
ingly unstable occupations, both during economic downturns and dur-
ing periods of growth. Take, for instance, Lawrence’s most recent job 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



52  c h a p t e r  2

loss. Lawrence was a machinist who worked on the factory line making 
parts for railroad cars; he had left a very stable job (the first longer-
tenured job he’d had in a while) for his most recent factory job. His 
previous position had been second shift and forty-five minutes away 
from where he lived, so when this new job opened, Lawrence thought 
it was an opportunity for something better. Working closer to where he 
lived would mean more time with his two children and with his long-
time girlfriend. Instead, it meant merely a year and half of better em-
ployment until he received a phone call from his boss. No one flew in 
from corporate to fire Lawrence, as is common in mass factory layoffs. 
In fact, no one even told him face-to-face. He simply received a phone 
call asking him not to show up to work that day—or any day after that. 
When they called with the news, he asked, “Isn’t there, you know, any-
thing I can do?” His employers replied, “No.” This kind of casual firing, 
when companies trim relatively new hires in order to cut costs, was 
common for those in chronic unemployment patterns, particularly 
those in traditionally male jobs. Both the worker and their employers 
took for granted that their employment was very tenuous.

One of the few white women to experience chronic unemployment 
had spent the majority of her working years in traditionally male jobs. 
Dana commented, “My most recent full-time job was running a bread 
route, believe it or not, delivering bread.” Having worked in more male-
dominated fields had often given Dana better pay than she thought she 
might have received otherwise. And both the public and scholars have 
wondered why more working-class women don’t move toward the 
better-paying “blue-collar” industries.35 But Dana’s experience of losing 
job after job in these industries had convinced her that she might want 
to switch to an office job like those her girlfriends held, as she thought 
they had less experience with job loss than she had.

Just as occupation, gender, and education matter for chronic unem-
ployment, race does, too. Victor Ray, a sociologist at Indiana University 
who specializes in studying race and organizations, notes that “white-
ness is a credential” for employment, giving white job seekers (often 
unseen) advantages in the hiring process, demanding higher education 
levels from Black workers to achieve wage parity with less well-educated 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  Pa t h s  t o  J o b  L o s s   53

white workers, and protecting white workers from job loss (and subse-
quent unemployment) in the first place.36 All of this leaves Black Ameri-
cans at much greater risk of unemployment, often having double the 
unemployment rate of whites.37 Using the longitudinal NLSY79 data, 
Adrianne Frech and I have found both Black men and women are at 
higher risk of chronic unemployment from their midtwenties until 
midlife than are whites. I also found evidence of this job instability 
among those I met. Tamara did not finish high school, but unlike many 
of the men in this group, she did go back to get her GED soon afterward. 
Like many without a high school degree, she started her work career 
with a series of dead-end fast-food restaurant jobs, which she quickly 
recognized weren’t going to pay her enough to support herself, her son, 
and her son’s father. Once she earned her GED, she began a program to 
become a licensed practical nurse (LPN). After successfully completing 
her first semester, she began her second semester, and then her son’s 
father (who was also her son’s primary caregiver at the time) left her. 
She couldn’t find affordable childcare, and they were living in Pennsyl-
vania at the time, away from her family and her hometown. She had to 
leave the program. She’d heard that doing medical records was a good 
backup plan, so she took and completed a certificate program on medi-
cal billing and coding. Since she’d already taken a number of LPN 
classes, she was familiar with the language, and it helped her find work 
relatively quickly.

But it became clear to Tamara that the certificate didn’t bring her the 
types of jobs she had hoped to find. Even with a vocational certificate, 
she often earned little more than minimum wage, and she was on the 
front line of being cut whenever a hospital or medical office went 
through a retraction. She decided to try to take a paralegal course (luck-
ily the employer she had at the time paid for the training), and while it 
was hard to juggle full-time work, full-time single-parenting, and part-
time schooling, Tamara was hopeful this was the path out of the low-
wage work. But her job was cut, yet again, and with it her benefits, in-
cluding her access to the free tuition program.

Tamara most frequently lost jobs during “cost-saving measures,” but 
more recently her single-parent responsibilities put a strain on her 
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ability to meet job attendance requirements. In Pennsylvania, being 
fired for being absent too often is considered a “no-fault firing”—in 
other words, although it is not the same as a downsizing or a decision 
to shave costs by letting the last person hired go, being fired for being 
absent is also not considered to be the same thing as being “at fault” for 
losing one’s job. It’s a bit of a gray zone, where the employer has the right 
to fire someone for being absent but has to pay unemployment for this 
decision. In the case of Tamara’s latest job loss, her son’s school had 
called her; he had a medical emergency and she needed to go pick him 
up. He’d had a few of these emergencies in the past month (he had some 
health problems), and this most recent episode put her over the manda-
tory firing limit for her hospital (four absences in one month). Another 
job lost. Thus, Tamara faced both the challenges of frequent hospital 
mergers, in which she often was one of the first fired, as well as the re-
sponsibilities of being a single mother, increasing her risk for job loss.

Finally, differences in men’s and women’s aversion to risk seem to 
lead men to more chronic unemployment. The men took bigger risks 
than the women did when they decided to make a job change. This 
sometimes led to bigger rewards, but it also could mean that they took 
jobs that they weren’t quite qualified for, which put them at greater risk 
of finding themselves on the unemployment rolls again. Sometimes the 
unemployment rules, which required workers to apply for all available 
jobs, could encourage workers to apply for positions for which they 
weren’t particularly qualified. Men were particularly likely to apply for 
jobs they were underqualified for in these circumstances. Brent de-
scribed applying for a job for which he had little experience: “I applied 
for a manager job. They said ‘We like your history. We want to try out 
this other position that we think you may be fit for,’ and being that I was 
collecting unemployment, I was like, ‘Oh yeah, I can do it.’ But I’m not 
a salesperson and it doesn’t make sense for me to even try out for a sales 
job because that’s not my personality.” Despite his lack of history in 
sales, Brent went ahead and applied for the position, and he got it. Un-
fortunately, he only lasted in the position about nine months. Some-
times the men lost jobs so quickly that in between the time they were 
recruited for this study and the time I actually met with them, they had 
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found and lost another job. This is not to say that women took no risks. 
Just think of Tracy leaving her stable restaurant job for the position in 
the factory. But these risks were often more modest and provided on-
the-job training, as Tracy’s factory position had, whereas the men were 
more likely to move into positions that required prior knowledge they 
did not possess.

———

In this chapter, I have shown the people I met took three distinct paths 
to their most recent job loss: lockstep, transitory, and chronic unem-
ployment. I also found that there were demonstrable gender differences 
within the lockstep (predominantly middle-class women) and chronic 
unemployment (men at twice the risk of women) paths. Even when 
paths looked similar, as they did on the transitory path, the meanings 
and the motivations behind them were often quite different. Across all 
three paths to job loss, we see that the men more often changed jobs (or 
stayed in them) for better opportunity while the women more often 
moved (or stayed) because of family responsibilities.

The lockstep group was remarkable in its stable work history—at a 
time when stable careers have become mostly a thing of the past. The 
people in the lockstep group had an average of two jobs and one job loss 
since they finished school, holding stable employment for lengthy pe-
riods of time, as Joan and Heather had done. Many were like Joan and 
Heather, having held one or two jobs right out of college or high school 
and then settling down with one main employer in an employment re-
lationship that lasted for over a decade or sometimes even two. Most 
had experienced their first job loss when we met.

The transitory group had more job changes and more job loss, as we 
saw with Tracy and Heidi, averaging six jobs and one and a half job 
losses. Women bore more of the cost of family responsibilities, and men 
felt better able to pursue their career goals. Although Heidi had hoped 
being a CNA would make it easier for her to manage her family respon-
sibilities, she thought it hadn’t been true in the end, as the hospitals she 
worked for “kept getting rid of [people].” She sounded like she was 
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describing a drive-through fast-food joint when asked about the rela-
tionship she’d had with most of her employers: “It was just like, ‘Next.’ ” 
Her unstable relationship with her employers meant that her job was 
often at risk when cost-cutting measures were taken.

The gender divide in the final group, the chronic unemployed, is also 
striking, with men at much greater risk than women. But perhaps what 
is most striking is how accustomed to job loss those who have followed 
this path had become. Sounding eerily like Anthony in chapter 1, Dennis 
said about his most recent job loss, “I was not upset when they fired me. 
I’m not gonna cry over it. I mean I liked the job, it’s just, I look at it this 
way—it is what it is.” Even though Dennis’s family, including his stay-
at-home wife and two stepchildren, relied on his income and his income 
alone, he had lost so many earlier jobs that he had a hard time getting 
particularly upset about this most recent job loss.

Dennis’s and Anthony’s reactions to their job loss baffled me, particu-
larly at first. While Heidi tried to distance herself from her employer by 
using language implying that she worked for a “fast food” establishment 
(and in doing so, suggested that neither she nor her employer expected 
much from the relationship), Dennis and Anthony seemed almost indif-
ferent to their job loss. There are many emotions at play when people 
lose jobs. In chapter 3, I explore how Joan, Neil, Tracy, and Anthony and 
the others felt about losing their jobs and examine what seemed to ex-
plain the varied reactions that I found.
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3
The Ax Falls

regina described a job loss ripped from a movie scene. The printing 
manufacturer held an all-employee meeting in the cafeteria, but the 
meeting’s topic was a closely guarded secret known only to the top 
brass. Wondering what was going on, workers whispered together in 
groups, mostly with their work units, but some sat with family and 
friends, as the company was the largest employer in the area. Although 
her mother worked at the plant, Regina sat with her friends from her 
department, whom she described as “family” because they had worked 
together for so long. But when the CEO of the company and “his posse” 
walked into the room (having flown in that morning from out of state), 
Regina said everyone knew instantly what was about to happen.

The CEO gave a short speech explaining that in a cost-saving move, 
the company would be cutting production, moving it to another plant 
in a different state. As soon as his speech was over, the CEO left the 
building. “I would have left, too” commented Regina. The people who 
had come with him completed the rest of the events. Regina recalled, 
“Then everybody with him had boxes with manila envelopes and you 
lined up according to your last name. And you stood in line and you got 
your envelope, and inside that envelope was your release date basically. 
So, that’s how you found out whether or not you were done that day. 
Yeah, and after everybody had their envelopes, we were all told to shut 
our computers off and go home. We weren’t allowed to touch anything. 
Uh, even if you [had a later release date], you had to leave for the day—
they just wanted everybody to be gone.”
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It took Regina and her coworkers weeks to process the shock. Regina 
opened the envelope to find out that her job would be the last cut. 
Moreover, not long after it was cut, she was called back because her 
employers learned that the employees in the other plant did not know 
how to do Regina’s job. She returned to do her work in a smaller opera-
tion, working remotely with the other plant. Nine months later she got 
the call from HR to go to a meeting, and she joked to her boss, “I’m not 
losing my job again, am I?” Her boss reassured her, but when she walked 
into the room and saw the manila envelopes for the second time, Regina 
knew it had happened all over again. After she received her envelope, 
Regina was asked to get in touch with the woman who would be replac-
ing her at the other plant. “They made me train her before I left, and I 
had to do it with a smile on my face.” When the entire plant closed, 
Regina explained it was shocking, but since she had almost a year longer 
to remain at work than most of her coworkers, most of her emotions 
were centered on her feelings of luck rather than frustration at the plant 
closing. But the second time around, when she learned that she had lost 
her job to people who weren’t qualified for it, “that’s when I had the 
bitter feelings,” Regina explained.

Writing in the 1980s, Katherine S. Newman argued that one of the 
challenges in understanding unemployment was that mass layoffs were 
a collective loss—they devastated entire communities. Mass layoffs 
were common at that time, and Newman wondered if losing a job among 
a collective would ease the pain of the loss somehow. Yet even among 
people whose communities were wracked by job losses, Newman found 
evidence that people felt very hurt and angry, as if the company had laid 
off just them and not the entire workforce.

In my study, Regina’s was one of the few job losses that looked like 
the mass layoffs of Newman’s time. Most of the other job losses came 
either in smaller downsizing efforts (either of entire units or some 
people within a department) or sometimes as the only discharge in the 
entire company. Tracy’s factory did not close; instead, it scaled back and 
she and eight others lost their jobs. Similarly, Anthony’s natural extrac-
tion plant did not close; the company simply laid off one of the shifts of 
workers—Anthony and twelve others were gone that day. These jobs 
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were lost in what is commonly understood to be the downsizing pro
cess, which is how most people lose their jobs during nonrecessionary 
periods, as companies try to correct for changes in their profits and 
losses.1 Joan’s university lost the grants that had funded her, and Neil’s 
hotel group decided to “go in a different direction.” Both were “no fault” 
job losses but not part of a mass layoff; both Joan and Neil were the only 
ones at their companies to lose their jobs.

It can be tricky to keep track of the terminology of job loss. Many of 
those I met spoke of “being fired.” In fact, Anthony’s son (still in ele-
mentary school at the time) had taken to saying repeatedly, “You’re 
fired,” echoing the infamous refrain of Donald Trump’s reality television 
show. Yet the Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn’t commonly use the word 
fired to describe people who have lost jobs through no fault of their 
own; instead, it tracks layoffs (temporary, mass, and permanent), in-
voluntary separations, discharges, and permanent job losers.2 Regard-
less of word choice, everyone described in these pages lost a job that 
the Pennsylvania unemployment office determined was a “no fault” 
job loss.

The sociologist Arne Kalleberg argues that the changes in how people 
lose jobs are the result of decades of changes in what is called “employ-
ment relations,” meaning how employers treat their workers in the 
United States.3 Kalleberg and others argue that while in years past em-
ployers and workers used to share both the risks and the rewards of 
operating businesses, in today’s open market, businesses keep more of 
the rewards for themselves and offload more of the risks onto their em-
ployees.4 When profits shrink, employers no longer weather storms 
with their employees. Instead, it has become common practice to lay off 
some employees in order to cut costs even when the economy is strong.5 
This means that employees are at greater risk of losing their jobs from 
downsizing, as Tracy and Anthony did, or with the occasional grand 
plant closing still occurring, as happened more often during the Great 
Recession.

Three decades later, in this very different-looking landscape, would 
the people I met feel angry or hurt by their employers? Did they blame 
themselves for not having seen the signs sooner or not adequately being 
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able to find a new job ahead of time?6 Or would they shrug and accept 
their fate as cogs in a Metropolis-like dystopian society, in which job loss 
has become an inevitable part of working in America?

Most people were still upset weeks and even months after their job 
loss. When asked how they felt the company had treated them, the vast 
majority said they had been treated poorly. People described themselves 
as “pissed,” “sad,” “heated,” “angry,” “bitter,” “upset,” and even “traumatized.” 
Three job loss experiences seemed most likely to lead to these negative 
emotions: a loss of identity, companies making them feel replaceable, and 
making them feel not part of the group. Additionally, the emotional toll of 
discriminatory firings weighed heavily on the Black and Latina unem-
ployed whose companies engaged in illegal discrimination in the dis-
missal process, leaving them with multiple emotional layers, including 
frustration and hurt that often combined with anger or outrage.

How did these experiences differ across gender and class? Most 
women and working-class men shared similar feelings of deep upset and 
anger. Joan described herself as deeply hurt, saying, “I mean, it’s unfor-
tunate, I think, but I worked for them for so long and made so many 
friends and colleagues and made the impact that I did on a national 
level. And they couldn’t do anything for me. I think that’s the part that 
stings the most. I put my heart and soul into everything I do.” Joan’s 
language suggests she felt she had given not simply her expected work 
effort but all of herself—“her heart and soul”—to her employer, and the 
firing felt like a dismissal of this gift. Tracy was devastated by the news. 
The people in charge of the layoffs walked around the plant letting each 
of the ten employees know individually. When it came time to talk to 
Tracy, she “cried like a baby. I think I made them feel bad.” A few 
working-class men—mostly those who experienced chronic 
unemployment—were like Anthony, who reported being more re-
signed than upset. Remember that Anthony had described himself as 
“mostly numb” when he heard the news. He described his employers as 
“real apologetic about it,” but Anthony had lost so many jobs that he had 
a hard time taking the news in.

Yet fewer than half of the middle-class men reported having these 
hurt or angry feelings—far fewer than the women or working-class 
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men—and I wanted to understand why. I found the middle-class men 
reported much better treatment overall, and they had a much greater 
likelihood of receiving a severance than the women or the working-class 
men. Since severances are a way for a company to show responsibility 
for the worker, even after formal ties have been cut, the offering of a 
severance appeared to allow the newly unemployed middle-class 
men to maintain dignity in a way that few other company actions 
did.7 Like most middle-class men, Neil received a six-week severance 
package when he was let go. But he also had what he considered a bad 
experience—his boss had taken him out for lunch, which had led him 
to expect a celebration, not a layoff. He was one of the few middle-class 
men to describe himself as “frustrated” with his job loss, although he 
also described it as an opportunity to “get out of the industry” and to 
spend more time with his wife. Thus, even in his frustration, Neil’s per-
spective of his job loss looked quite a bit different from Joan’s, Tracy’s, 
or Anthony’s.

A Loss of Dignity, Team, and Identity

What is it like, then, at the moment the ax falls? Over and over again, 
people spoke of feeling replaceable, like not part of the team anymore, 
or like they had lost their sense of self. It was both a loss of their identity 
as workers, as other sociologists and scholars of unemployment have 
noted,8 but also a hard hit to their dignity and self-worth. While cutting 
costs by discharging people is a well-accepted business practice, it 
comes both with economic and emotional tolls that people experience 
when they learn their employers had priorities other than them.

Being let go to be replaced with cheaper labor was almost uniformly 
devastating, often engendering the “bitter feelings” described by Regina 
at the beginning of the chapter. Alana had five children, including two 
she was working to put through college. Her live-in boyfriend worked 
full-time, but money was tight with the tuition payments. For the last 
four years, she had worked as a salesperson at a local business. A friendly 
woman, Alana had the best sales numbers of the entire staff. She 
charmed everyone who came into the store, so her boss increased her 
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target sales goals to match what she thought her potential sales output 
could be. When Alana started, her sales goals were $30,000 a month; 
her last month, her goals were $50,000. But despite this substantial in-
crease in sales—an increase of 66 percent in only four years—her wages 
never changed from her original starting salary of $10 an hour.

A week before she was let go, Alana approached her boss and asked 
if she could have a raise or, barring that, if she could earn commission 
on her sales. She put together a pitch and explained what she saw as her 
main contributions to sales and why she saw herself as a valued em-
ployee to the company. Her boss said she would consider this request 
over the weekend. When Alana went back to work on Monday, she felt 
confident her boss was going to give her a raise. Instead, her boss told 
her in front of all of her coworkers, “ ‘Yeah, we don’t have enough money 
to give you a raise or do the sales thing. And I just want you to know that 
you’ve been replaced. So, we’re not gonna need you anymore.’ ” While 
Alana knew she might not get the raise, she had not expected her boss 
would fire her for asking for one. It sent a clear signal that everyone was 
expendable—even the person who had been the top salesperson for 
nearly sixty months in a row.

Economists have long noted that in the bid to increase profits, com-
panies can either increase sales or control costs, and one of the easiest 
costs to control is labor.9 Over the past few decades, companies have 
focused more of their attention on keeping labor costs low in order to 
increase profits.10 One of the seemingly easiest ways to reduce labor 
costs is to shrink one’s labor force—with fewer workers, there are fewer 
wages to pay and overall costs are reduced.

Firing someone is not cheap. But it is legal. Economist Heather 
Boushey and her colleague, Sarah Jane Glynn, found that for both 
lower-wage workers like Alana and high-wage workers like Joan and 
Neil, businesses spend about one-fifth of a worker’s salary in order to 
replace them.11 But if a firm’s goal is to sell more with lower costs, 
wouldn’t firing their best salesperson (and taking on the high costs of 
replacing her) potentially be a bad business decision? At the time Alana 
was fired there were many people seeking work in her area, so after she 
was fired, Alana realized she would be easily replaced. Given that she 
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had performed better on sales than her coworkers, Alana speculated that 
she might be replaced by someone who wasn’t as gifted at sales. But it 
also seemed likely her boss thought it would be bad for business if Alana 
(and other employees) thought it was possible to ask for raises and ex-
pect to get them.

Yet there is broad evidence that any kind of turnover actually hurts 
companies. One study found that at small companies, like the one Alana 
worked at, when employees leave (either because they quit or because 
they were fired), customer service—how well customers feel they are 
being treated—declines.12 The study didn’t look at why this happens, 
but we can speculate that it might be because the best people have left 
or it might be because it hurts employee morale when other workers 
leave. Either way, it suggests that job loss isn’t as good for companies as 
they might think it is. A recent review of multiple studies of turnover 
found that it actually hurts a large company’s bottom line to let people 
go. In fact, when news of downsizing goes public, the value of compa-
nies’ stock shares drops, hurting their investor’s pockets.13

Alana was caught off-guard by her job loss, as were most people I 
interviewed. Many people found themselves, like Alana, losing jobs in 
public ways—in front of their colleagues and friends at work, which 
often increased the feelings of shame or loss of dignity that accompa-
nied the job loss. Alana was “upset” and worried that she might become 
“bitter,” even though she was normally a “pretty forgiving person,” 
because her public dismissal in front of the staff was a painful moment. 
She remembers mumbling “Alright” and then turning and walking out 
of the store.

In the United States, the labor laws are very much in favor of the 
employer rather than the employee. In fact, the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD) ranks the United States 
as having the absolute weakest laws protecting workers from dismissal 
in over seventy countries worldwide.14 Pennsylvania is, like all states but 
Montana, an “employment-at-will” state, meaning that an employer can 
fire someone with or without cause.15 In direct contrast, in the Euro
pean Union (EU), companies cannot fire people “at will”; the EU com-
mission states quite clearly that employers cannot fire their employees 
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simply for “the wish of the employer.”16 Yet in the United States, there 
are very limited protections to the “at will” rule. If you have a union 
contract, your union may negotiate rules of termination, or if you are in 
a protected class, such a woman or a person of color or someone with a 
disability, you can’t be fired for being in this protected class. For the 
most part, in the United States, there are little to no rules regarding how 
employers treat employees when they are let go.17

“I felt like we were thrown out like we were the trash,” Monica told 
me. A married mother of two, she had worked as a medical transcrip-
tionist for a local hospital. Sixteen transcriptionists were brought into a 
room by their supervisor and told that they had two months before 
their jobs would be outsourced to a local transcription company. If they 
wanted to, they could apply to work for that company; in fact, the com
pany had someone with applications waiting for them outside the room. 
But the pay would be minimum wage—half of what Monica was mak-
ing at the hospital after almost fifteen years—and they would receive no 
benefits. Monica, and most of the others, refused to apply. After that, 
Monica felt the hospital human resources staff played tough. The staff 
refused to help with even the smallest request Monica and the others 
made, such as asking for paystub printouts they were told they would 
need for their unemployment application (payroll was all online and 
Monica did not have a home printer). They would not answer questions 
about buying COBRA (the health insurance extension program), even 
though Monica knew that a woman who had recently left the hospital 
voluntarily had received information about this. Feeling disposable—
like the company could easily throw you out and replace you with some-
one newer and cheaper—was often very devastating to workers.

Many of the working-class women had the feeling that they were 
being replaced by younger versions of themselves. Jodi felt very hurt by 
her job loss. She had thought that the temps she helped to train were 
there because business was expanding. Instead, “I was there for so 
long . . . ​I felt like they could have used me. And I was doing other things 
and they gave my jobs to temps that were there.” Being replaced by 
people the unemployed had helped train was a common theme under
lying people’s upset feelings.
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Losing the sense of belonging to a team was also hard on many work-
ers. Many companies had policies that required workers to gather their 
things and be escorted from the premises after they are dismissed. I met 
Jill in my office on Penn State’s campus because both she and her boy-
friend had recently lost jobs and she felt like their house was “too de-
pressing.” She confided that she wanted the excuse to get dressed up and 
get out of the house, even if it was to come to the university to meet with 
me, rather than go on a “real interview.” Jill had been working as an office 
manager for a tech company, and while she would have preferred a posi-
tion that was only marketing (her field), she did all the communications 
writing for them. Jill found the whole process deeply upsetting. “They 
shut down your access to your computer system. They shut people out. 
They don’t want people to make a fuss about it, so you know, they just 
kind of boot people out.” Being shut out of the system felt hurtful to Jill 
and made it clear to her immediately that she was no longer part of the 
team. While this is a common practice among large companies worried 
about employees who might be unhappy after their firing or who may 
also want to protect sensitive documents from people whose loyalty is 
no longer to the company, it also is a practice that protects employees 
because they can’t be blamed if something goes wrong after they learn 
about their termination. But Jill wondered why companies did not pro-
vide at least a couple of weeks’ notice to employees to allow them to 
“get themselves together.” Having her computer access terminated, her 
things packed up while she was in talking to HR, and then being walked 
off premises gave Jill the feeling that she was “like a criminal.”

Brent had a history of chronic unemployment, yet it did not prepare 
him for his job loss. In fact, even when he was called into the human 
resources office, he did not realize he would lose his job. “When I got 
called by HR into the office there was another position that had opened 
up that I applied for and so I thought they were calling me in to talk to 
me about that position. So, then they called me in, I saw the paper, it 
said for termination and then I knew.” While Brent’s office was hiring 
for supervisory positions, they were letting people go at his level, and 
he was not under consideration for a position the next level up because 
he hadn’t been with the company long enough. Brent described how his 
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things were “held hostage,” as someone from HR had emptied his desk 
while he was in the termination meeting and he was walked to the park-
ing garage; he had to hand over his parking pass before he could get back 
his possessions.

Natalie was mad, too. One of the things that frustrated her most was 
all of the extra things that the company had done—the exercise boot 
camps, the book club groups, the yearly picnics, and Christmas 
parties—that made it seem like the company was more than just a com
pany. It was a family—a group of people who cared about each other. 
Once her job was gone, she said, “I almost feel like I was taken away 
from a family.” But while the company had fostered this family feeling, 
it did not mean that the company had a lasting commitment to 
Natalie.

Sometimes the worker wasn’t walked to the HR office and handed a 
box to retrieve personal items at the desk. Some workers received a 
phone call dismissal notification and had company equipment removed 
from their home. Seth delivered medical equipment for his work, so he 
did not go into the office on a regular basis. Instead, he would call in or 
receive a fax and then use the company truck to make his deliveries. 
When he lost his job, as he recalled, his “manager showed up at my front 
door at eight o’clock in the morning and I wasn’t supposed to start till 
eleven. Took my keys, my truck, my cell phone. They had given me a 
printer and a fax machine; they took everything from me that day and 
let me know that was it.” Having them show up on his doorstep and strip 
him of everything they had given him felt terrible, particularly since his 
boss wasn’t forthcoming with details. Even worse, Seth had not thought 
to keep the contact information for his coworkers on his personal phone 
(only on the work phone), so when he lost his job and the work equip-
ment he lost contact with his coworkers, too. Only later would he con-
nect with one of his coworkers on social media and learn that the two 
of them had been laid off that day and six others a couple days later. The 
company had merged and downsized. Seth lost both access to the com
pany property as well as to his coworkers and friends.

Sociologist Dawn Norris has examined how people cope with the 
loss of identity after a job loss and how the job loss impacted their 
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mental health. Ultimately, Norris argues that most people who lose a 
job cope with what she calls an “identity void” after the job loss; people 
have had part of their identity tied to work, and when they lose their 
job, that part of their identity is gone. In the weeks (and sometimes 
months) after they lose a job and before they find a new one, people 
must construct a new sense of who they are.18 I found that this loss of 
identity was strongly felt by those in both the transitional and the lock-
step group. Only those who had experienced chronic unemployment, 
like Anthony or Dennis, were less likely to emphasize the loss of identity 
as workers. This may be because the chronically unemployed spent 
much less time, on average, with their most recent job and had much 
more experience, on average, living with chronic unemployment; being 
unemployed had become part of their identity.

The Emotional Toll of Discriminatory Firings

As I noted in chapter 2, Black Americans experience unemployment 
rates at nearly twice the rates of whites in the United States. Discrimina-
tion explains part of these differences.19 Recent studies that have taken 
a closer look at workforce practices have found disturbing patterns of 
clear harassment of Black employees by white employers and of dis-
criminatory firing practices.20 Moreover, when someone engages in 
discriminatory practices, it is usually not the discriminator but the per-
son who faces the discrimination whose job is lost.21 Additionally, Lou-
wanda Evans, a scholar specializing in race and emotion work, has 
found that the persistent experience of racist microagressions at work 
and the dismissal of the importance of race as a social structure can lead 
to an increased emotional burden on workers of color.22 Taken together, 
we can understand why the emotional toll of discriminatory firings 
weighed so heavily on Black and Latina workers.

Latoya had particularly good cause to be upset about her job loss. 
Multiracial (Black and white) and middle-class, she had never lost a job 
before. She’d worked for her prior employer, a large health care con-
glomerate, for a number of years, working her way up the ranks in the 
human resources department. Like so many others, her identity was 
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tied to her work; she told me, “I’ve been working for a very long time. 
It makes me feel very good about myself to have a position, to have a 
job, and to know that I’m holding my own and contributing financially.” 
She’d impressed her boss so much that her boss promoted Latoya sev-
eral times and put her into a training program. The training program 
even included funding for her to earn her master’s degree, which she 
had started part-time. “Things were going great and then they fired our 
human resources director and they brought a new one in. The third day 
she was there she just said she didn’t like me. And about three months 
later my job was mysteriously eliminated.” While she’d had no com-
plaints on her file and no previous interactions with this new boss be-
fore being told she wasn’t liked, Latoya lost her job once this woman 
became her new manager. Latoya asked her new boss for a reason for 
the firing and was told, “ ‘If I could have picked someone to work here, 
it wouldn’t be you.’ ” This language, combined with their lack of interac-
tion, convinced Latoya that the only reason for this level of animus from 
a new boss could be race. After she lost her job, Latoya was not simply 
“livid,” she took legal action and filed an Equal Employment Opportu-
nity Commission complaint (which she would eventually win). Her 
sense of injustice at the way she’d been treated motivated this decision. 
She explained, “My goal is to have her removed from that position and 
have the company have to take other steps that will hit them in several 
areas to make sure that doesn’t happen again.” Latoya sought justice for 
herself and protection for other workers of color who might follow in 
her footsteps.

Latoya wasn’t the only woman of color fired because of her race. Even 
in a study as small as mine, multiple people of color experienced job 
losses under discriminatory circumstances. Christina, a Latina woman, 
had worked as a social worker for a government agency and was explor-
ing her options for suing the agency for wrongful dismissal when we 
first met. She felt her new boss hadn’t liked her because she was an 
opinionated woman of color. She’d never had a problem in her several 
years working there until this new boss came on the scene. A unionized 
worker, Christina knew her union had negotiated a clear procedure that 
needed to be followed before an employee was fired. There were to be 
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documented write-ups of problematic behavior from a supervisor or 
written complaints from a family. But Christina never received a write-
up from him or a complaint from a family. Her firing came as a complete 
surprise and violated the terms of her union contract. She learned the 
news and thought, “How dare you?” Explaining this sense of outrage, 
she described how she had always gotten along with her coworkers and 
the clients they served: “The case workers and the frontline staff, they 
do a very good job and they’re amazing people.” Christina went on, “If 
I deserved it, I could understand that. But I’ve never had any warnings, 
nothing. . . . ​Or if it was downsizing, that would even be different, but 
that’s not what this was.” As a result, she was left with one feeling: 
“angry.” After our first meeting, Christina sued and settled out of court. 
Recent research finds that both Black and Latino workers, particularly 
women, are less well represented in managerial positions in the public 
sector than they were in the past, and that their wages compared to 
whites have been on the decline.23 Discriminatory firing practices as 
experienced by Latoya and Christina may contribute to the underrepre
sentation and lower wages that Black and Latino workers face and, like 
other experiences of racial discrimination at work, they may even harm 
health, increasing a worker’s risk of stress or hypertension, as earlier 
studies have found.24

Severances, Dignity, and Middle-Class Men

There was one group that did not feel nearly as upset and angry as the 
rest; they also were protected from gender or racial bias in the work-
place, as none reported having discriminatory experiences. These 
people told me the company just had to make the decision to let them 
go. As one said, “It’s just business is business is business.” This group was 
white middle-class men. A national study found that white middle-class 
men were much less likely to be the target of downsizing than women 
and men of color, which meant that white men in professional jobs were 
often the last to go or the sole survivors when layoffs arrived.25

In fact, a number of the white middle-class men had survived earlier 
layoffs at work or had been the ones instigating those layoffs. Some even 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



70  c h a p t e r  3

said their companies had treated them well. The quotes from this group 
are in stark contrast to the primarily angry feelings described by the 
women and working-class men. “They did it as professionally as they 
could,” said one. “I got the feeling they didn’t really want to let me go,” 
said another. “They treated us really well,” replied a third, while a fourth 
reported, “It was a respectful thing.” One man went so far as to say it was 
“no fault of the company, and I’m not blaming them in anyway.” This 
final quote is particularly striking because the company had, of course, 
let him go, but he wanted to make sure I understood that he did not fault 
the company for that.

In the 1980s, Newman argued that the “culture of meritocracy” is so 
strong in the United States that it led some of the middle-class men she 
met to support their employers’ decision to fire them. This “culture of 
meritocracy” hinges on what scholars have recognized as a particularly 
American belief that people achieve their successes and failures solely 
based on their own merit (and not, for example, because they may have 
benefited from having well-educated parents). Two decades later, writ-
ing about workers who lost jobs before the Great Recession, Allison 
Pugh found both working- and middle-class men and women generally 
accepted their job loss as a matter of course, not because of American 
meritocracy, but because of what Pugh called the “one-way honor sys-
tem” in American workplaces, in which workers devote themselves to 
companies but do not expect such loyalty in return from their employ-
ers.26 Looking at the unemployed who, again, lost jobs before the Great 
Recession, Ofer Sharone found that American white-collar workers 
(but less so blue-collar ones) engaged in a “self-blame” game.27 Yet in 
her study on the reorganization of work in the 1990s, Vicki Smith found 
middle-class workers who said “it hurts to realize that the employers are 
not going to give to employees.”28 A post–Great Recession study like-
wise found that the unemployed—particularly the long-term unem-
ployed with college but not advanced degrees—were likely to blame 
employers for their inability to find work.29 Thus, there have been mixed 
results in the existing research on the middle class and their feelings 
about job loss.
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I think there are a few reasons why the middle-class men were likely 
to agree with the business arguments for their firing and why they 
weren’t as angry about their job loss. As a whole, the middle-class men 
were overrepresented in occupations where they had high degrees of 
autonomy and had reached high levels of success in their careers. They 
were most likely to be in management and to have done the firing in 
previous rounds. They often had survived other downsizings and ap-
preciated that their companies made an effort to keep them on. They 
may have identified more strongly with the ones who were firing them 
than the women or the working-class men in this study would have, and 
they were also more likely to be employed in architecture and engineer-
ing or computer and mathematical occupations. Having achieved a siz-
able amount of success in our meritocratic system, the middle-class 
men perhaps felt more obligated to support the existing system, even 
when things didn’t work out as well for them.

Overall, the middle-class men were treated with greater respect when 
they lost their jobs and appeared to feel like they retained more of their 
dignity. Most had experiences that were similar to that of Jerry, a white 
middle-class man, married with three children, who was told privately 
what was happening in the hospital where he worked in management 
and reassured by his supervisor who told him, “ ‘I will give you an exem-
plary reference.’ ” His boss even offered to start making calls that day to 
help Jerry find a new position. This level of outreach by an employer was 
almost unheard of outside the circle of middle-class men. Jerry also had 
the experience of being walked out of the building on the day he was let 
go, but Jerry had done this to other employees himself when he was a 
manager and felt differently about the experience. He had gone through 
management training and saw being walked out as a protective step by 
the company—for his sake as much as his former employers—because 
it removed the possibility that momentary hurt feelings could cause bad 
decision making, and it protected him from any liability should anything 
happen in the hospital work environment after he received the news.

There is an additional answer for why the middle-class men felt so 
differently about their employers after their job loss than the other 
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participants did. Almost two-thirds of the middle-class men were of-
fered a severance package when they were let go. In striking contrast, 
not even a quarter of the middle- and working-class women received a 
severance, and none of the working-class men got one.30 In 1988, New-
man wrote that severances are “potent symbols of esteem.” Severances 
let employees know that the company respected their work and their 
years of service, and they also suggest a level of continued corporate 
responsibility to the employee even after their formal relationship is 
severed. In addition to the social and psychological rewards, severances 
also provided real tangible financial benefits to the newly unemployed. 
Unlike unemployment benefits that pay, at most, half of someone’s sal-
ary, severances extended the period for which people received their full 
salaries for weeks and often months. This allowed middle-class men to 
put into place more frugal spending practices in the time leading up to 
when they would start to receive unemployment.

In addition to being treated with a great deal of respect and being told 
he’d get a great reference, Jerry got a large severance package: nearly 
eight months’ salary at full pay. Jerry felt his severance package was justi-
fied because, as a management-level employee, he couldn’t be allowed 
to continue to work once he was given noticed. He explained, “Manage-
ment, when you resign, typically depending on how long you’re in that 
position, you give four weeks [notice] at management level. Unfortu-
nately, with termination, for management it is immediate. You’re liter-
ally given notice and you’re walked to your office; you’re watched as 
you’re cleaning your office and then you’re walked to the parking lot. 
Because of management—it’s because of security, you know—I had 
access to computer systems that regular staff doesn’t have access to.” 
Because the security protocol required immediate termination, Jerry 
said, “most managements will get some sort of severance depending on 
how long they’ve been there and [in my case] it was for eight months’ 
time. That was my severance.”

But many workers—like Tracy, Joan, and Anthony, as well as others 
we met in this chapter—didn’t receive a severance package, including 
many who were walked out in a similar manner. They were simply let go. 
(And many, like Tracy and Anthony, did not even receive any notice.) 
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Jerry’s severance pay covered a long period of time, and it gave him the 
ability to search for new work while not working and before he started 
collecting unemployment (he was eligible for full unemployment ben-
efits once his severance ended). While it can be easier to find a new job 
when employed, searching for work when not employed can be easier, as 
there is more free time in which to apply for jobs and go to interviews.

Severances were made more complicated when they came with 
strings attached or when they were offered by companies that had 
bought out previous employers. Frank had worked for nine years for the 
same company and enjoyed his work. He received nine total additional 
paychecks—one for each year he had spent with the company. While 
he appreciated the severance pay, he was disappointed that it came with 
a noncompete agreement, which stated he would not be allowed to 
work for a competitor, and that he had a very short time period in which 
to sign it. He told me, “We were given twelve hours to sign our sever-
ance paperwork. And in our paperwork, it says feel free to get a lawyer 
to look over it. I’m like, ‘Yeah, I have a lawyer on retainer?’ ” Frank felt 
that twelve hours was not enough time to carefully consider signing a 
noncompete agreement, even though there were “not many competi-
tors in that market.” While federal law requires that workers age 40 and 
older be given a minimum of seven days to consider a severance package 
(and more time if more than one employee is being terminated), 
younger employees, like Frank, have no such rights.31 Thus, even a gen-
erous severance (nine paychecks, or four and a half months before he 
would have to go on unemployment) can feel less generous depending 
on the restrictions placed on it.

Not everyone who was offered a severance package took it. Barry, a 
high-level executive, explained, “Well, I was offered a severance package, 
but I had to sign a severance agreement and there was a noncompete 
and some clauses in there that I didn’t want to lock myself into. I did not 
sign the severance agreement, so I did not get a severance package.” 
Despite not taking the offered severance package, Barry felt little ill will 
toward his company. There was a merger, and in the course of business 
his position and a few others were eliminated. Barry explained that with 
this sort of merger, it would have been unexpected for him to keep his 
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job, so as soon as he heard the merger was happening, he began net-
working and looking for a new position. When his bosses asked him to 
make the several-hours drive out to the new corporate headquarters, he 
knew what was in store for him that day. Despite spending almost all 
day in the car to get to a “ten-minute meeting” in which he was let go, 
Barry exhibited none of the resentment or anger expressed by the other 
participants. He said that he understood why it had to happen this way 
and that the severance he had been offered (and declined) had been 
more than generous.

Severances didn’t guarantee that employees wouldn’t be upset about 
their job loss. We remember from earlier in the chapter that Neil still 
felt upset despite a six-week severance. When people felt that they had 
lost their jobs unjustly, it was not always enough to be sent away with a 
fairly tidy sum of money. But, as we will see in the following chapters, 
it could ease the challenges of unemployment considerably. Sometimes 
receiving a severance that was less than what was understood to be stan-
dard for the industry could lead to harsh feelings about the company. 
Nathan, an architect, was particularly put out with his employers 
because he felt that his severance was fairly shabby. He told me, “I only 
got two weeks of pay from here and I figured that stinks.” He was com-
paring his most recent severance to that of his former employer who 
had given him two months. Perhaps compared to his past severance 
package, two weeks’ pay was low, and even compared to the other 
middle-class men, Nathan’s severance was less than average. But, when 
compared to what the middle-class women and the working-class indi-
viduals were offered, Nathan’s full two weeks of pay set him clearly well 
above most people who lose their jobs.

Among the women, it was much more common not to receive sever-
ances. Pamela, for example, had been with her former employer for al-
most three years and had accrued vacation time but was not given a 
severance; in fact, she wasn’t even allowed to take her remaining vaca-
tion time or receive it as a cash payout. In contrast, many of the middle-
class men took for granted that their owed vacation would also be in-
cluded in a final lump-sum payout. Dean, for example, got all of his 
accrued eight weeks of vacation and sick days paid. Pamela “was so 
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mad” when she realized she would receive nothing from the company. 
Rita wasn’t even paid fully for her last day of work. While she was upset 
that she didn’t receive severance after nearly seven years with the com
pany, she was outraged that she wasn’t paid for the final hours she 
worked; it was, she said, “just a horrible mess.” While scholars (myself 
included) have often pointed out that women’s motivation for partici-
pating in paid work is complicated and tied to more than what they can 
earn, it is important to note that what people earn is both financially 
important as well as a social signal of how that worker is valued by the 
company (and, perhaps, by society at large). In perhaps a sign of how 
much working-class jobs have changed in the last four decades, none of 
the working-class men reported having received a severance. In fact, 
Timothy remarked, “No place I’ve ever been [that] let me go, gave me 
severance pay.” Both the women and the men understood that sever-
ances were a sign of a company’s respect and responsibility, but only the 
middle-class men had regular access to this reward.

———

When I first puzzled over the differences in severances between the 
middle-class men and everyone else, I resented the Jerrys and Neils of 
the world—why did they get these benefits that the others did not? But 
the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I didn’t really want 
Jerry, Neil, and others like them to have less; I wanted Regina and Joan 
and Tracy and Anthony to have more.

Most of the middle-class men still lived in a world in which their 
companies acted as if they owed them something for their efforts and 
their hard work over the years. In the first months of the 2020 global 
pandemic, differences in access to severance pay were widespread, with 
hourly and contingent workers reporting a much lower likelihood to 
receive a severance than those who worked in managerial positions. 
Several new tech companies, like Airbnb, made the news for their rela-
tively generous severances, while large media conglomerates, manufac-
turing plants, and hotel chains were blasted by employees for their lack 
of such offerings.32
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In the years after World War II, companies and workers both bene-
fited from economic growth—a growth that was shared by employers 
and workers.33 But in recent years, companies have resisted sharing the 
profits with their workers, and we have seen the relationship between 
wages and profits come apart. Jacob Hacker argues that there has been 
a decline in corporate responsibility toward the workforce: while 
companies once felt responsible for providing for their workers’ re-
tirements and health care, they no longer do so.34 Christine Williams, 
a sociologist of gender, race, and class inequality at work, argues that 
these corporate changes systematically disadvantage women, making 
them particularly vulnerable to layoffs.35 Where was Regina’s boss’s 
loyalty to her when she asked her point blank if she were about to be 
fired and her boss blithely answered no, before walking Regina to the 
room where she would, a second time, receive that manila envelope? 
It was not, Regina felt, directed toward her.

As we will see in the next chapters, severances provided middle-class 
men additional financial security that would have lasting implications 
for what would happen next in their ability to make home payments and 
maintain their health insurance, in their job searches, and in other areas. 
The middle-class men already had the advantage of being, on average, 
the best paid before they lost their jobs; most of them now had the 
advantage of delaying receipt of their unemployment insurance. In 
chapter 4, we will take a closer look at the financial devastation facing 
some families in the wake of their job loss and the ways that other fami-
lies managed to avoid many financial repercussions.
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4
Insecurity after the Job Loss

carol’s weeks, even before her job loss, were centered around her 
daughter. Carol’s fifteen-year-old was her only child and a promising 
traveling-club soccer player. The family often drove far distances on the 
weekends for soccer meets and had other expenses related to the 
daughter’s soccer. After her job loss from a medical billing company, 
Carol was determined not to allow the family’s financial challenges to 
intrude on her daughter’s ability to play the game. She remembered, 
“[My daughter] asked me about soccer and I told her that I wasn’t going 
to let anything ruin what we had going, and that I would make sure that 
we made all the tournaments.” It was a tough goal: There were costly 
fees involved in certain leagues, plus the cost of outfits and equipment, 
not to mention the travel expenses. But Carol felt that participation in 
a team sport would be a crucial component of her daughter’s college 
application. Carol’s parents hadn’t, she thought, really understood what 
it took to apply and get into college. In her mind, they had allowed Carol 
to drift into an associate’s degree in foods and hospitality that would 
prove of little use for full-time employment. She never found work in 
the field in which she held her degree. Carol wanted things to be differ
ent for her daughter, explaining, “I want her to think about the future,” 
and in order for her daughter to plan better, Carol focused on “showing 
her the opportunities” so that her daughter was better prepared for the 
world of work than she had been.

But after her job loss, finances became tight for Carol and her family. 
She and her husband struggled to pay their bills. With only half of her 
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regular income coming in, the family cut back on all extra expenses 
(save for soccer) and a few necessary ones. Carol and her family stopped 
using one of the family cars, so they would only need to put gas in one. 
Carol started watching flyers for food deals and cutting coupons; they 
reduced some food purchases, although not the healthy foods her 
daughter needed. They stopped eating out, instead packing sandwiches 
and water bottles on days they would travel for soccer. Carol stopped 
her gym membership, cut back on cleaning supplies, stopped using fab-
ric softener in her laundry, and started hanging the clothes out to dry to 
save on electricity. Vacations were a thing of the past, and even short 
drives to see friends were not taken to reduce the cost of gas. Her 
daughter continued her soccer playing, for now, but she was not allowed 
to participate in the team’s social activities any longer, like going out for 
ice cream to celebrate after a win. That was hard on Carol’s daughter—and 
on Carol, who hated to deny her this fun. She summed up, saying, 
“Right now we’re just balancing out, just trying to live. We’re getting 
exactly what we need, nothing extra, nothing extra at all.”

In 2014, Carl Van Horn, a professor of public policy at Rutgers Uni-
versity, set out to understand how losing a job and experiencing unem-
ployment was affecting people in the wake of the Great Recession. He 
and his research team surveyed both employed and unemployed Ameri-
cans and asked them about changes in their lifestyles after the recession 
ended. They were particularly interested in those who were long-term 
unemployed (meaning they had been out of work for more than six 
months), but they also looked at people who hadn’t been out of work 
that long—those like the people in this study. What they found raised 
alarm bells. Under the heading “diminished living standards,” Van Horn 
and his colleagues reported that the majority of the recently unem-
ployed reported their job loss had changed their lives.1 Overall, Van 
Horn and his colleagues warned, the trend appeared bleak for Ameri-
cans who lost jobs.

Despite the importance of this report, I found it did not provide a 
complete picture of the variation in how people’s finances were affected 
by their job loss. About a tenth of the people I interviewed, like Carol, 
had barely enough to pay their bills and sometimes went without 
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essentials and often without extras. Some were much harder hit; over a 
third did not have enough money to pay their daily bills. Those in this 
group regularly went without essentials, reducing their food purchases 
and electricity use, missing bill payments, and even eliminating some 
children’s necessities. Yet a little over half of the sample had enough 
money—some even more than enough—to cover their daily bills; 
these people made much more modest changes to their spending.2

As we have seen thus far, gender and class shaped many aspects of 
job loss and unemployment, including the degree to which households 
felt the pinch of a job loss. Of course, changes to one’s lifestyle when 
one makes $25,000 annually look different from changes to one’s life-
style when one makes $78,000 or $178,000, which the Pew Research 
Center estimates as the median incomes for households at the bottom, 
middle, and top in earnings in the United States.3

While Van Horn’s study did not specifically look at gender or class 
differences, other research has. Asking whether women and men faced 
the same repercussions after the Great Recession, the Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research found women reported greater material hard-
ship than men did after losing their jobs; in fact, both married and single 
women reported being more likely than men to struggle to pay bills, to 
experience hunger, to have fewer savings, and to have a greater inability 
to fulfill their children’s needs.4 Some qualitative research offers insight 
on potential class differences in experiences of unemployment. Ofer 
Sharone, the author of Flawed System/Flawed Self about job searching 
and unemployment, suggests the working class may face greater financial 
precarity after a job loss. In his 2013 book, Sharone notes that “blue-collar 
job seekers are generally closer to the financial abyss” than middle-class 
job seekers in his study.5 Looking exclusively at the working poor, Kath-
ryn Edin and H. Luke Schaefer argue unemployment can be devasting, 
leading families to live on as little as $2 a day.6 They write about low-
income workers (some with high school degrees) in areas where jobs are 
scarce, temporary jobs are lost, and families rely on food stamps and face 
hunger and homelessness when new jobs can’t be found.

Yet much of the research on middle-class workers has focused not on 
the material challenges but instead on the grave feelings of insecurity that 
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they experience, particularly when they are among the long-term un-
employed.7 While Carrie Lane, the white-collar unemployment expert, 
argues that “jobless tech workers also face very real material challenges,” 
she notes that “few of the jobs seekers I met were in danger of losing 
their homes or being unable to feed or clothe their families.”8 Yet Lane’s 
participants often felt insecure. Still other researchers find many of the 
emotional strains experienced by upper-middle-class men stem from 
marital fissures caused by the anxieties about finances.9 Feelings of fi-
nancial insecurity may vary in married-coupled households, not based 
on income but on whether it is the husband (which seems to increase 
family insecurity) or the wife (which seems to decrease family insecu-
rity) who has lost a job, according Aliya Rao, author of Crunch Time: 
How Married Couples Confront Unemployment.10 Rao’s research suggests 
that families worry more about finances after a husband’s job loss and 
do more to help a husband return to work than when it is a wife who 
has lost a job.

In this chapter, I parse out exactly what kinds of material challenges 
people face and how they may differ by class and gender. There is evi-
dence to suggest that unemployment may be particularly hazardous to 
people who have lower wages to start with and those who don’t have a 
working spouse.11 The hardship that can ensue after a job loss can be 
severe; by some calculations, about 40 percent of those who enter pov-
erty do so after the person on whose income the family depends loses 
his or her job.12 This suggests that, for some, the material challenges 
likely do include the possibilities of losing homes, facing hunger, or hav-
ing the electricity turned off.

Among those I met, unemployment was a fast track to impoverish-
ment and great hardship, but not for everyone. Unemployment benefits 
were an important component of this differentiation. In the state of 
Pennsylvania at the time of the interviews, unemployment benefits 
were calculated based on prior earnings (highest average quarterly earn-
ings of any two quarters of the last four quarters). Thirty-six other states 
use a relatively generous formula to calculate unemployment insurance, 
calculating based either on the highest quarterly earnings (as in Penn-
sylvania) or on the highest earnings over multiple quarters.13 Thirteen 
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states use either annual wages or average weekly wages, which can be 
much lower. This is worth pointing out because it means that Pennsyl-
vania’s benefit (while not the most generous) is certainly among the 
better plans in the nation (and we will see that this generosity still left 
so many in dire financial straits).

People received roughly half of this average (up to a maximum 
threshold), which meant that higher-earning folks received more from 
unemployment than did their counterparts. Middle-class men were 
often the most secure, as Neil was, removed from the worst unemploy-
ment can bring by multiple layers of resources, including higher unem-
ployment benefits (as well as the severances I discovered in the last 
chapter) and, most often, a dual-earning wife who provided an addi-
tional layer of security. Middle-class women, too, had the greater protec-
tion of higher unemployment benefits (though their benefits were 
rarely as high as middle-class men received), greater savings, and a 
working spouse. Unlike the middle-class men, middle-class women like 
Joan rarely received a severance. Working-class men faced greater finan-
cial peril, having lower benefits, fewer savings, and being the most likely 
to have a stay-at-home spouse to support, as was the case with Anthony. 
Finally, working-class women were, by far, the most vulnerable as they 
reported the lowest unemployment benefits, the lowest savings in re-
serve, and a low likelihood of receiving severances. Working-class 
women were also the most likely to be single moms, like Tracy, which 
puts all of the financial burdens on one set of shoulders. We can see how, 
then, very early in the process, interactions with the institution of un-
employment, including eligibility and benefits determinations by the 
state unemployment system (as well as differences in workplace sever-
ances) began to differently shape how the unemployment period would 
be experienced by Tracy compared to Neil.

Great Insecurity in the Working Class

Immediately after their job loss, the majority of working-class women 
said they either had not enough or barely enough money to pay their 
daily bills.14 Among the working-class women, over half reported at 
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least three of the following: bills going unpaid, food being reduced, 
children’s necessities and extras being eliminated, savings (if they ex-
isted) being depleted, and household supplies being reduced. Some had 
been forced to turn off the electricity, and others reported that phone 
bills were the only bills regularly being paid (because they knew phones 
were necessary to find a job, although many had spoken with the phone 
company to change their plan). Unlike the vast majority of their middle-
class counterparts, most of the working-class women had no savings to 
start with. They were also unlikely to receive severances.

Not only did the working-class women have few resources in reserve, 
they also received the lowest unemployment benefits, on average. In 
chapter 1, we learned that Tracy’s unemployment compensation was 
$154 a week, or $616 monthly. How far would that have stretched during 
the years I interviewed the unemployed? For the year 2013, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) estimated it would cost about $479 
a month using a “thrifty” budget to buy healthy meals to feed a mom 
and two children the ages of Tracy’s kids.15 Had Tracy followed this 
recommendation, it would have left her with $137 to pay her rent, her 
bills, and everything else. But Tracy had long been a saver of food. 
When we met, I noted how her pantry seemed stocked with dried 
goods, although in Tracy’s eyes, her pantry was depleted, having been 
heavily raided and not replenished in the three months since she lost 
her job. This helped Tracy keep her children fed, as did the SNAP ben-
efits (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program that replaced 
food stamps) they received, but she was not eating as regularly as she 
used to. She wanted to make sure her kids had enough, and if that meant 
that she had to go without, she expected that was just part of what she 
would have to do.

Bills were being paid on time, though. Tracy made sure of that. She 
didn’t want to lose their electricity or their phone, so she’d called both 
companies as soon as she lost her job to see if she could renegotiate her 
rates. Unfortunately, the person from the electric company didn’t quite 
understand her predicament and had renegotiated a rate for her that 
spread out her payments evenly across the year, which he mistakenly 
thought would be helpful since she had electric heat. But since Tracy 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



I n s e c u r i t y  a f t e r  t h e  J o b  L o s s   85

had lost her job over the summer, the renegotiation left her worse off in 
the immediate aftermath of her job loss, as she ended up owing extra 
money for future heating payments, which meant putting nearly a third 
of her unemployment compensation toward her electricity bill. When 
she called to complain, the company said she wasn’t allowed to renego-
tiate the payment plan again until the new year.

Tracy explained, “So we have a home and we have TV and lights, but 
we can’t go anywhere.” The sparseness of their lives weighed on Tracy. 
Her children’s father paid no child support, despite a court order; Tracy 
said, “I don’t know how he gets away with it, but he does.” Although he 
was rarely in the picture, when he asked if he could take the children to 
a local amusement park for an outing, she felt she couldn’t refuse her 
kids the opportunity.16 But she resented that he got to give them an 
exciting day away from the hardship while refusing to help with the 
daily work of financially providing, caring, and raising them. Sighing 
with frustration, she said, “He’s pretty much a joke.” Sociologists Kath-
ryn Edin and Timothy Nelson have found that as men’s paid work op-
portunities have decreased for those with a high school education or 
less, men have attempted to redefine what it means to be a good 
dad—a definition that no longer necessarily includes providing finan-
cially for their families.17 They find that dads who have unsteady or 
infrequent employment, like Tracy’s ex, contribute little financially to 
their children’s household and, instead, make grand gestures by pur-
chasing special gifts for children—gifts that mothers who are main-
taining the household costs cannot afford. Tracy’s ex certainly fell into 
this category as he took the kids out for a day and left her behind (liter-
ally and figuratively) juggling bills and the daily costs of supporting 
their children.

Tracy’s life in the weeks and months after her job loss were marked 
by notable hardship and not enough government support to prevent 
her family from falling deeply into poverty. The fall into poverty was one 
experienced by many working-class women. Tamara and her kids 
started eating at soup kitchens, Tonya and her children were grateful to 
gain access to SNAP, and Vanessa explained that she’d sold just about 
everything she owned. “Next thing to go is that TV,” she said, pointing 
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to the only television in the house, but she thought her kids would take 
it badly. Most of these women were single mothers, which further exac-
erbated their economic insecurity because there wasn’t anyone to help 
pick up the costs or help with the childcare. Almost all of the working-
class women who had young children pulled them out of childcare after 
their job loss. It was impossible, they reasoned, to afford without their 
salary (although as we will see in chapter 7, searching for work without 
childcare was very difficult).

Not as many working-class men faced this level of hardship, but just 
under half (most of whom had been chronically unemployed) reported 
that they also didn’t have enough or had barely enough money to cover 
their costs. Under a third of the working-class men reported three of the 
following: bills going unpaid, food being reduced, children’s necessities 
and extras being eliminated, savings (if they existed) being depleted, 
and household supplies being reduced. Anthony and his family relied 
solely on his unemployment benefits. While he, like most working-class 
men, earned more than the working-class women, his unemployment 
benefits were not enough to pay his bills. Since working-class men like 
Anthony were the most likely to have had a history of chronic unem-
ployment, they had often tapped out their financial reserves. Anthony 
explained that at some point, he had simply stopped trying to keep track 
of all of his bills. He could not keep up with them, and he could not pay 
off his credit cards. Even when he found employment again, the cumula-
tive effect of having had so many job losses was financially devastating. 
He told me, “I struggled from that point on, even during good-paying 
times, to pay my bills on time.” Being back on unemployment again 
made things for the working-class chronically unemployed much worse.

While working-class women, like Tracy, were the most likely to be 
single parents, working-class men were the most likely to have a stay-at-
home wife. Being a breadwinner in what is typically called a “traditional 
family” with a stay-at-home mom was different from being a single mom, 
as the breadwinning working-class men could rely on their wives for 
childcare and household labor (work that the single moms had to do 
themselves, for the most part). But the men did feel the financial burden 
to provide for their families. Moreover, even if their wives did look for 
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employment, they often could not find work that would help out the 
family because they had been outside of the paid labor market for so long. 
If their stay-at-home wives had found employment, it would have been 
for very low wages because of their lack of work experience (as I describe 
in my first book).18 The families would then need to decide if women 
without much labor market experience should attempt to work for pay 
and whether the little money they could earn would be worth the need to 
juggle child-rearing responsibilities or even pay for outside childcare help.

Anthony’s wife stayed at home, and they decided it didn’t make sense 
for her to try to search for work. They also strongly considered her going 
back to school and thought her best bet was nursing; there had been a 
shortage of nurses in the area. But his wife didn’t have the education 
credentials to get into an RN program, so she would need to take 
courses to help her get into that kind of program first. And, of course, 
they were struggling to pay their bills. His church was providing their 
groceries. Although sending her back to school might have solved their 
problems, it was not a solution they could afford.

It likely made sense for Anthony and his wife to have reached this 
decision. They had young children for whom she was caring and with-
out any work experience, she was unlikely to find work that would have 
paid well enough to balance out the immediate cost of childcare. Nobel 
laureate and economist James Heckman called this the “shadow wage” 
placed on women’s employment—the cost of covering childcare.19 This 
is a complicated calculation, because children aren’t only women’s re-
sponsibility, and we could imagine the costs of childcare coming from 
both spouses’ wages, yet this isn’t how many families think about this 
cost.20 Moreover, lost wages add up over the years, and just a short time 
out of work can mean a significant earnings penalty in older age for 
women.21 But, as my collaborator Adrianne Frech and I found in a na-
tional study, while a majority of women work steadily through their 
childbearing years, many others either temporarily reduce their work 
hours or leave the labor force entirely for a time.22 My first book sug-
gests that white women like Anthony’s wife, who had a working-class 
husband who was employed full-time and relatively poor work options 
herself, were particularly likely not to work.
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Low unemployment benefits—stemming from institutional rules 
about minimum length of job tenure—could lead to great insecurity 
even with a working spouse. Roy had only recently started his new job 
as a welder on a probationary period at the plant. This meant that he 
wasn’t eligible to join the union yet and wasn’t eligible for the job ben-
efits. Unfortunately, the plant had hired him and a couple hundred of 
others in anticipation of a new contract—a contract that was canceled 
within the first few months after Roy was hired. His previous work ex-
perience let Roy survive the first round of layoffs but not the second 
(only the unionized workers survived those). He hadn’t even worked 
there long enough to earn unemployment from the company, according 
to state unemployment rules—he had to draw unemployment from the 
company he worked for before he took this job, where he’d earned a 
much lower wage.

Everything seemed to go wrong for Roy after the job loss. He and his 
common-law wife felt overwhelmed by their bills. “What I get in unem-
ployment is basically barely enough to even feed us . . . ​or pay the mort-
gage, or pay the other bills, or keep gas in the car or day care.” He ex-
plained, “Every month, if we pay something, we’re falling behind in 
everything else.”

Food scarcity hit Roy’s family hard. While they were used to grab-
bing food out at fast-food restaurants, these types of quick and easy 
meals were no longer possible. In fact, with three young children to feed 
plus childcare support to pay for two of Roy’s older kids, his unemploy-
ment did not fully cover their grocery bills. Roy’s mom convinced them 
to lower their pride and accept food from the local food pantry. Roy’s 
mom also gave them some expired food that they decided to eat because 
they couldn’t afford to be picky. But they learned recently that the 
nearby food pantry was “closing down so we can’t even use them” as an 
avenue of support. The authors of Pressure Cooker, a book about families 
and food in the United States, note that food pantries became promi-
nent in the United States in the 1980s when the government safety net 
started shrinking rapidly.23 But most of these programs are funded by 
private donations rather than being public programs, so they can shrink 
or even close when areas experience periods of economic contraction. 
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Yet families like Roy’s needed more help just as these types of social 
supports were less able to provide it.

A history of chronic unemployment left a few working-class men at 
risk of losing their homes. Seth, who lost his job delivering medical 
equipment in a company merger and downsizing, and his family actu-
ally did lose their home. Without his income, he and his wife, a stay-at-
home mom, could not afford to make their rent. They had been late on 
the last payment, too, because his paycheck had come late (because 
of the merger, as he learned much later). There was no wiggle room 
when the rent check came due; they were forced to leave their apart-
ment and move back home to his mother’s house with their kids. Seth 
had a history of chronic unemployment, and this latest job loss hit him 
at a time when the family had no savings and no second income. At its 
worst, then, unemployment brought hunger, loss of electricity, and loss 
of a home.

Steadier Working-Class Finances

Not all working-class families experienced such hardship. Writing in the 
1970s about working-class families living on Clay Street in Washington, 
DC, Joseph Howell described two types of blue-collar families: the 
“steady” and the “hard living.” The “hard living” families of Clay Street 
had less access to stable employment than did the steady families, so 
when things went wrong, they went really wrong. The steady families 
on Clay Street had better jobs, which gave them more resources with 
which to stabilize themselves; overall, they just seemed to have greater 
access to a stable life. Today, sociologists might characterize the steady 
families as having had “good jobs,” the kinds of jobs that are less com-
mon but when found have better pay, health insurance, and fringe ben-
efits like pensions or retirement accounts. Within the working-class 
today, there still exist some “good” or “steady” jobs that provide access 
to the kind of stability needed so that when a job loss comes, the family 
may have enough reserves to get by.

Having this kind of good job is so important because, as should be 
clear by now, if unemployment compensation is approximately half of 
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what you were making (at its most generous), then you need to make a 
decent wage in order to be above the poverty line when your salary is 
cut in half. You also need to have earned enough to set some money 
aside in savings in order to weather the financial storm that would fol-
low a job loss. But many Americans don’t have the financial savings to 
withstand this kind of storm. In fact, over the past three decades, there 
has been a decline in the amount of wealth held by the bottom 
90 percent of all families.24

Those working-class families that had enough to cover their bills gen-
erally had dual earners in the family who both worked at steady jobs, 
earning well above the minimum wage. They also had a spouse whose 
earnings could help keep the family afloat. Finally, they often had sav-
ings set aside that could be used for emergencies. After eight years as a 
foreman overseeing a team of mechanics for a national trucking com
pany, Joel had been upset when he was let go, but in the six weeks since 
he’d lost his job, his family had not yet experienced any daily hardships. 
His son’s birthday was coming up—and with a Halloween birthday, 
they had two big events to celebrate and they didn’t plan to skimp on 
them. Joel said, “He’s in Boy Scouts, and we haven’t cut back or slashed 
or anything like that. Everything’s still pretty much going.”

Joel decided to empty $10,000 out of his 401(k) in order to tide them 
over until he found a new job. He hoped to be able to replace it before 
he’d have to pay the tax penalty for using it. He did still have his pension 
from the large trucking company, and while he wouldn’t be able to touch 
it until his retirement, he was glad for the security that it provided. His 
wife, who worked about thirty hours a week as a waitress/cook, had 
increased her hours to nearly full-time, but that seemed fair to Joel, since 
he’d been the one working full-time for so long. Joel explained that they 
were “just trading places” for a little bit, but his wife had told him to 
expect that she’d be switching back to part-time work as soon as he 
found full-time work again. Overall, Joel was on steady financial ground 
for now, but he and others like him were less common in the working 
class.

Relying on retirement savings and on a spouse’s income is what many 
families do when times are hard, as we learned from Joel. While some 
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women (like Anthony’s wife) who haven’t been in the workforce have 
a hard time entering the job market, women who are already working 
could either increase their hours or maintain steady work and provide 
a cushion to family finances in that way. In my first book, I found that 
families were able to depend on women’s income to help provide in-
creased security during difficult times. While women’s earnings typi-
cally cannot replace men’s in the household, owing to the wage gap in 
income between men and women, the overall rise in women’s employ-
ment has been critical for families’ financial security in the United 
States. While women’s labor force participation rates actually rose fast-
est among those married to the highest-earning men, women’s labor 
force participation rates have risen among all married couples, helping 
to stem the tide of shrinking wages among the working class.25

Middle-Class Security

At about three months after their job loss, the vast majority of middle-
class workers remained on solid financial ground. Over three-quarters 
of the middle-class men said that they had enough to cover their daily 
costs, as did two-thirds of the middle-class women.26 In fact, among the 
middle class, it was more common to report that security was achieved 
without touching retirement savings than for people to empty their 
401(k) plans. In fact, both Neil and Joan emphasized that they expected 
not to touch their retirement accounts during their period of 
unemployment.

This did not mean that nothing changed in these houses. Prior re-
search has noted that most middle-class households are built on the 
assumption of two incomes, and the loss of one of those incomes can 
pose an immediate challenge.27 But the changes were, for the most part, 
much smaller in magnitude in the first few months than they were for 
the working class. In chapter 8, we will take another look, one year later, 
to see if more financial sacrifices had to be made. But for now, most 
workers in the middle class reported fairly modest changes. Neil ex-
plained that he and his wife were eating out less frequently. He thought 
that previously they had been spending between $800 to $1,000 a 
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month on groceries and meals out for two people and had tried to cut 
back. They had been eating their leftovers more often, rather than 
throwing them away.

Neil’s income had been relatively high, so he was bringing home 
slightly less than half of what he’d made, as he had hit the maximum 
benefit allowed by the state. But his wife had a substantial salary, and 
Neil had received a severance pay of six weeks, some of which he had 
been able to set aside in preparation for when he would receive only the 
unemployment insurance. Neil and his wife also didn’t have children, 
which meant they had no one else to support, unlike most other people 
I met. Even though he had had a history of chronic unemployment, Neil 
historically had bounced quickly from one job to the next with little 
time off in between, rebounding better than most of the working-class 
men.28 Neil explained his wife had started “buying stuff online through 
Walmart and trying to buy bulk” household supplies. Their typical sum-
mer vacation was happening in the fall this year because the cost would 
be lower in the shoulder season rather than in the summer. And they 
decided not to run the household air-conditioning, using the ceiling 
fans instead and running the AC only on the one day that it had hit over 
ninety degrees. But none of these changes brought Neil and his family 
close to the insecurity that the working class experienced in the imme-
diate aftermath of the job loss.

Joan’s family had made even fewer changes to their spending than 
Neil had, even though Joan had been the family breadwinner before her 
job loss. She, too, brought home the weekly maximum in unemploy-
ment insurance. Joan also emphasized her husband’s ability to be the 
breadwinner for the time being, similarly to how Aliya Rao’s unem-
ployed women emphasized their husbands’ work—although Joan was 
unlike most of Rao’s participants in that she emphasized the importance 
of her own work.29 ( Joan, like most of the women I met, identified 
strongly with work.) Her husband had, in Joan’s words, “a good job and 
a great income.” She explained that food “is the one area that we really 
have not cut back because we’re trying to be healthy.” They had put off 
going on vacation, but they had kept their son in his day care, had kept 
up with their bills, and had purchased a new bed. They had “been 
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contemplating getting rid of the landline,” Joan explained, but, she 
added, “I love my landline. I’m kind of old-fashioned.”

Some middle-class families were even more secure than Neil and 
Joan. About a fifth of middle-class families reported making no changes 
in their spending habits (not even the relatively minimal ones Neil de-
scribed) in the first three months after their job loss. In contrast, nearly 
all of the working-class families made some changes to their lifestyles. 
These families often had substantial savings in additional to higher un-
employment benefits and high-earning spouses. Many reported having 
enough money in their daily-use checking or money market accounts 
from which they could draw; most maintained that they would not 
touch their retirement accounts. Some talked about “the rule of thumb” 
being that you wanted to have about three to six months of income set 
aside in case of emergency.30 Rodney, an IT specialist, and his wife had 
substantial savings; in fact, his detailed recounting of them all took up 
a significant portion of our time together. This difference in savings can 
be seen across the United States. According to the Federal Reserve 
Board, the “bottom 50 percent [of Americans] has very little wealth,” 
which may help explain another Federal Reserve Board finding that 
about 40 percent of all families would find it difficult to pay for an un-
expected expense of $400 or more.31

Most middle-class families hadn’t been living paycheck to paycheck 
before the job loss. In other words, unlike many working-class families, 
middle-class salaries were high enough that they were not immediately 
spending all (or nearly all) of what they earned in a month. Yes, there 
might come a time, Rodney reported, when “the checking account gets 
down to a level where it needs [to be] replenished.” But they hadn’t 
gotten there yet, and when they did, he knew they could turn to the 
online savings account, which, for now, hadn’t been touched. Rodney 
and his wife were solidly upper-middle class (although like many Amer-
icans in the top quintile, they might have been surprised to be described 
as such), but they wouldn’t be described as rich, not reaching the top 
5 percent or even 10 percent of Americans in family income.32 But even 
three months after Rodney’s job loss, he and his wife hadn’t seen any 
noticeable changes to their expenditures.
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Greater Precarity in the Middle Class

Not all middle-class families were so comfortable. In households where 
there had been previous periods of unemployment—particularly when 
those periods had been lengthy—families found that finances got tight 
fast. Black middle-class families also were harder hit by job loss than were 
white families largely because of differences in savings and debt, which 
scholars have noted is largely the result of both historical and current 
discriminatory practices that have excluded Black Americans from access 
to wealth through homeownership and better employment opportuni-
ties.33 Finally, middle-class families that relied on only one income were 
also more likely to see their finances tighten more substantially. 

Jeff, a thirty-six-year-old, white middle-class man, had lost an earlier 
job and was out of work for nearly eighteen months. A probation officer, 
Jeff had earned his college degree and was excited to find his first job, 
working in the probation office and doing work with the local court
house as well as with the local schools. He also wrote federal grants to 
support his work to help people fight addictions. Jeff remembered 
thinking at the time, “I really love my job,” which was why he felt so 
devastated to lose it and then to be unable to find a new one. During 
Jeff ’s long job search, his wife had continued working full-time, but she 
worked in social services with a relatively low salary. Jeff ’s earnings were 
double hers when he’d been working. Looking back, he recalled that 
things didn’t feel financially tight during his first job loss, but now he 
realized that it was mostly because they were putting things on the 
credit card when they couldn’t afford to pay cash. Since one of the credit 
cards was in his wife’s name only and tied directly to the bank account 
that was only in her name, he didn’t have a good sense of how much 
credit card debt they were accruing on that card. Likewise, one of the 
other credit cards was in his name and tied to his account, and his wife 
didn’t have a sense of how much debt they were accruing on that card. 
By the time Jeff found a job, he and his wife were surprised to find they 
had amassed close to $25,000 in credit card debt.

This time around, Jeff wanted to plan differently. After he had found 
his most recent job, he and his wife emptied their retirement accounts 
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in order to pay down the debt. But once he lost that job, it was easy for 
credit card debt to creep back up; already he had $6,000 on his credit 
card, and he feared a similar amount was on his wife’s card as well. 
Again, they weren’t sharing their card information with each other. With 
so much debt and such little income coming in, he didn’t know how 
they could make a better plan. Ultimately, he explained, “Credit card 
debt is one of those things, if there’s ebb and flow, it’s really not that big 
of a deal. But, if you don’t have the money coming in to make above and 
beyond the payments, then you’re screwed.” While Jeff found it impos-
sible not to fight over the little things—such as “Do you really need to 
spend fifty bucks on that?”—he was not going to start a larger fight over 
the credit card debt because he wasn’t sure where it would lead.

It is important to note that Jeff and his family’s economic decline 
(which was among the worst I saw in the middle class) still looked quite 
different from Tracy’s or Anthony’s experience. Jeff and his family were 
living a much less financially strained life than many of the working 
class—they weren’t experiencing hunger and had even still taken a vaca-
tion the year before. Jeff noted that the time at the beach was shorter than 
usual and not as relaxing, but they had made it there nonetheless. Tracy, 
in contrast, wasn’t sure if they would ever have a family vacation, period. 
She certainly did not plan to take one during her time on unemploy-
ment. Jeff ’s family hadn’t changed phone or electricity services and made 
mostly modest changes to household supplies. The one large change Jeff 
noted (other than reducing the vacations) was that he liked to shoot for 
target practice, and he had mostly stopped that hobby because ammuni-
tion was too expensive. They also were eating out a bit less.

Much of the toll that Jeff and his family bore was the emotional and 
psychological costs of the uncertainty they faced. Stanford sociologist 
Marianne Cooper notes that even when everyone in the household is 
employed in high-status careers, people can feel insecure about their 
own and their children’s financial futures.34 In middle-class households 
that had experienced a measurable decline in their financial fortunes, 
there was new tension in the house about how long this insecurity 
would last. For Jeff and his family, there was anxiety about the likelihood 
that things could get worse if Jeff didn’t find new work.
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Black families often seemed harder hit by a job loss because they had 
fewer resources than their white counterparts. Many of these differences 
can be traced to differences in wealth in Black and white America—
differences that scholars agree are tied to the legacy of slavery, Jim Crow 
laws, and racist homeownership policies that persisted in the North in 
the post–Civil War era.35 Latoya and her husband both had solid 
middle-class jobs, but they had less savings than many white families. 
Their adult children also relied on them to help out from time to time, 
and they contributed to their college-age daughter’s school costs. This 
increased their financial pressures. White Americans are most likely to 
continue to receive financial gifts from their parents long into their 
adulthood, which can help explain some of the differing financial re-
sources between white, Black, and Latino families.36 In contrast, Black 
Americans can find themselves more likely to provide financial support 
to their elderly parents.37 Latesha, a Black woman, did not have a history 
of chronic unemployment or long periods of unsuccessful work 
searches. Instead, both she and her husband had had long periods of 
stable employment and were part of the stable working class. They had 
both been the first in their families to go beyond high school; each 
earned advanced technical and vocational certificates/degrees. But 
Latesha and her husband accrued significant student debt in order to 
do so; Black students typically accrue higher debt for schooling than 
their white peers due to the historical differences in wealth between 
white and Black families.38 Her mother lived with them, as did their 
three children. When her mother became sick, they put some of her 
health care costs on their credit cards (health care costs are the largest 
cause of bankruptcy in the United States).39 In total, she said, “Our ac-
cumulative debt, which is including my student loans and [his student 
loans, her mom’s health costs, plus some credit card debt from when 
they were young], is a total of, like, $63,000.” This debt load put Latesha 
and her family at greater risk after her job loss because they could not 
always pay the minimum amount on all of the bills. While her husband’s 
job plus Latesha’s unemployment was enough to cover their daily living 
expenses, their debt was an outsize burden that greatly increased their 
overall risk and their financial worries.40
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Some of the middle-class families that struggled the most were those 
headed by single mothers. Being in a single-parent household meant all 
of the financial and emotional pressures were left in one person’s hands. 
When Christina lost her job as a social worker, she and her twelve-year-
old adopted son stopped eating out, and she even felt stressed about 
what they bought to eat at home. “When I go to the store, I’m only get-
ting necessities. I’m not buying my favorite chips or his favorite cookies. 
I’m just buying whatever is on sale or least expensive. If it’s not needed, 
I don’t get that. And I pretty much freak out—I think that’s the only 
term I can use—when he comes home and hasn’t eaten his lunch and 
now it has to go in the garbage. Because he just wasted it and I’m just 
like, ‘You’re wasting food.’ So that’s on my mind—what are we wasting.” 
Although Christina and her son were in much better shape financially 
than Tracy, she faced greater uncertainty than either Jeff or even Late-
sha. With only one income coming in, once the unemployment checks 
stopped, there would be no income coming in at all. Thus, even though 
Christina could afford to pay all of the household bills currently, the 
possibility that the unemployment checks would stop before she had 
found a job made her family’s financial situation seem perilous.

Most middle-class families, then, had greater security than most 
working-class families, but risk remained, nonetheless. Among the 
middle class, certain families—those with chronic unemployment risk, 
lower overall savings, lower salaries (and thus lower benefits), single 
parents, and families of color—faced greater risks than others.

The Emotional Cost of Job Loss

Economic strains and stresses weren’t the only tolls people described 
to me; they also grappled with what it meant to have lost a job. When 
people lose jobs during a period of recession, such as the Great Reces-
sion, social stigma surrounding job loss is lower; the strain of losing a 
job appears to be lower as well when everyone is losing jobs.41 But when 
job loss happens during times of economic growth and when job loss 
and unemployment are less common (as it was during these inter-
views), the social stigma surrounding job loss returns. Researchers have 
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argued this experience of social stigma may be strongest for the middle 
class because job loss is typically less common among their peers.42 I 
found about a third of participants experienced strong emotional costs 
from their job loss, including a small number who felt a great deal of 
shame associated with being fired and a slightly larger group who re-
ported feeling depressed about the job loss. These feelings led some to 
avoid friends and others to lie to family members about their job loss. 
Some people went so far as to say that their job loss had brought about 
suicidal thoughts.

Christina, the social worker who was thinking about moving if she 
had to, explained that she was avoiding everyone she knew except her 
parents. She also hadn’t told her son about her job loss; she kept their 
daily routine exactly the same and got ready as if to go to work when she 
got him ready to go to school. She told me, “I don’t want to be around 
anybody, I don’t want to talk to anybody. I really, I just hate being at 
home. I’m tired. I get stir crazy, but I also don’t want to go out. First of 
all, I don’t want to spend the gas money. Second, I just don’t want to risk 
people asking me, ‘Oh, why are you off ? Are you on vacation?’ It’s 
embarrassing.”

It was not common for people to keep their job loss a secret, but I did 
meet several people who decided to do so. All of the people who kept 
their job loss a secret were from the middle class, and Christina was the 
only woman who did so. It seems possible that middle-class workers 
(and mostly men) might have felt that their friends and family would 
have had less sympathy for their job loss. They also were more likely to 
have enough resources to weather the job loss on their own, which may 
have made them feel like they didn’t need to share this information. Like 
Christina, Barry and his wife had similarly decided against telling 
anyone—including their parents and their children. He explained that 
they could “go for eight months without really changing outwardly.” 
Since the family’s finances didn’t need to change, Barry and his wife 
decided that they would keep the news to themselves and just “watch 
how we approach things and interact” with friends and family.

Keith went one step further and kept his job loss not only from 
friends and family but also from his wife. A middle-class man with two 
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advanced degrees, Keith felt completely caught off-guard by his job loss. 
He also felt confident that with his experience and education, it would 
not take long for him to find new work. So, he decided not to tell his 
wife in the hopes that he could avoid causing her stress as she tried to 
get her own small business, an independent day care center, off the 
ground. To keep up appearances, they would both leave for “work” in 
the morning; Keith would go to a local coffee shop, and when he was 
certain his wife was out of the house, he would return home. But Keith’s 
decision not to tell his wife had large financial repercussions, as the 
family did not make any financial changes to respond to his job loss. 
Reflecting back on this decision, Keith said, “It’s still embarrassing to 
think how . . . ​how stupid it was to make things so much worse by not 
being honest about the fact that I was having trouble finding work. I’m 
sure I could’ve found a job faster, I’m sure I could’ve managed our in-
come more wisely if I could’ve just said, ‘You’re the only one getting a 
check, so we have to use your money to get by as much as we can.’ ” In-
stead, Keith kept his job loss from his wife for months until it became 
very clear to him that he would not find work locally and that they likely 
needed to talk relocation in order for him to find a job with a salary 
similar to what he had made.

It was more common for participants to report they felt depressed 
about their job loss and that it made them feel bad about themselves 
than it was to hide unemployment from others. Dawn Norris, the soci-
ologist who studies the mental health effects of job loss for the middle 
class, argues that for many in the middle class, jobs are very much tied 
to people’s identities.43 When they lose their jobs, they lose their sense 
of self, and they don’t really know how to get it back so easily.

I saw this loss of self-worth happen to about a quarter of the people 
I met, among both the middle class and working class. This happened 
even in the most financially stable families. Frank’s wife held a job that 
paid exceptionally well, and his job loss hadn’t changed their finances 
appreciably. His was one of the families that hadn’t even had to draw on 
their savings after he lost his job in marketing. An affable white guy in 
his midthirties who talked about “karma” when he described the need 
to temper his reaction to his job loss, Frank was delighted by the extra 
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time he was now able to spend with his toddler daughter. But he also 
worried that he hadn’t found a job yet and that his past job had been 
very specific, and the skills he gained there would not translate clearly 
on his résumé. Frank explained the frustration he felt building over the 
past months: “I’ve always had a job and I’ve always left on my terms and 
I had something to go to. And so being on the other side, where some-
one says we don’t want you anymore, yeah, it’s an ego hit too. It’s like, 
‘Well, what did I do?’ ” Frank wasn’t a slacker, and he wasn’t slacking on 
his job search—but he still wasn’t finding work.

Losing a job can strike at the heart of people’s identity—both those 
who are strongly attached to a career, like Frank, and those who aren’t. 
Dawn had a transitory work career, but her last job was the longest one 
she ever held, lasting over ten years. She’d been the manager of a restau-
rant, and she’d seen the restaurant go through ownership changes before, 
but none that had threatened her job. When she learned that the owners 
were preparing to sell the land and the property and that the restaurant 
would not reopen, Dawn felt “devastated.” She said, “I was heartbroken. 
I lost my identity more than my job and that’s the hardest part.” Tracy 
also felt this loss of identity keenly. She explained, “I hate [not working]. 
It makes me feel less of a person.” Sociologists have long acknowledged 
that many people tie their identity to their work, and this may be par-
ticularly acute after a job loss.44

While Dawn, Tracy, and Frank experienced different financial tolls 
from unemployment, their experience of devastation about the mean-
ing of their job loss and their (at the time) inability to find new work 
was actually quite similar. The pain of job loss and unemployment is one 
of the few areas where we see differences diminish in the face of a sin-
gular experience: the emotional toll of job loss. In my first book, I ar-
gued that too often both the public and scholars dismiss the meaning 
of paid work in working-class women’s lives, seeing the work they do as 
unimportant or unskilled—adjectives that devalue this labor.45 Yet we 
see here that for Dawn and Tracy, as for most of the women I met, their 
work was meaningful to them and the loss of it wrenching.

Job loss and unemployment can be devastating to one’s mental 
health.46 Brent experienced chronic unemployment in the IT service 
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industry. His wife stayed at home to raise their nine-year-old daughter, 
and they depended on their church and friends for support, which was 
hard on his self-esteem. He confided in me that he’d had suicidal 
thoughts, but that his religious faith made him realize that he couldn’t 
think that way. He explained, “It is quite depressing. . . . ​I have [experi-
enced] that sense of ‘Would my family be better off if [I died]?’ And it’s 
something that I have. It’s one of those thoughts that go through [my 
mind] and then you have to realize this isn’t the right way to be thinking. 
But at times still, [I think] like what if I got hit by a bus—would my 
family be better off because I’m not bringing income in. So, it does take 
its toll in that sense of depression.”

Some in the working class also pointed to their anxiety and depres-
sion as stemming from the real limitations they would face in finding 
new work. Joyce explained that her depression came from her concern 
that future employers would view her as “worthless.” She told me, “Yeah, 
because I . . . ​pretty much feel like I’m not worth anything anymore, 
’cause I’m forty-seven years old and I can’t do the stuff I used to do.” 
Although she wasn’t yet fifty, Joyce felt her body looked worn well be-
yond its years from decades of service jobs and manual labor. She’d 
worked low-wage jobs at fast-food restaurants, and her doctor told her 
that her breathing problems were likely caused by years of breathing the 
cooking oils and other fumes in the kitchen. She’d also spent some time 
working as a self-described “carnie” for a traveling circus—a physically 
demanding job that was hard on the body. With close to two decades to 
go before she hit retirement age (and fears that even if she made it to 
retirement age, she could not afford to retire), Joyce worried that her 
ability to find work would be very constrained.

It’s important to note that not everyone experienced these feelings 
of embarrassment, loss of self-worth depression, and anxiety. In fact, 
some participants (particularly among the middle class) reported feel-
ing like their period of unemployment (if not their job loss itself) was 
a good thing. Multiple people described it as a “blessing in disguise”; 
others said they were “enjoying” their “time off,” and some said that it 
was the chance to think about what they wanted to do with their lives. 
So, while it was certainly a toll on many people, it was a toll that was not 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



102  c h a p t e r  4

evenly felt—not financially and not emotionally. But, when experi-
enced, the emotional costs of a job loss seem to be spread more evenly 
across class and gender than were the financial ones. There were excep-
tions, as middle-class men were more likely to go to lengths to hide their 
job loss, but women, too, felt shame, and both men and women reported 
depression and anxiety about their job losses.

———

Nearly 100 years after the Great Depression, I found evidence of great 
financial and emotional tolls of unemployment. Why was there such fi-
nancial precarity among people eligible to receive unemployment in a 
decade of nearly unprecedented growth in America? The Great Depres-
sion brought us people in breadlines, but it also gave us the New Deal 
from the team of Frances Perkins and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Today, 
it seems like we should be farther away from the fates faced by families 
who experienced the Great Depression—families on the edge of starva-
tion when fathers lost their jobs because we had no safety net in place 
when the economy collapsed. In 1929, there was no unemployment com-
pensation to catch people in a safety net. When President-elect Roose
velt asked Perkins to become his labor secretary—the first woman to 
hold the position—she replied that she’d take the position only if he 
would agree to implement a laundry list of policy items, including un-
employment compensation. Under her supervision, unemployment 
compensation was set up to work like an insurance program—workers’ 
payments would be pooled, and they would have access to that pool 
should they lose their job and need a safety net to prevent them from 
experiencing the devastation that involuntary unemployment wrought 
during the Great Depression. But over the years, the federal government 
and the states have unevenly funded unemployment compensation, leav-
ing it vastly underfunded today.47 In fact, the Federal Unemployment 
Tax Act (FUTA), which pays for the administrative costs of unemploy-
ment insurance and half the cost of extended unemployment benefits, 
collects only $42 a year for each full-time year-round worker; since its 
inception, the value of this tax has declined 800 percent.48
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But why have we let the unemployment system collapse (and with it 
the fortunes of so many unemployed)? In the United States, there has 
been a long history of casting a suspicious eye on the unemployed, as if 
their lack of employment was caused by personal fault rather than 
broader economic changes.49 I saw evidence of this derogatory view of 
the unemployed in my own state of Pennsylvania while I interviewed the 
people in this book. In 2013, then-governor Tom Corbett stirred up con-
troversy when he suggested the unemployed couldn’t find work because 
they were drug users.50 Corbett’s remarks are part of a long tradition in 
the United States, in which politicians have portrayed people who are 
out of work or in need as suspect or immoral.51 Today, almost everyone 
who works pays into the unemployment system through employer 
taxes.52 Yet, as we saw so vividly in this chapter, for many, these benefits 
leave them and their families below the poverty line.

Severe financial losses characterized the experiences of most of the 
working class, particularly the working-class women and chronically 
unemployed working-class men, suggesting that very few in the working 
class received sufficient unemployment benefits. Among those who 
faced such financial strains, there were also the psychological strains of 
wondering how long they could continue to live with such uncertainty. 
Moreover, even among middle-class workers who had much greater 
financial reserves, I found evidence of stress and strain, brought on by 
people’s reluctance to rely on their social networks, fears of future un-
certainty, and the emotional tolls of being jobless. Both self-doubt and 
even thoughts of suicide were present among the people I met. Even in 
homes that seemed safe from the financial worries brought by job loss, 
unemployment took its quiet toll.
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5
The Guilt Gap and Health

when she left her waitressing job for the factory, Tracy had finally 
found a position that provided health insurance. After nearly two de
cades of being uninsured or on minimal Medicaid plans, she got on 
the company plan and started treating several health problems. When 
she lost the factory job, she lost her insurance and was, yet again, 
among the country’s 44 million uninsured.1 Tracy’s choices became 
ever tougher as the days passed after her job loss. While her factory 
job had brought her health insurance, her time on unemployment 
plunged her back into poverty and left her with not enough money to 
pay all of her bills. Thus Tracy, like many others, had to make tough 
choices about paying for health insurance and seeking necessary 
health care. Between tears, she told me, “I lost my health insurance, 
so I’m screwed on that. . . . ​I have a tooth—I had a temporary filling 
put in [before I lost my job] and then I haven’t gone back, and it’s been 
over eight weeks. I’ve got to go back, but I’m just like, ‘Ahh.’ ” She made 
a pained sound, touching her jaw gingerly. Tracy went on to describe 
yet another problem that she had stopped treating. She explained, “I 
have high blood pressure. I’m not going to get checkups like I should.” 
Tracy had stopped taking her blood pressure medicine, which made 
her similar to one-third of Americans who reported in 2017 not receiv-
ing necessary medical care because they couldn’t afford it.2 Through-
out our discussion, Tracy choked up several times and had a hard time 
finding the words to describe how she felt about her inability to have 
the necessary follow-up care.
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In the United States, 75 percent of full-time workers get their insur-
ance through their employer.3 What this means, practically speaking, 
is that when workers lose their jobs, they lose their health insurance, 
too. About 60 percent of those who lost jobs during the Great Reces-
sion, or 9 million people, lost their health insurance.4 Recent esti-
mates from the unemployment crisis during the global Covid-19 
pandemic predict that the number of uninsured increased by more 
than 50 percent during this period.5 And like Tracy, most of the un-
employed didn’t just have to worry about replacing their health insur-
ance. Without a job, the cost of maintaining one’s health is an expense 
that becomes harder to bear, regardless of insurance status.6 Everyone, 
then, had to decide whether to continue to seek medical care. Those 
who lost insurance had a second decision to make: whether or not to 
purchase insurance.

A large majority of the people I met lost their health insurance when 
they lost their jobs, with the working class reporting this change at 
higher rates than the middle class.7 The gender differences came later, 
in two separate decisions many of the unemployed made about their 
health care. First, people decided to seek or not to seek insurance for 
themselves after they had lost it.8 Middle-class men who lost insurance 
were more likely to regain it than were the women. Significantly, some 
working-class men and middle-class men reported insuring themselves 
but not their wives or their children (no women reported this as an op-
tion they considered).

The second decision was whether to continue to seek medical care. 
The gender differences in not seeking necessary health care (either doc-
tors’ visits or medications) were also stark: Women (both working and 
middle class) were more likely than men to report that they went with-
out necessary care, as Tracy had.9 Women were also more likely than 
men to report that they had stopped taking necessary medications. 
Most men were like Neil, who explained, “I’m diabetic, so we don’t 
skimp on that kind of stuff [meaning medication].” Finally, some men 
(but no women) said that their wives or their children (but not them-
selves) were forgoing necessary care. With his job loss, Anthony and his 
wife had remained uninsured, but the loss of insurance only affected 
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his wife because he had, in his words, “good health for myself. Um, and 
kids have been covered [through CHIP].”

The Affordable Care Act (ACA) had passed only three years before 
I started my interviews and numerous provisions of the act—including 
mandated individual coverage—would not be implemented until Janu-
ary 1, 2014, halfway through the initial interviews. I found many people 
I spoke with weren’t always clear about what the ACA was, perhaps 
because of the many ways it has been bandied about. In fact, one per-
son told me he was very much against “Obamacare” but glad he was 
able to sign up for the ACA; he didn’t seem to realize they were the 
same. An incredibly complex piece of federal legislation, the ACA set 
up a health insurance marketplace run by the states to allow people to 
purchase their own health insurance. It also provided a tax credit to 
people purchasing health insurance through the state marketplace if 
they earn between 100 percent to 400 percent of the federal poverty 
level (although this doesn’t cover the total cost of the insurance), es-
tablished that insurance companies cannot deny people coverage based 
on preexisting conditions, required that people be insured (either 
through their employer, through public insurance, or through the 
marketplace), and allowed parents to cover their children until the 
age of 26.10

Already the significance of the ACA implementation could be felt, 
because a few participants had used the marketplace to purchase insur-
ance before they lost their jobs and about a dozen purchased it after they 
lost their jobs. But the inadequacies of the law were also manifest, 
because for those who had just lost their jobs, purchasing health insur-
ance could be an enormous financial burden. Even the lowest-tier plan 
in Pennsylvania, as my respondents were quick to point out, was quite 
costly and came with expensive deductibles and co-pays. This meant 
that even when people purchased insurance, they were reluctant to use 
it. The cost of purchasing insurance made some willing to accept the 
federal penalty fee that was added to tax payments through 2018 rather 
than comply with the mandate to purchase insurance.

Children were much easier to insure than adults, thanks to a federal 
program known as CHIP—the Children’s Health Insurance Program. 
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The program was signed into law in 1997 and covered many children 
whose families were not quite poor enough to qualify for Medicaid 
but who were nonetheless unable to insure their children because 
health insurance plans are costly and the families did not make a lot of 
money. In 2013, 1,576,935 children were enrolled in either CHIP or 
Medicaid in the state of Pennsylvania.11 In other words, just over half 
of all the state’s children received their health insurance from the state 
that year.12

Being able to insure her children through CHIP was a huge relief to 
Tracy. The insurance from her job at the factory had been too costly to 
cover her kids, so they had been covered by the state’s CHIP program 
and were able to stay on the state’s CHIP program after her job loss. 
Moreover, her kids were relatively healthy and didn’t have to go to the 
doctor that often, for which she was very grateful. In the immediate 
aftermath of her job loss, Tracy was so focused on making sure her kids 
were insured and that the bills were paid that her own health had been 
relegated to the back of her to-do list. As we talked, she admitted she 
hadn’t looked into whether she might qualify for Medicaid now that her 
unemployment compensation was the only household income. She 
said, “I need to call my caseworker because I just think he needs to re-
evaluate me.” But her health, despite her high blood pressure and aching 
tooth, was not high on her priority list.

Without insurance, the cost of maintaining one’s health skyrockets. 
As we remember from chapter 4, many of the unemployed, particularly 
working-class women and men, struggled to pay daily bills after their job 
loss. In such a context, good health seems like a luxury one can’t afford. 
Health costs have risen steeply in the United States since the mid-1990s, 
and most of that increase is borne by workers, not employers or health 
insurance carriers.13 The political scientist Jacob Hacker has called this 
part of the “great risk shift,” where the burdens of the economy have 
moved from the employers to the shoulders of the workers.14 The econo-
mists Jonathan Morduch and Rachel Schneider go a step further and 
argue that since the workers actually bear the costs of many of these risks, 
that it has been a “great cost shift.”15 Today, many families have more bills 
that they can’t regularly pay, even when they aren’t facing a job loss.16
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With or without insurance, people had many bills to pay and had to 
make difficult decisions about what they could afford. In the years I 
conducted the interviews, the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion estimated that approximately 20 percent of Americans could not 
pay their medical bills.17 Nationally, about 70 percent of those who had 
lost their insurance because of a job loss during the Great Recession 
reported going without necessary medical treatments over a two-year 
period.18

In sum, then, people had to make two or three difficult decisions 
about their health: whether to purchase new health insurance if it was 
lost, to seek health care and continue medications, and to continue 
healthy behaviors, like eating well and getting enough sleep. Even if 
people had enough money to decide to purchase insurance or seek 
treatment or continue to maintain their health by sleeping and eating 
right, they did not always decide to do so. Moreover, I saw large differ-
ences in how people made this decision according to their gender. This 
suggested to me that there was more going on than could be explained 
by economics. In the next sections, I explore how these decisions played 
out very differently between the women and the men.

Women’s Self-Sacrifice

In her 1980s study of job loss, Katherine Newman argued that one of 
the most difficult aspects of losing a job was the sense of guilt that ac-
companied the job loss for middle-class men.19 These men, Newman 
argued, had come to accept that they must be the family breadwinner 
and when they failed to meet this responsibility, the guilt they experi-
enced was often traumatic. She wrote, “Downward mobility strikes at 
the heart of the ‘masculine ideal’ for the American middle class.” As a 
result of their guilt, some men lashed out at their families; others drank 
or sank into depression. Newman’s research echoed some of the earliest 
findings on the effects of job loss on men and their families from the 
1930s by Mirra Komarovsky.20 Komarovsky found the unemployed men 
felt they had failed in their “role as family provider.” The idea that men 
feel strongly obligated to serve as the family breadwinner has been 
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further confirmed by scholars such as Nicholas Townsend and Mari-
anne Cooper, both of whom have argued that breadwinning is a core 
component of being a man in America.21

Yet studying men who had lost jobs during the recession in the early 
2000s, Carrie Lane found a striking reversal in this trend.22 The men she 
interviewed seemed surprisingly free of guilt about their job loss. Yes, 
of course, they were worried about finding a new job. Yes, they did not 
like being unemployed. But they displayed little of the guilt or shame of 
being dependent on their wives that had so troubled Newman’s respon-
dents. It seems possible that the men in Lane’s study had come to un-
derstand that unemployment was part and parcel of employment in the 
new economy—which is very similar to what we learned from the men 
I met and interviewed, as described in chapters 2 and 3.

In contrast, the women Lane met “felt guilty.” They didn’t like being 
a burden on their families, and they hated the loss of independence 
that they experienced when they lost their jobs. Like the middle-class 
women on the lockstep paths and the working-class women on the 
transitory paths, Lane's women had not yet become accustomed to 
job loss—it was not yet part and parcel of women’s experience of 
employment.

Likewise, I met many women who felt guilty about losing their jobs 
and with it their health insurance. This guilt led many women to make 
decisions to prioritize family needs other than their own health insur-
ance or health needs. It was decisions like these that amounted to what 
I call a guilt gap that emerged between many of the unemployed men 
and the women when it came time to make important health decisions. 
Consistently, both in the decision to insure themselves and, as we will 
see, in decisions regarding going to the doctors, taking necessary medi
cations, getting enough nutritious food, and sleeping well, women were 
less likely than men to prioritize themselves. While middle-class women 
were most likely to find insurance through a spouse, they were also most 
likely to remain uninsured. This surprised me because, as we saw in 
chapter 4, they didn’t have the same financial challenges many in the 
working class faced. But women—both in the middle and the working 
class—emphasized their responsibility to put their children’s (and 
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sometimes their husband’s) needs ahead of their own. Not all women 
explicitly made the connection between their decision to not care for 
themselves while privileging their family, but their decision not to pri-
oritize their own health spoke volumes.

Writing in 1990 in the Washington Post, Ellen Goodman also used the 
term guilt gap, although quite a bit differently than how I use it here.23 
In her article, Goodman described a parenthood guilt gap, or “worry 
chasm,” the amount of time mothers and fathers spend anxiously think-
ing about their children.24 Unlike Goodman, my use of the term guilt 
gap does not focus on the worry that parenting produces. Instead, I 
focus on the guilt that women describe about their job loss and the way 
many of them tied this guilt to specific actions they took after their job 
loss (in terms of their health, seen here, and, as we will see in later chap-
ters, of their housework and job searches). Women’s guilt about their 
job loss and subsequent unemployment led them to prioritize their 
families’ needs instead of their own. The “gap” comes in because men, 
for the most part, were less likely to describe feelings of guilt and much 
less likely to prioritize their families during their time spent unem-
ployed (in health, housework, and job-seeking activities).

When describing their guilt, women often sounded a lot like Kim-
berly, who explained the guilt she carried with her after she lost her job 
and her family’s health insurance along with it. Kimberly explained, “I 
feel bad that I’m not contributing anything. This whole time I felt like 
this whole situation is my fault because I’m the one that lost my job. It’s 
like I have all this guilt. I still have this guilt, like this is my fault—this 
is my fault we’re in this situation because I’m the one that wasn’t doing 
my job, and I’m the one that got fired, and I’m the one that caused all 
this. So, it’s hard to deal with that.” Although Kimberly attributed her 
job loss to the fact that she “wasn’t doing her job,” she lost her job when 
the budget for her department was cut and the entire department was 
shuttered. Since her husband’s job hadn’t provided health insurance, 
they both started looking for new work. He found a job that provided 
health insurance first—in another city—so they had to move. Kimberly 
carried a lot of guilt about the cascading events that followed her job 
loss: their health insurance loss, her husband’s search for a new job, and 
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their eventual move. Finding fault with herself, she even exaggerated 
her role in her job loss, rather than recognizing the role of the budget 
cuts, which served to further fuel her guilt.

After a job loss, many women thought of their own health insurance 
as an added luxury to the family budget—most middle-class women 
who lost insurance remained uninsured.25 Ruth was the primary bread-
winner in her middle-class family because her husband had cancer and 
was out of work for years. His cancer was in remission when she lost her 
job, and they wanted to make sure that it stayed that way. They made 
getting insurance for him through the ACA exchange a top priority for 
the family, while deciding that Ruth should go uninsured. When asked 
if she worried about her husband’s health, Ruth said, “He’s covered so 
he’ll be okay.” Yet Ruth’s decision not to purchase insurance meant that 
she was avoiding important preventative care and other doctor visits. 
She explained, “My mammogram is due, and I can’t have that done 
because I don’t have insurance now.” As we will see later in this chapter, 
Ruth’s decisions contrasted sharply with some of the decisions men 
made when faced with similarly difficult choices.

Most working-class women who lost insurance with their job also 
remained uninsured.26 Emily learned she could get insurance for her 
son through the state CHIP program and did so. Her husband was in-
sured through his job, but when he went to add her to his insurance, he 
learned they would have needed to purchase the family plan, which 
would have been quite costly. Not long after her job loss, he found new 
work that paid better and made the switch. This job also came with bet-
ter insurance. “With his new job, he could add both me and my son for 
not much,” Emily said. “For very normal reasonable amounts.” Yet while 
they were considering the family plan, for the moment, the family had 
decided against it. Emily had debilitating migraines, as do about one in 
four women in the United States.27 Being uninsured meant that she 
would no longer have access to the medicine that made her headaches—
which were often accompanied by vomiting, auras, and extreme sensi-
tivity to light—manageable. Describing her migraines without her 
medication, Emily said, “It’s going to knock you on your butt and you 
can’t, you can’t get away from it and nothing helps. You just want to die.” 
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This made Emily’s job search more difficult, as she had to search for jobs 
while dealing with a chronic health condition.

Repeatedly, I saw the women make the choice to insure their families 
but not themselves. Perhaps, if they had only made decisions regarding 
the cost of insurance, it could be chalked up to their different responses 
to handling financial challenges. But women also sacrificed taking care 
of their own health for their families’ other needs. Women were more 
likely to go without necessary doctor visits, medicines, or medical treat-
ments. Just over half the women said they were not treating conditions 
such as heart problems, asthma, and diabetes in order to prioritize 
family needs.28 Women were also more likely to report that they had 
been treated for mental health conditions before their job loss and had 
stopped treatment after their job loss. Often these mental health treat-
ments were discussed as being a “fringe” benefit of working that could 
be set aside in the wake of a job loss.

When I first noticed this trend of women not taking care of their 
health in order to prioritize other family needs, it was among women 
who were saving money by borrowing inhalers from neighbors when 
they were needed. Hearing these stories made my body tense up; I knew 
a girl growing up who needed an inhaler, and watching her body sputter 
and gasp for breath as she searched in her backpack for it stands out as 
a terror-filled memory of my childhood. So, it was hard for me to wrap 
my head around the idea that women were saving money by not pur-
chasing their inhalers. Instead, they were counting on neighbors to be 
nearby in case they needed them.

Brandi explained, “I do have asthma, so as far as my inhaler goes, 
actually, I’ll be honest with you. A friend of mine let me use theirs. If it 
gets that bad, I call her.” A registered nurse, Brandi understood that her 
asthma was a serious condition; she described to me having an attack 
and calling her neighbor and running up the road to borrow her inhaler. 
Before her job loss, she and her husband had earned over $100,000 an-
nually combined. They also did not owe money on their mortgage 
because they had inherited their home from her grandparents, so things 
were not nearly as financially constrained for them as they were for 
many families. Why did her inhaler count as a luxury? Brandi didn’t 
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seem to have a ready answer for this. The family hadn’t even touched 
their savings account yet or their retirement account. But Brandi 
was clear about one thing: her needs came last, after her husband’s and 
her son’s.

Women have long faced expectations that they sacrifice for their 
families. In the middle of the 1800s, Catherine Beecher and Harriet 
Beecher Stowe wrote a wildly popular book, The American Woman’s 
Home, that would be read for generations. In it, they argued that it was 
a woman’s duty to balance out the cold, calculating world of business 
through their own “self-denial,” thus creating a cheerful and welcoming 
home to which their husbands could return after a hard day of work.29

The expectation women (particularly white women) sacrifice for 
their families has not gone away.30 Economist Nancy Folbre argues that 
it is built into our economic system, as women continue to be primarily 
responsible for child-rearing while men remain more responsible for 
the world of paid work.31 Why do women remain in charge of the home? 
Work-family scholar Jean-Anne Sutherland notes that when mothers do 
not put their children ahead of themselves, they can find themselves 
shamed by family members, friends, and even strangers.32 I’ve found in 
my own research that women feel obligated to talk about putting their 
families first when making decisions about work, so as not to appear to 
prioritize their own goals at work over their families.33 They do this to 
escape the judgment they expect will follow if they are seen to be doing 
something for themselves. A study looking at moms in the United 
States, Germany, Italy, and Sweden found not being able to prioritize 
kids over work can leave moms with strong feelings of guilt.34 The cul-
tural anthropologist Riché J. Daniel Barnes notes that expectations of 
self-sacrifice are often tied to the nuclear families of white women and 
that Black women have long relied on extended kin to help provide 
care.35 Yet community responsibilities—the expectation that they “raise 
the race”—demand much from Black mothers as well, Barnes finds. 
Thus, despite all this progress, moms still have an impossibly fine needle 
to thread when it comes to work and family.

Many women evoked self-sacrifice when explaining that they would 
rather skimp on medications or doctors’ visits than allow children or 
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even spouses to bear financial repercussions from their job loss. Al-
though most women could not prevent their families from feeling the 
financial squeeze of unemployment, they often framed their decision 
not to seek health care as a way to give their children (and spouses) 
more while giving themselves less. Even women who could afford medi
cations and treatments avoided them so as to not shift any of the cost of 
their job loss onto their families. Middle-class mom Christina empha-
sized how she would go without before she would let her job loss impact 
her son, saying, “I try to take away from what I would normally get, 
making sure he has what he needs.” She had stopped taking one of her 
medicines to manage her depression and was taking the other medicine 
every other day. The medicine was too costly, she explained, to take 
daily. Christina had more resources than some, including savings that 
she was not tapping into when she decided against taking medicine that 
she had previously deemed medically necessary. While financial cost 
was clearly part of the calculation here, we can see the specter of moth-
erly self-sacrifice in her words that she “takes away” from herself so that 
her son “has what he needs.”

Sacrificing health care to provide for children’s “needs” was a recur-
ring theme. Vanessa’s explanation was striking: “I don’t take any of my 
medications. None. . . . ​You know, my kids’ school clothes and their 
food and stuff . . . ​it’s worth more than your health.” Vanessa explicitly 
stated that she valued her kids’ need for food but also school clothes and 
stuff ahead of her own health; she wanted to make sure that her job loss 
disproportionately affected her instead of her children or her partner. 
After Victoria lost her job at a distributor plant, she told me “the first 
thing I did was take myself off medication.” Doing this saved her quite 
a bit of money because she’d lost her insurance when she lost her job. It 
also allowed her to continue to prioritize her college-age son and his 
needs. She explained her thinking to me this way: “I’ll go without before 
he will.” What the kids were not giving up was either not described 
(what Victoria’s son isn’t going without is not stated) or broadly de-
scribed (as in “what he needs” in Christina’s example). Moreover, 
mothers’ medical care often was weighed against the unspecified poten-
tial needs of their children, such as the “stuff ” Vanessa broadly invokes. 
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Thus, even when children didn’t have clearly defined needs that would 
benefit from the act, women sacrificed their own health.

Women also prioritized their husbands’ health over their own. Kathy 
had had two heart attacks before her job loss and a family history of 
breast cancer, but her husband also had significant medical concerns. 
Although they did have health insurance, she felt they had to decide 
whose health to prioritize because co-pays and prescription costs were 
not cheap. “I made sure that [my husband] kept up all his visits. He has 
to with his situation. I, on the other hand, I’ve kind of passed on my own 
things to make sure that he gets what he needs.” In this example, instead 
of prioritizing children’s needs, we see Kathy prioritized her husband’s 
medical needs ahead of her own. Kathy and her husband were not as 
financially distressed as some of the other families who made decisions 
to forgo care, but she still did not maintain the treatment she’d been 
receiving.

The high cost of care sometimes shut the door on possible treatment. 
Tamara’s doctor had found a lump on her breast and masses on her 
thyroid. Her doctor recommended follow-up procedures to investigate 
whether the tumors were malignant. But then Tamara lost her admin-
istrative job and with it, her health insurance. She and her partner tried 
to scrape up the money to purchase insurance through the ACA, but 
they found they couldn’t afford even the cheapest plan. “It’s never been 
tested for cancer because I’m not on insurance. Um [soft crying], I 
haven’t been able to get scripts. . . . ​[The welfare] office said, ‘You can’t 
get on medical, I’m sorry, because you have unemployment.’ I said, 
‘Well, man, I can’t afford [what] they are charging me.’ She said, ‘Oh, I 
don’t know what to tell you.’ [Inaudible] I was in tears.” While not many 
participants had health crises as urgent as Tamara’s, five participants 
reported having cancer and a sixth said that her spouse did. Tamara was 
the only one not receiving treatment.

Not all women made such choices. Some women, like Joan, decided 
to maintain their health after their job loss. Joan explained that “I kind 
of hit a wall recently, and I realized that it doesn’t matter how much it 
costs, I really need to take care of myself because I was in a pretty bad 
place.” She explained that her acid reflux had been bothering her and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



116  c h a p t e r  5

she decided to seek new medications, purchase special foods, and pur-
sue alternative treatments, including visits to an acupuncturist and a 
nutritionist. The decision to maintain health was more common among 
middle-class women than among working-class women. And some-
times these decisions came after women realized, as Joan did, that they 
could not ignore their health when it started to deteriorate. At first, Joan 
explained, she had reduced the supplements and vitamins that she had 
been taking and not prioritized her own health (in fact, she still wasn’t 
sleeping well). But then she realized that her health was declining, and 
she decided that needed to change. She did not describe herself as pri-
oritizing her own health exclusively, though. Instead, she explained that 
as a family, “we’re trying to be healthy.” This focus on the whole family 
(she also described in detail her husband’s health regime) cleaves from 
some of the stories that follow about how men made decisions about 
prioritizing their own health. In the end, Joan was glad she had refo-
cused attention on the family’s health, saying, “It’s really helped a lot.” 
It was possible, then, for women to prioritize their own health care; al-
though, as we saw in Joan’s case, it was usually done in the context of 
taking care of the health of everyone in the family.36

Men’s Lack of Guilt

The men were much less likely to sacrifice their own health in favor of 
their families’ health or other needs. Compared with the women, they 
were far less likely to report going without necessary medical treatment, 
far more likely to report their spouses and children went without care, 
and more likely to insure themselves alone (and not spouses or not the 
family).37 Moreover, men discussed purchasing health insurance or 
continuing medical treatments in pragmatic terms noticeably absent of 
guilt and self-sacrifice, with a few notable exceptions.

Middle-class men rarely made a trade-off around health insurance. 
Most either remained on their wives’ plans, switched over to their wives’ 
plans, or purchased health insurance through COBRA.38 Congress 
passed COBRA in the 1980s, requiring group health plans, like the ones 
provided by employers, to allow group members to purchase a 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  G u i lt  G a p  a n d  H e a lt h   117

temporary continuation of coverage after their participation in the group 
ended. This means once you lose your job, you have the right to continue 
to buy (at full price) your health insurance through your employer for a 
limited amount of time. Neil remained on his wife’s plan, explaining that 
they’d made “no changes in that.” Since he was relatively healthy aside 
from his diabetes, Neil hadn’t been going to the doctor very often before 
his job loss, but he didn’t change anything afterward. 

Remaining on an existing plan was typical for middle-class men. 
Consider Derek. When asked about doctors’ visits and medications, he 
brushed aside the questions, explaining, “My wife has a full-time job 
and all of our insurance is through her, so there’re no issues there.” An 
IT professional, Derek and his family didn’t need to adjust their health 
insurance or their health care at all because they’d always been covered 
through his wife’s plans. Other men purchased COBRA. A former ex-
ecutive, Barry had been one of the highest-paid individuals who partici-
pated in this study. Although his wife worked at a hospital, they decided 
her insurance was inferior to his and, despite the cost, purchased 
COBRA through his former employer. It was important to maintain 
their insurance because his “wife has three scripts that she takes for re-
spiratory problems. . . . ​She really can’t cut back.” In Barry’s narrative, 
health care wasn’t optional—it was an expense the family had to have. 
Unlike other men, Barry emphasized the importance of paying extra to 
ensure his wife’s health was covered; he also had great financial capacity 
to do so.

But for those middle-class men whose families did have to make 
changes, there was a noticeable lack of guilt about the changes to their 
families’ health insurance in some men’s discussions about the changes 
to their family’s lives. Robert’s wife had to increase her work hours from 
part-time to full-time in order to gain insurance at the bank where she 
was employed. He’d been the general manager of a large manufacturing 
plant, and when he lost his job, the family lost their health insurance. 
There was a lot of tension at home after his job loss. Robert explained, 
“So what irritates her is the fact that she has to work for the health 
care. . . . ​So, do I feel guilty about it now? No.” Robert had missed a lot 
of time with his kids when they were younger, working long hours and 
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having an especially long commute. It seemed fair to him that his wife 
take a turn supporting the family. Unlike Kimberly (from earlier in this 
chapter), whose job loss also led to a change for her spouse and guilt for 
her, Robert did not feel guilty about this shift in circumstance.

This lack of guilt about changing family responsibilities was fairly 
widespread among the men. When we talked about the change in 
health insurance, Dean focused on how he’d been able to “maximize” 
his health insurance and time off. Dean had a time-demanding profes-
sional job, which meant that he’d been putting off a back surgery his 
doctor wanted him to have. He also hadn’t used many of his vacation 
days that year. His boss let him know that his job would be ending six 
weeks before his last day, which allowed him to schedule the surgery 
during those last weeks of work. He explained, “I took sick days to 
deal with the back surgery and the back injury and all that stuff and I 
kept all my vacation days I had amassed, and I got paid for those, too. 
So, I basically got paid for a month off.” Afterward, Dean purchased 
COBRA insurance for himself but not for his children who had been 
on his plan until that point (and who qualified to stay covered on it). 
He switched his kids over to his ex-wife’s insurance. He then took a 
monthlong trip to Europe.

Dean admitted to facing pushback from his ex-wife about switching 
their kids to her insurance plan. But he reasoned that although paying for 
his kids’ health insurance was part of his custody agreement with his ex-
wife, it seemed OK for his ex-wife to take a turn paying these expenses. “I 
had the kids’ health care and the primary part of their educational ex-
penses through my job. So that’s changed, and so that indirect support is 
right now not there, but I’ve been doing that for four years.” Again, note 
how Dean did not express obligation to ensure his kids’ insurance was 
covered by him or guilty about his ex-wife needing to take a turn.

What was particularly striking was that eleven of the men decided to 
insure themselves and not their wives.39 This was in stark contrast to the 
women, as none of the forty-nine women insured only themselves when 
faced with similarly difficult decisions. And this was not the only in-
stance, as we will see, in which the men—but not the women—decided 
to privilege their own health above other family priorities.
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A foreman who had run the mechanics for a national shipping com
pany, Joel had been in a car accident a couple of years before his job loss. 
While he’d mostly recovered from his injuries, he did not want to go 
without health insurance, and the cost of purchasing COBRA through 
his former employer was very expensive. But his wife needed health 
insurance, too, because she suffered from asthma and needed two dif
ferent types of inhalers. Joel made a difficult decision about insurance. 
As he explained, “I can afford insurance through COBRA for myself, 
and myself alone.” His wife’s asthma medication would cost upward of 
$600 a month now that she was uninsured, which was too costly for 
them to afford. He had hoped they could get an exemption for a state 
Medicaid card for her because of her illness, but at the time of the inter-
view they had not been successful in their attempts to gain one. For now, 
Joel’s wife was making do without her inhalers.

Although over half the women sacrificed their health after their job 
loss, just a handful of the men did so.40 In fact, men were more likely to 
report that their wives alone were forgoing necessary health care treat-
ments (reported by about a quarter of the men).41 Jay’s wife needed 
medication, but medications weren’t cheap, he told me: “It’s just ridicu
lous how much it costs.” He explained, “You know, she can always 
kind of fudge asthma, which she shouldn’t but she can.” Jay had lost 
his job working at a company that manufactured dental supplies. While 
Jay didn’t have any known health conditions, he wanted to maintain 
his health. “I had just gone to see my doctor to try and make sure every
thing was good,” which it was. When asked if he was having difficul-
ties maintaining his health, Jay said, “I don’t think so.” Compare Ruth’s 
decisions (from earlier in this chapter) to Jay’s. Ruth also had a spouse 
who needed medication and insurance, and COBRA payments for 
two people were expensive. But in her situation, they chose to insure 
her husband through the ACA and not Ruth through COBRA. Here, 
we see Jay and his family make the opposite decision. Both families 
faced somewhat similar challenges: mounting financial bills and an 
inability to pay them all. Only one member of the family had a pressing 
health need: the nonearning member. Through the state exchange of 
the ACA, Ruth’s family insured the nonearner (her husband). Jay’s 
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family insured the earner (himself) and decided to “fudge” his wife’s 
asthma medication needs.

Even in households with very low incomes, the expectation that 
women should manage without necessary care was tied both to finan-
cial needs and gendered expectations about women’s bodies. Curtis 
described how his wife could share an inhaler: “She needs it, but we got 
people here and there that get extra—that is, the same doses of what 
she gets.” Because of their exceptionally low income and her health con-
dition, Curtis thought it was likely his wife could qualify for an “access 
card,” meaning state-provided Medicaid. But they hadn’t signed her up 
because the co-pays would be too high without one of them working, 
and Curtis figured that asthma could be managed by his wife without 
medication. “It’s not an everyday thing she needs. [It’s] just if she starts 
getting stressed out and running around too much, she needs it.” The 
implication was that if his wife could control her body, she would be 
able to manage without her necessary medication, saving the family 
money they could use for other things.

Some men conceived of their wives’ inability to receive care as either 
the fault of their former employer or the fault of the federal government. 
Vincent had been in the U.S. Navy reserves, then active-duty Army, be-
fore retiring to civilian life as a long-haul trucker. They had both lost 
their insurance when he’d lost his job. After his job loss, he’d been able 
to qualify for Veterans Administration (VA) benefits and health insur-
ance, but his wife couldn’t get insurance this way. He’d looked into get-
ting her insurance through the ACA but decided it was too expensive. 
He explained, “My wife was on some meds and she don’t have insurance 
now, because of the way the Obamacare is.” Even though it was his job 
loss that triggered his wife’s loss of insurance and, with it, her inability 
to afford now-uncovered medications, Vincent blamed ACA costs. 
Unlike the women discussed previously, Vincent did not plan to sacri-
fice his own health care in order to help his wife maintain her health. 
In fact, the family still planned to take a trip to Disney World later in 
the year.

Not all men were devoid of self-sacrifice and blame. Keith, the 
middle-class man we met in chapter 4, tried to hide his job loss from his 
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wife and kids because he felt such a deep sense of shame. But he never 
tried to stop his family from going to the doctor’s office. In fact, he 
learned that the doctor’s office often didn’t employ some of the more 
aggressive creditor tactics that he faced with some of his debtors. He 
explained, “As long as you send them something, they send you another 
bill and you don’t get any phone calls or anything like that.” Plus, while 
he was able to convince his wife that he didn’t feel like going out to din-
ner, it was harder (until he came clean about his job loss) to explain why 
someone couldn’t go get a medical checkup. In Keith’s case, his shame 
actually facilitated the family going to the doctor’s office rather than 
keeping them away.

Marcus also used language of self-sacrifice when talking about giving 
up going to the doctor, although he noted that he had not gone to the 
doctor’s office long before he lost his job, despite living with a tremen-
dous amount of pain. He explained, “I don’t go to the hospital. No 
matter what . . . ​for myself, I won’t go. I will just deal with whatever I 
have. . . . ​I mean, don’t get me wrong, I have a lot of back pain. I have 
carpal tunnel in my left arm. That I know for a fact doing the research 
myself online. But I know I’ve got carpal tunnel in my left arm and my 
back. . . . ​When I was younger, I had real problems with scoliosis. Now 
my back has actually gotten straighter, but the pain is still there. So, I 
deal with back pain all the time but I’m at the point right now where I 
can somewhat block it out and just do what I got to do.” In Marcus’s 
case, we do see evidence of men stoically bearing pain and avoiding 
health care.

Eschewing Healthy Behaviors

Women didn’t simply make sacrifices around health insurance, doctor 
visits, and medications. They also were more likely to report eating less 
food and being more food insecure than were men, more likely to start 
bad eating habits, and less likely to develop healthier eating habits after 
their job loss. Women also were more likely to report sleeping problems 
after their job loss. Again, these findings cut across classes, suggesting that 
financial challenges were not the only factors driving the continuation of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



122  c h a p t e r  5

healthy behaviors. The Institute for Women’s Policy Research similarly 
found women faced greater food insecurity after a job loss than men; 
while women’s risk drops as their education levels rise (as I find), they 
remain at disproportionately higher risk than do men.42

Nearly a third of the women said that they were eating less than they 
had before they lost their jobs, while only a handful of men said the 
same.43 A number of women explained there was less food available and 
they wanted their children to eat before they did. Tracy described herself 
as an emotional eater, and we shared a laugh over our mutual love of 
Oreo cookies. Although she recognized eating was a coping mechanism 
she often relied on in times of stress, she was trying hard not to do so this 
time around because “when you don’t have [enough food] here you try 
not to. I’ve been really trying not to [stress eat], because what I have, I 
want my kids to have it.” Tracy emphasized the importance of her kids 
getting the food in the household before she got any. Vanessa, the 
working-class woman who had eliminated her medications so her kids 
would have new school clothes, had also cut down on what she was eat-
ing. She said that her friends at work had always teased her because she 
was tiny but could pack away food. She was no longer eating like that. 
“But it’s not that I’m not hungry, it’s just we don’t have a bunch of food.” 
Any spare food would go toward the kids, not to Vanessa’s appetite.44

Sometimes women described the trade-offs between what they ate 
and the other extras their kids could get. Ruth, who we learned gave up 
her health insurance, had eliminated fresh fruits and vegetables from her 
diet so that her kids and her husband could eat better. Because her hus-
band had been unable to work for the past few years, the family strug
gled more than many middle-class families after her job loss, and they 
had to tell the kids they had to do without some extras. After giving her 
twelve-year-old son $10 to spend at a music festival on a Friday night, 
he threw “a fit” because he thought it wasn’t enough money. She ex-
plained, “So that’s the hardest part because I feel guilty, but then again 
they’re not starving.” Ruth was sacrificing plenty, but it felt like not 
enough. Some men, like Anthony, also experienced food scarcity, al-
though many of the men described, as Anthony did, a scarcity that hit 
the whole family rather than one borne only by the unemployed parent. 
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Anthony’s wife was making “more home prepared meals,” and they re-
ceived some food from their church from time to time to help.

Women also ate more junk food after their job loss, but this was less 
common among men.45 Women’s ability to purchase healthy foods may 
be constrained by poverty.46 Some women said they were eating junk 
food because it was cheaper than healthier foods, which supports the 
findings of sociologists Molly Martin and Adam Lippert, who argue that 
poor mothers may be at greater risk of obesity because they are saving 
the healthiest food for their children.47 This decline in women’s eating 
habits was often explicitly linked to maintaining their kids’ food supply. 
Jodi explained that after the job loss, “I didn’t eat as healthy, either. I mean, 
I had to worry more about baby stuff. Like the formulas and the baby 
food. . . . ​But I always made sure [the baby] had everything.” While Jodi 
described herself as skipping meals and not always having all of the food 
she needed in the day, she emphasized how she made sure that there was 
always enough food in the house for her new baby.

In stark contrast, some men, but few women, developed healthier eat-
ing habits now that they were home more.48 They explained they had 
more time to cook and less access to unhealthy foods available at work. 
Allen explained, “I think I probably eat better not being in an office 
environment.” Without the temptation of bagels and other food that 
was left in the staff room near the watercooler, Allen found that he was 
able to eat more healthfully. The lack of tempting snacks at home was a 
common refrain among men. They also pointed to having more time to 
cook at home. Neil was cooking more and “eating up the leftovers” for 
lunch instead of grabbing lunch out. Cooking is one of the few 
household chores that men have picked up over the last few decades, 
increasing their labor so that it equals and, at times even surpasses, 
women’s in national time survey data.49

Women also differed from men in their sleep habits, having more 
trouble falling asleep and more difficulties staying asleep over the course 
of the night.50 Prior research has consistently found that women have 
more interrupted sleep than men, particularly when they have caregiv-
ing responsibilities.51 It also seems likely that changes in other health 
arenas may have affected nighttime sleep either indirectly, as anxiety 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



124  c h a p t e r  5

about the job changes may have disrupted their sleep, or directly, as 
discomfort over untreated conditions or poorer healthy behaviors 
might also have kept them awake. It also could be a combination of all 
of the above, as seemed to be the case for Vanessa. Vanessa’s poor eating 
habits and lack of usual medications may have played a part in her in-
ability to sleep at night. She explained, “I just want to sleep. I don’t sleep 
at night at all, but I get tired during the day.” Despite feeling almost ex-
hausted during the day at times, by the time bedtime rolled around, 
Vanessa’s stress about her job loss would ramp back up and she wouldn’t 
be able to sleep. When asked what was keeping her up, she just repeated 
the same word: “Worried-worried-worried.”

While women told me (and often themselves) that they would be 
OK without insurance and that the only thing that mattered was insur-
ing their children, perhaps some of the strain that caused the lack of 
sleep came from knowing they were now uninsured. It is hard to know 
if these kinds of subconscious fears kept women awake. Many women, 
like Renee, who was herself uninsured but had insured her child through 
CHIP, simply weren’t getting enough sleep. The consensus of promi-
nent American sleep researchers is that adults need a minimum of seven 
hours of sleep nightly.52 Yet Renee was avoiding sleep by watching TV 
until two or three in the morning when she had to be up by 6:30 or so 
to get her son ready for school—meaning she often slept less than half 
of the recommended number of hours. “I kind of feel guilty, almost, like 
right now, ’cause I feel like there’s something I should be doing that I’m 
not doing. I think, it’s almost like I should be held accountable,” she 
said. These feelings of guilt seemed to consume many women but not 
nearly as many men, preventing the women from partaking in many 
necessary healthy behaviors, like getting insurance, going to the doctors, 
eating well, and even getting enough sleep.

———

In general, when not looking at the unemployed, research has found 
that women are more likely to go to the doctor and engage in a greater 
range of healthy behaviors than men.53 But research has also found that 
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women are also much more likely than men to prioritize caring for their 
children’s health and caring for their spouses’ health.54 Unlike dads, 
moms feel obligated to monitor what their kids eat and how they exer-
cise. Needing to take care of everyone else takes a toll on moms—they 
run out of the energy they need to take care of themselves.55 This likely 
ties in to the ideas about guilt and shame that scholars like Komarovsky 
and Newman first found in unemployed men and then Lane found in 
unemployed women. If circumstances align to make it difficult for 
women to prioritize both their own health and their families’ needs, 
who takes priority? Not women. In the wake of a job loss, women put 
their own health care on the back burner. Yet men did not.

Caring for oneself was often framed by women themselves as funda-
mentally conflicting with caring for family members, particularly when 
the family budget was squeezed, but not only then. It was not only that 
families could not afford for women to take care of their health—
although, as we saw in Tamara’s case, sometimes the costs of care were 
too great—it was that very often, families put women’s health at the 
bottom of their priority list. We remember that Tracy said during our 
interview that she needed to reach out to see if she were eligible for 
state-run Medicaid, yet she hadn’t done so because she was too busy 
prioritizing other family needs. Men’s health needs rarely fell so far out 
of sight. Those who needed care got it. In the end, while our culture 
expects men to be the ones to provide for their families, it is women 
who are the ones who make the most sacrifices in an attempt to make 
up for their job loss to their families. Here, we see how they do this with 
their health. In chapter 6, we will see them do something similar with 
household labor as they attempt to make up for what seems like too 
much time.
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6
The Guilt Gap and 

the Second Shift

driving down highways through green rolling hills, I marveled at 
the beauty of the mountains as I made my way to meet Victoria. I was 
also impressed by the remoteness of her location; I was often the only 
car on the road, surrounded by trucks making their way across the state. 
We met at Victoria’s favorite diner (located in a large truck stop) because 
her son was home from college and she felt the diner would give us more 
privacy. Victoria was small and wiry, with messy brown hair that she kept 
pulled back in a ponytail from which strands kept escaping. In chapter 5, 
we learned Victoria had stopped taking her necessary medications after 
she lost her health insurance and her job working for a shipping plant for 
a large national corporation. She lived with her boyfriend; her son, a 
college student, came home almost every weekend. Upon his return, she 
did his laundry, cooked his meals, and enjoyed their visits. Until her son 
left for college, it had always been just the two of them; her boyfriend 
hadn’t moved in until after her son’s high school graduation.

Before her job loss, Victoria and her boyfriend had a fairly equitable 
division of labor. She cooked and he did the dishes; they decided it was 
fair if they each took care of their own laundry. While Victoria’s boy-
friend flatly refused to clean the toilet, he had done the vacuuming be-
fore her job loss. Since her son had moved out before her boyfriend 
moved in, Victoria had done all of the childcare when he was growing 
up. But her boyfriend did help her son, now a young adult, when he 
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needed it, and they were quite close. Household labor expert Daniel L. 
Carlson and his colleagues have found that low- and moderate-income 
families like Victoria’s are increasingly likely to share tasks like dish-
washing and laundry.1 That Victoria’s boyfriend also did the vacuuming 
was an added bonus. This is, perhaps, because they weren’t married; 
marriage can decrease men’s household labor and make couples more 
traditional.2 Overall, Victoria felt that before she lost her job they had a 
very fair division of labor (even though she did a bit more household 
work than her boyfriend).

But after she lost her job, Victoria greatly increased her work in the 
home: “I feel guilty if he comes home and I’m sitting down. That doesn’t 
seem right to me.” Victoria took on all of the vacuuming as well as the 
laundry. Her boyfriend stopped doing the dishes. She also took on 
many of the traditional “male” chores, including mowing the lawn and 
taking out the trash. On the nights they were supposed to bring the 
garbage to the curb, he now routinely went outside for his evening walk 
without taking out the trash unless specifically asked to do the chore. 
Victoria had started doing so many household chores that she thought 
her job loss had made her boyfriend a bit “lazy.” Despite this complaint, 
Victoria had not spoken to him about pitching in more at home. Her 
guilt over her job loss led Victoria to feel like the division was fair. “I feel 
like I should be doing more because I’m not working,” she told me. Just 
as we saw guilt in the last chapter over health care, here we see guilt 
emerge over household labor. In particular, for women, this guilt was 
often connected to their newly found “free” time (perhaps because 
women are used to having less leisure time than men have).3

When you lose your job, one thing you gain is time. Some people 
reveled in their newfound time, others felt anxious about it, unsure what 
to do without the structure of their job. But did this unstructured time 
fundamentally change how the newly unemployed’s households di-
vided the work of taking care of the kids and doing the chores? Prior 
research finds the unemployed do take on more household tasks and 
also suggests we should expect to find a gender divide here, too. In fact, 
national data finds that women take on twice as many household chores 
as men do after a job loss.4 Although unemployed men with wives who 
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work long hours take on more household chores than men with wives 
who stay at home, they still report doing fewer chores at home than do 
unemployed women with working husbands.5 Aliya Rao’s research on 
highly paid professional unemployed men and women suggests these 
divisions are reproduced by the elite as well.6 Moreover, unemployed 
women continue to do more childcare work than do unemployed men.7

Since many of the people I met lived with a partner, I was able to 
take a look at what changed and why inside their home after a job loss.8 
(I looked at only people with a partner, because those who were single 
did most of the work even if they had older kids who could help some.) 
I examined both the work the couples did on household chores and the 
work they did caring for children. Family scholars have long considered 
these tasks separately, as household chores are thought to be less reward-
ing than those involving children.9 Those who study household work 
typically go one step further and say that to understand how much labor 
goes into household work we also need to know how often chores occur 
and how much time they take to do. We call chores that are daily and 
time-consuming “routine,” while those that happen less frequently and 
usually take less time are called “nonroutine.” These phrases also help to 
signal which tasks are essential for the running of the household; most 
people can’t go too long without completing routine tasks like cooking 
or doing dishes or the laundry (we run out of food or clean clothes), but 
most of us can avoid nonroutine tasks, ignoring the weeds in our flower 
beds or replacing the car’s oil less frequently than recommended.10

When I looked at what kinds of housework people did, I found a 
striking pattern. Women did more of the routine household chores be-
fore they lost their jobs.11 Afterward, almost all women and about half 
of the men increased the number of routine chores they did at home.12 
But men’s routine chores increased just a bit; they were now “helping 
out” a little more than they had before, as we’ll learn Neil did. In con-
trast, most women, including Victoria and, as we will see, Joan, took 
over so many tasks that they were doing all of the routine household 
chores. Notably, when women didn’t increase their chores, it was 
because they couldn’t; they were already responsible for all of the rou-
tine household labor. This was never the case among the men. When 
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men didn’t increase their chore load, it wasn’t because they were already 
doing it all; rather, these men, like Anthony, had a stay-at-home wife 
who maintained the home and prioritized her husband’s job search.

When I looked at childcare, I saw a similar pattern. On first glance, 
both men and women increased the time they spent with their children. 
But women did more of the childcare before they lost their jobs, and 
afterward the majority of them became primarily responsible for most 
childcare tasks. In contrast, only one man became solely responsible for 
all childcare tasks; the majority of men either shared childcare or had 
wives who continued to be primarily responsible.13

As we saw in earlier chapters, class continued to further shape these 
decisions. Middle-class women had carved out clearer bargains with 
their husbands about sharing household chores that fell apart after the 
job loss, leaving them primarily in charge of household and childcare 
labor (although most did continue to send young children to childcare 
or after-school programs). Working-class women often bore more 
household work both before and after their job loss, and the work of 
childcare (which middle-class women could partially outsource) fell 
disproportionately on working-class women’s shoulders. Among the 
men, middle-class men took on a few new household chores (many 
fewer than the women) and then declared themselves “equal” sharers 
much more pronouncedly than did the working-class men, who also 
took on relatively few new tasks.

The Pew Research Center finds the majority of Americans—men 
and women—say they want a household in which both men and 
women share the responsibility for paid work and for the work done 
inside the home.14 Many of the men and women I met said they wanted 
the same. Why, then, in the time these interviews were conducted from 
2013 to 2015, was there such a large gender divide in the actual practice 
of how people divided household labor and childcare after a job loss?

Some of the answer lies in the ways that we continue to do gender at 
work and at home—even when we think we aren’t. Men have increased 
their household labor by about 300 percent since the years when, in the 
popular Donna Reed television show, the titular character greeted her 
husband wearing pearls after having made a four-course dinner and 
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cleaned the house for the umpteenth time.15 Yet women still do more 
housework than men do, and married moms do about twice as much 
household labor as married dads.16 Women also remain more respon-
sible for taking care of kids than men are. Even as men’s time doing 
childcare increased, women’s did, too.17 In her study of young adults 
living in New York City, sociologist Kathleen Gerson offers a clue as to 
why we see these persistent divides.18 Like the Pew study mentioned 
above, Gerson found that most young people want an equal division of 
paid and unpaid labor. But when young adults thought about whether 
they could achieve this goal, they imagined that the demands of work 
would get in the way; if their ideals were thwarted, most of the men said 
they would fall back on more traditional family norms, in which men 
focused on paid work and left the unpaid labor to their wives. Thus, 
although our ideals for equal sharing are high, we have not yet escaped 
the institutional pressures of long workdays, the lack of available child-
care, or the traditional gender beliefs of our past.19

Another clue can be found in bargaining theory, a popular economic 
and sociological explanation for gender differences in household labor. 
Bargaining theory expects that as women’s earnings rise, they can “bar-
gain” with their husbands in order to reduce their own time doing 
chores.20 This bargain happens either as women’s income increases rela-
tive to their husbands’ earnings, which makes it easier for them to ask 
their husbands for more help in the home, or to a lesser degree, as 
women’s income allows them to purchases services and goods (like 
someone to help with chores or takeout meals) that replace the labor 
women would have done.21 Importantly, men’s earnings don’t appear 
to affect the bargain; regardless of their earnings, men can opt out of 
household work.22

Time availability matters, too, as people do fewer chores when they 
have less free time.23 In fact, unemployment clearly gives both men and 
women more time to do chores.24 Yet women do more household work 
on weekends than men do, and unemployed women pick up more 
household chores than unemployed men, suggesting that those pesky 
traditional gender beliefs work in conjunction with both time and earn-
ings bargains.25 Elaborating on this point, work and family scholars 
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Alexandra Killewald and Margaret Gough write, “There is something 
about the experience of being a wife, as opposed to a husband, that 
causes even high-earning wives to spend considerably more time in 
housework than their husbands, even when they out-earn them.”26

That “something” seems to be about gender. Theories about why gen-
der matters abound, but the evidence is clear: men appear better able 
to “resist” the demands of household and childcare labor than are 
women.27 The “guilt gap” offers us yet another clue as to how gender 
operates in the household. Among the women and men, the guilt gap 
was present, yet again, in how the unemployed talked about their bar-
gains, their time use, and their household labor. It was striking to me 
that unemployed women attempted to make up for losing their jobs by 
doing more household chores, but the unemployed men did not. The 
women and men did not simply talk about guilt differently. Rather, guilt 
was a regular part of women’s language surrounding their unemploy-
ment as well as their household labor and childcare, but it was almost 
entirely absent from men’s talk.

This was not simply a difference in how men and women spoke; their 
actions also spoke volumes. The unemployed women were not comfort-
able leaving chores undone for their working spouses; the unemployed 
men were.28 Moreover, men did not connect feelings of guilt about their 
job loss to their additional free time at home or their need to do more 
household work, but women commonly did. These feelings of guilt are 
likely tied both to expectations about who should be doing what inside 
the home and how the men and women differentially managed their 
feelings of responsibility for their job loss and how that loss made them 
culpable for things around the house. In fact, some scholars have noted 
that modern motherhood involves a lot of mother-shaming and mother 
guilt at the inability to live up to sky-high expectations about what a 
good mom should be.29 These ideals of good motherhood (which in-
volve a lot of self-sacrifice) shaped the lives of the women I met.

Over the past several decades, researchers have noted a rise in the 
pressure mothers (particularly white moms) face to conform to what’s 
called “intensive mothering” norms.30 Sociologist Sharon Hays came 
up with this term for a phenomenon that she observed in a lot of moms 
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(whether they worked for pay or not). They were expected to be perfect 
moms, who helped with their kids’ homework, read stories, played 
games, and volunteered for the PTO.31 White moms may be most likely 
to face the pressure of these norms.32 Dawn Marie Dow, a noted Uni-
versity of Maryland professor, explains that racism historically excluded 
Black women from both the expectation of primarily maintaining the 
home and the protections afforded by it.33 While Black women and men 
have often shared paid work outside the home, they have traditionally 
rejected the “private islands” of the nuclear households of moms, dads, 
and kids.34 Instead, Black families tend to rely on broader support from 
kin when caring for children. Prior research continues to debate whether 
Black Americans may divide household chores more evenly because 
both Black men and women have worked for pay traditionally.35 What 
scholars do agree on is that white men have been the main beneficiaries 
of the traditional division of labor in the household, as their wives’ abil-
ity to do the daily tasks at home has allowed white men to focus on work 
and shrug off the demands of home.

We can see how white men benefit from the divisions of childcare 
and housework when we compare Victoria’s experiences to Harold’s. 
Harold had lost a job in the hotel industry. A sociable person, he wanted 
the chance to get out of the house for a little while, so we met in a coffee 
shop. He told me he would be easy to find, as I could look for the guy 
with the shiny head and, indeed, I found him easily; Harold was broad, 
with wide eyes and a large smile set in a round, bald head. When Harold 
met and married his wife, they decided they were going to have a pretty 
equal marriage. They would both work full-time and share the caregiv-
ing for the kids. This seemed fair to Harold. But even though Harold 
described himself and his wife as “sharing” everything, a close examina-
tion of their household chores revealed that both before and after his 
job loss, his wife took on the majority of daily tasks. After proudly telling 
me that nothing needed to change after his job loss because they were 
already great sharers, Harold seemed somewhat surprised to discover 
that his wife did many more daily tasks than he did. While he empha-
sized he did the dishes nightly, his wife’s list of regular chores included 
meal prep and cooking, grocery shopping, laundry, vacuuming, dusting, 
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bathroom cleaning, and many of the more routine childcare tasks, like 
helping the kids get ready for school and making sure they brushed 
their teeth at night. As he puzzled over my list of chores, Harold ex-
plained these differences emerged because his wife simply liked things 
cleaner than he did.

Harold’s explanation that women just are “neater” than men is one 
that has been long deployed by men to justify their lack of participation 
in household tasks. This is what Arlie Hochschild calls a “resistance 
strategy” for avoiding housework in her classic book about gender and 
housework, The Second Shift.36 Hochschild notes many of the men in 
her study, like Harold, complimented their wives for how super-
organized and tidy they were, but she notes that this praise was very 
“convenient” for the men, as it let them off the hook for being respon-
sible for these chores.

One of the problems of sharing tasks is that they can be split in ways 
that appear fair but actually aren’t, such as dividing tasks into indoor 
and outdoor tasks (which is how the routine and nonroutine tasks are 
often divided). As Hochschild notes, again in The Second Shift, 
household tasks are often “gendered,” meaning that the routine indoor 
tasks are primarily done by the wife, and the nonroutine outdoor tasks 
are done by the husbands. That’s how Harold and his wife split the 
chores. The problem is, just as Hochschild described it so many years 
ago, this sort of division leaves the women doing the daily (and more 
time-consuming) tasks and the men doing the tasks that need to be 
done less frequently and on their own schedule (and are less time-
consuming). The fact that Harold reported being fairly equal with his 
wife may have had to do with his perception of how things were 
divided—fairly evenly if you considered the outdoor versus the indoor 
tasks. But they were unevenly divided if you considered the time it took 
in a given week to complete most of the tasks. In fact, we can see the 
roots of the bargain in Harold’s own telling of his story; he describes 
them discussing childcare and housework in their young adulthood and 
agreeing to share things equally, yet this bargain did not lead to an equal 
division even when paid work was equally shared. And now that Harold 
wasn’t working outside the home, the bargain still wasn’t altered.
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Research on childcare suggests that, as with housework, there are 
divisions between routine tasks and play in how moms and dads ap-
proach childcare. These divisions can help us understand the differences 
between Harold’s talk of “50/50” and his actual practice. While dads 
have increased time spent doing childcare, moms spend more time than 
dads taking care of routine tasks, like getting kids’ teeth brushed, faces 
washed, and planning their next doctor’s appointments.37 Dads are also 
less likely than moms to spend time alone with kids—most of their 
parenting time comes when moms are also around—and when they do 
spend time with kids, more of it is spent recreationally, playing or read-
ing, for instance, rather than doing routine tasks like bathing and feed-
ing kids or taking them places.38 Harold was pretty typical of most 
men—he was the “fun dad,” and he left the more routine tasks for his 
wife. His wife’s lesser bargaining power, combined with men’s ability to 
ignore some tasks, left Harold with the upper hand: he could claim 
equality while not achieving it.

Did Harold increase his participation at home now that he was un-
employed and his wife still worked full-time? If time alone drove these 
decisions, we would expect the answer to be yes. Yet it was not. Even 
though he acknowledged that his wife was “getting the short end of the 
stick,” Harold declared he was satisfied with this arrangement. He did 
not plan to increase what he was doing at home, and he did not express 
any guilt over the fact that he was benefiting from what seemed like an 
overload of household tasks on his wife. The guilt gap here is clear: 
Victoria thought she owed her family a significant amount of extra 
household work to make up for her job loss, but Harold did not.

Collapsed Bargains, More Time, and  
the Guilt Gap in the Middle Class

Did the unemployed middle-class women have such unequal bargains? 
Middle-class women (who, on average, have better-paying and more 
prestigious jobs than working-class women do) have steadier work his-
tories, spending more time engaged in paid labor when they are in their 
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twenties, thirties, and forties than working-class women do.39 Their 
steadier and higher-paying jobs may give them the ability to ask for 
more work around the house from their husbands.40 Cohabiting 
middle-class women have partners who are more likely to engage and 
increase participation when asked.41 Middle-class incomes likely also 
allow both men and women to outsource some of the household and 
childcare labor.42 And the middle class is more likely to hold more gen-
der egalitarian ideals—that is, they say they want to be equal at home, 
just like Harold and his wife did (although Harold’s wife wasn’t able to 
negotiate more).43 Yet, perhaps other middle-class women would end 
up able to bargain for a better balance than Harold’s wife did.

Joan was proud to tell me that she had a “rock star husband” when it 
came to doing household chores. Like Harold, Joan said she shared 
most of her chores with her spouse, and she was pleased with how they 
divided things in their house. She was quick to point out that she “wasn’t 
a stay-at-home mom,” and she was looking for work to make sure that 
she didn’t become one. As I started to read my list of chores, Joan inter-
rupted to say most of the chores were shared. But she then acknowl-
edged she did most of the grocery shopping, cooking, and bill paying 
and that her husband did more repair work. When I asked a follow-up 
about whether anything had changed after her job loss, Joan paused and 
noted she had taken on many more cleaning tasks and also most of the 
laundry. She was now responsible for getting her son to and from day 
care and for his nighttime bath and bedtime routine. Her husband still 
read his book at night and did more of the playing tasks. So, Joan had 
picked up more of the childcare routine tasks while her husband re-
tained the fun. Plus, she was now doing the vast majority of the tasks 
inside the home. Yet Joan felt so conflicted about the changes that she 
contradicted herself as she explained them, telling me, “[My husband] 
was doing bath for a while but now I’m doing bath, but he’ll do bath 
once in a while. [My husband] loves to do bath. It’s . . . ​it’s . . . ​it’s very 
equal.” Despite stating that she was now primarily in charge of bath 
(which she subsequently confirmed) and that her husband only did 
bath once in a while, Joan concluded our conversation about the divi-
sion of labor around her son’s bath by saying, “It’s very equal.”
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What was going on here? The story Joan told me about how awesome 
her husband was at sharing the workload at home didn’t seem to line up 
with what was going on at home. Why did she end up ignoring so many 
of the details of how much work in the home her husband really did?

In my first book, I argue that people tell “accounts” about their 
lives—it’s a way we talk about our lives to make them line up with the 
way we think things should be.44 Joan did not think of herself as a “stay-
at-home mom.” She must have told me at least a half a dozen times that 
she wasn’t cut out for staying at home.45 But she’d been at home for a 
while by the time we met. During that time, there’d been a creep in the 
chores. As time wore on, she’d taken over more and more of the tasks 
she and her husband used to share. She explained it just seemed fair to 
do more since she wasn’t working. If they didn’t have to scramble to get 
her son to preschool in the morning, that made life easier. Same with 
pickup. She was home, so she could make the house cleaner. While Joan 
saw herself and her husband as equals—they’d both gone to college and 
earned master’s degrees—over and over they had prioritized his career 
over hers (even though she was earning about a third more than him 
when she lost her job). The bargain she’d worked so hard to craft and 
maintain (despite its flaws) fell apart without Joan’s paid labor to help 
shore up her demands of equal partnership.

But Joan wanted to be an equal sharer, just like Harold did. So, she 
talked about herself that way. She kept her high aspirations for her 
family’s division of labor inside and outside the home, even though they 
didn’t live up to that ideal. Despite describing herself as a career-
committed woman—and she was in fact one of the most passionate 
about her career commitment in the whole study and one of the few to 
significantly outearn her husband before her job loss—Joan ended up 
doing exactly what almost all of the women in the study ended up 
doing: almost all of the indoor housework after they lost their job and 
some of the outside chores as well. She also did most of the routine 
childcare chores, as most of the women in the study did (the most no-
table distinction between the middle- and working-class women was 
that middle-class women like Joan kept their kids in childcare, as I will 
discuss in detail later in the chapter).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  G u i lt  G a p  a n d  t h e   S e c o n d   S h i f t   137

None of the men did this. Not one man—even the most egalitarian 
among them—ended up picking up all of the indoor chores and most 
of the outside chores. Many (particularly the middle-class men) did 
more childcare than they had before, but it was often more recreational 
care than routine childcare. In fact, although about half of the men in-
creased their household labor and their time with their kids, none of 
them took on as much work around the house as Joan did—Joan who 
said that she was married to a rock star of a sharing husband.

Men’s bargains with their wives changed much less dramatically. This 
is likely related to the differing expectations we have of fathers in our 
society. Scott Coltrane writes that “compared to the complete self-
sacrifice expected of mothers, being a father in our culture carries far 
fewer burdens.”46 Middle-class fathers may face high demands to be 
successful breadwinners, but as we saw in chapter 5, there is some evi-
dence that in recent years, even these demands have lessened. Research 
on middle-class men who have lost jobs and started providing care for 
their families suggests that even when they are out of work for a long 
time, they do not take on identities as the primary caregiver in the 
family.47 This suggests that middle-class men are unlikely to take on the 
full workload at home.

Neil was pretty typical of the middle-class men who increased their 
household chores a little bit. About half of the middle-class men shared 
a few more routine tasks with their wives/partners, although rarely did 
they take them on entirely, as so many of the women did. Yet, unlike 
Joan, Neil wasn’t the family breadwinner when he lost his job. He was 
proud of how great his wife was doing at work—it was one of the rea-
sons his period of unemployment wasn’t more difficult. While she’d 
followed him for several different job transitions during their almost 
twenty years together, this time around she found a terrific job of her 
own. She made over 30 percent more than Neil in her graphic design 
job, and her career was beginning to catch on fire. He expected that if 
they moved again, it would be for her career, rather than his.

Given the newfound importance of his wife’s job to the family, did 
Neil feel obligated to take on the lion’s share of work at home? His wife 
had started calling him “Vacation Neil,” because it felt like a vacation 
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when she sometimes came home to find he had cooked dinner. But he 
had not taken sole responsibility for this task. Instead, it had gone from 
being his wife’s responsibility to being one that they shared. According 
to Neil, cooking was “a big change . . . ​I’m doing more of it.” It was the 
biggest change he’d made. They also both continued to share the gro-
cery shopping, and he still washed dishes while his wife put the food 
away after dinner. Many more tasks remained uniquely his wife’s re-
sponsibility, including cleaning, laundry, and bill paying. When it came 
down to the nitty-gritty of the household who-did-what list, while Neil 
certainly did more than Harold, he didn’t do nearly as much as Joan (or 
even his own full-time working wife). Thus, while he had more free time 
and he had slightly changed the bargain he had with his wife, it was still 
weighted favorably toward him.

Neil did contribute more to the outdoor tasks, and this was where I 
saw the most significant changes among the middle-class men. Like 
other middle-class men, Neil had previously outsourced outdoor work, 
like the lawn care or home repairs. After their job loss, middle-class men 
were the most likely to take on new outdoor work and home repairs. 
Neil had done so, incorporating any necessary repairs and outside tasks 
into his new routine. When all was said and done, Neil was most respon-
sible for the less onerous and time-consuming tasks, and he shared the 
more repetitive daily tasks. When asked how he felt about things at 
home, he replied, “I’ve been enjoying not doing anything but taking 
care of the homestead and just taking a break.” Neil’s choice of words—
“taking care of the homestead”—indicate he was sharing the load, but 
his wife’s high earnings had not earned her a bargain that was an equal 
share of that load. Moreover, some of Neil’s new time availability was 
“break” time that he was enjoying and felt comfortable taking. No guilt 
attached.

One notable similarity between the middle-class men and women 
was their likelihood to continue to keep their children in either child-
care or after-school programs. Most of the middle-class parents spoke 
of the importance of socialization for their kids or talked about how 
their children would not want to be home with them all of the time. 
They also sometimes explicitly linked the need for childcare to their job 
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search activities (something I will talk about in greater detail in chap-
ter 7). Talking about the decision to keep her son in childcare, Joan 
explained, “We were able to keep my son in day care ’cause he’s thriving 
there . . . ​he’s with the same group of boys that he started with when he 
was three months of age. [It’s] his special place.” While Joan remained 
primarily responsible for her son’s care during the times he was home, 
she also continued to outsource much of his care during the day, which 
allowed her to maintain her job search. This “extensive” mothering, in 
which moms primarily maintain responsibility through a combination 
of outsourced care plus the care provided in the home has been identi-
fied mostly among middle-class mothers.48

Many middle-class men also framed childcare around their kids’ 
needs. Frank placed a priority on what his daughter learned by being in 
childcare. He said, “Like day care, I could totally stay at home with her 
and be fine with that, but I think she would miss out on the interaction 
with the other kids she’s known now for a little over a year.” Thus, in the 
middle class, keeping children’s routines and childcare was prioritized 
even when it was expensive.

Unequal Bargains, Guilt over Leisure,  
and No Childcare in the Working Class

Perhaps I would find a different response among the working-class men 
and women. There has been considerable debate among sociologists 
about whether class and available resources may lead someone to be-
come more egalitarian. Some scholars have argued that because 
working-class families may depend on the income of working wives, 
husbands and partners may respect the work of those women more.49 
Sometimes when a community is hit hard by the loss of factories or 
other economic changes, the only work that is available may be work 
that is traditionally done by women in the service economy.50 When 
this happens, working-class families may have to figure out new ways of 
being moms and dads and of earning and caring, leaving men to provide 
care at home.51 This line of reasoning would suggest that, unlike 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



140  c h a p t e r  6

middle-class women, working-class women might be able to negotiate 
stronger bargains.

Yet the types of jobs working-class women can find are often not 
particularly prestigious or well paying.52 They can get stuck in the types 
of jobs that are often dismissed by the general public as being not par-
ticularly important and that I’ve found even women’s families dismiss 
as not being very worthwhile (although both my research and that of 
others has shown that it takes skill and determination to remain em-
ployed in such jobs).53 Stuck in poorly valued jobs, women may find 
they lack the ability to demand more equal marriages. In fact, sociolo-
gists Amanda Miller and Dan Carlson found that working-class women’s 
low wages left them unable to negotiate out of undesirable chores.54 
Sharon Sassler and Amanda Miller find working-class women are less 
satisfied with the division of labor in their households and that they 
achieve less equal divisions.55 I’ve found that working-class women’s 
bad jobs can leave them subject to critiques from their husbands that 
they should quit work to do more at home.56

The existing research leaves us with a confusing picture, then. Do 
unemployed working-class women have more bargaining power in the 
house than unemployed middle-class women, or do their jobs leave 
them vulnerable to exploitation within their own homes? The answer 
lies somewhere in between. The majority of both middle-class and 
working-class women reported doing the household chores with little 
help from their husbands. Some of the differences lay in the emphasis: 
Almost all of the working-class women reported that they alone did the 
household chores, while about half of middle-class women said they 
shared some chores with their husbands (as Joan did).57 An additional 
difference came because the working-class women had to do this work 
within the restraints of having far fewer resources. This means that in 
addition to shouldering solo more of the household burden, their bud
gets were too tight for the occasional meal out (and night off). Some-
times it meant that they grew their own food, started canning, or took 
on other household cost-saving measures that were less common in the 
middle-class households. Perhaps the biggest difference, which had 
an effect on their job searches (as we will see in chapter 7), was that 
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working-class women were unlikely to keep their children in childcare 
or after-school care. As we saw, middle-class families most often contin-
ued to pay for care.

Short in height, with short blonde curls and an easy smile, it was clear 
to see why Leslie had been such a popular bank teller. Having worked 
at one bank for twenty years, by the end, she earned close to a middle-
class wage with only a high school education. She was devastated when 
she lost her job. It was also hard on her family, as Leslie had been the 
family’s main earner, earning sometimes close to double her husband’s 
low-wage annual salary. She’d been taken by surprise when the bank had 
closed the branch; none of the employees had been given any notice.

Her first response when asked how she felt about her job loss: “guilty.” 
Even though she’d done nothing to warrant the job loss and couldn’t 
have prevented it, Leslie, like so many of the women I met, felt guilty—
guilty to have lost her job, guilty to take unemployment, guilty not to 
be working, guilty to have more time with her kids, guilty to ask her 
husband to do anything at home since he was still working.

Her husband worked at a big box store in the warehouse on the night 
shift. He worked four nights a week for a ten-hour day. Although he 
hadn’t been the main breadwinner in their family, he wasn’t one to do 
much around the house even before her job loss. His mom lived with 
them, and she also didn’t do any of the household chores. Leslie did 
almost everything, although before Leslie’s job loss, she did have her 
kids help out with the dishes, the laundry, and some of the household 
cleaning. Leslie also did the majority of the repair work and the outside 
tasks, too. She explained that she was handier than her husband. “I can 
look at instructions and do it and it’ll be done in ten minutes,” she said. 
“He can look at them and look at them.” Leslie’s husband had helped 
with some of the routine childcare tasks before her job loss, because he 
wouldn’t go into work until after she got home. This allowed him to 
meet the kids at the bus stop and, if necessary, address any problems 
that arose before Leslie got home. Leslie still did most of the carpooling 
to activities; she had worked out an arrangement with another mom 
who picked up the kids at school and brought them to their activity, and 
then Leslie drove everyone home once she was out of work.
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Despite doing most of the chores and childcare before she lost her 
job, Leslie managed to increase her household labor after her job loss. 
She took over all of the chores the kids had helped with, simply stating, 
“I’m there to do it.” Her older two girls were in a competition dance 
program, so she spent much of her weekend time driving them to towns 
in different counties in the state to perform, which kept her busy. The 
family had also started a construction project before her job loss: build-
ing a deck on the back porch. Without the means to pay the construc-
tion company to finish the job, Leslie was now trying to complete the 
project on her own. Plus, her mom had gotten sick and needed to go to 
the doctor for treatments, so Leslie added caregiving for her mother to 
the list and was now driving her mother to the doctor in a small city a 
half hour away a couple times a week.

When asked whether it seemed like her husband had more leisure 
time than she did, Leslie took a long pause and said, “I’m responsible 
for doing more than he does.” She then paused again and corrected her-
self, saying, “He does a lot, so that sounds. . . .” Leslie’s voice trailed off 
and she ended with a laugh. She finished by saying that her husband 
worked very hard because he worked nights and long hours. She then 
discussed his commute—which, at an hour, was longer than her half-
hour commute had been—and concluded that he worked hard. Leslie 
did not expect her husband to do much work around the house before 
she’d lost her job, and she felt she owed her family more of her labor 
inside the home after she’d lost it.

Here we see the calculation of time availability shape Leslie’s 
household labor but not her husband’s. His long days meant that he 
worked four ten-hour shifts, so he had three days when he did not have 
to go to work, but these hours were not discussed when she calculated 
available time for chores. While it was important for Leslie to find a new 
job—she was the family’s main breadwinner, after all—this did not pre-
vent her from doing so much work for her family that it became almost 
a full-time job itself.

We also see the guilt gap rear its head. Leslie’s guilt over her job loss, 
coupled with her newfound time, drove Leslie to do almost all of the 
household and childcare work as well the ambitious deck-building 
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project, which she worked on over the weekends. Driving her daughter 
to dance added to the time she spent on childcare. She even clocked in 
a “third shift”—taking care of her mom. Naomi Gerstel has argued that 
women in midlife (with older children like Leslie’s) can end up taking 
on both paid work and work around the home and what she calls a 
“third shift” of work taking care of their now-elderly parents; Gerstel 
argues this labor is rarely done by men.58 Overall, then, Leslie’s pattern 
fit the mold of women who seemed to do more than their fair share to 
start with and who increased their household labor even more after 
their job loss.

The only working-class women who did not increase their chores 
were the ones who could not because they already were doing all the 
work before they lost their jobs (none of the middle-class women had 
already been doing everything). There was not much more to do for 
Donna, a short, stocky woman with dyed blonde hair, because she was 
already doing almost all of the tasks inside the home. The one household 
chore her husband did that she did not take over was the cooking. A 
great cook, her husband did not want to give that task up after her job 
loss. She did try to take it over, because it seemed fair to do so, but he 
enjoyed cooking, so she was only able to make a small inroad there.

Donna had worked at the local courthouse and had been promoted 
rapidly there. She hadn’t enjoyed the job after her promotion and had 
already started looking for new work before she learned that there were 
budget cuts that eliminated her position. She felt bad about her job loss 
and the hardship it caused her family and wished there were more she 
could do. Her husband was a maintenance man, and her job loss put the 
family on shaky financial ground. Their twelve-year-old daughter was an 
only child, and Donna and the girl were very close—sharing lunches and 
play dates now that Donna was home more often. Since she lost her job, 
Donna had decided against keeping her daughter in summer camps. This 
left most of the responsibility for entertaining her daughter during the 
day up to Donna, who said, “She definitely wants me to play with her, 
but luckily we do have neighbors that she plays with, too. . . . ​Usually, [I] 
play with her.” Unlike the middle-class moms, most working-class 
mothers like Donna shouldered the bulk of the daytime childcare.
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Since her job loss, Donna had more leisure time than her husband 
did. She lamented this difference in their time off, and she tried her best 
to minimize her downtime, stating, “I try not to have too much leisure 
time.” So, she increased how much time she spent searching for work 
and cleaning the house. To be clear, Donna felt so bad that she created 
work for herself. This was also why she had tried to take over the cook-
ing from her husband, so she could increase his leisure time. As she 
explained, “If he doesn’t have to cook, well, then he has the rest of the 
evening to relax” after he got home from work. The guilt gap appears 
starkly here; unlike Harold or Neil, Donna was not “satisfied” nor did 
she view this extra time as a “vacation” or time to “enjoy.” It was time 
she actively resisted having because of her guilt about having an excess 
of free time.

What of the working-class men? Did they, like the middle-class men, 
resist shouldering more of the burden of home when they found them-
selves with more time on their hands? Prior research on working-class 
men who have lost jobs suggests I would find that they would do a tiny 
bit more household work, but not much more than that.59 Sociologists 
Elizabeth Legerski and Marie Cornwall argue that losing a job is a blow 
to working-class men’s masculinity and that helping out at home can 
further chip away at their sense of identity. Sharon Sassler and Amanda 
Miller find that working-class men are more resistant to requests from 
their partners to help.60 Others have argued the opposite. Working-class 
men may be more likely to help out with childcare while out of work and 
to search for work that allows split-shift childcare duties, thus prolonging 
their job search.61 Men may step up and do more household chores in 
regions plagued by economic troubles, as the financial reckoning forces 
men to change their ideas about what it means to be a good dad.62

Yet again, we are left with a fairly conflicting picture. On the one 
hand, recent research paints a picture of working-class men who aren’t 
as helpful at home once they lose their jobs. On the other hand, other 
research suggests that some of these men really do step up. What were 
the working-class men likely to do?

The working-class men most often got the better end of their bar-
gains, even when their wives worked full-time, increased to full-time 
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work, or stepped up as breadwinners.63 But many working-class men 
had stay-at-home wives who facilitated their returns to work by priori-
tizing their time spent searching for work. Anthony’s wife accompanied 
him to the lunch spot where he and I chatted for almost three hours. 
She mostly entertained their two children as Anthony and I spoke, but 
she occasionally chimed in and, when we talked about their division of 
household labor, she had a lot to say. Although Anthony (like Harold 
and Neil and so many others) described himself as doing many tasks, 
his wife often corrected him to say that the tasks were shared or that she 
primarily did them. Take grocery shopping, for example. When I started 
to read my chore list, they responded simultaneously but with different 
answers. Anthony said, “We do it together.” His wife replied, “You don’t 
do it at all right now.” How to make sense of this conflicting picture? 
Further questioning revealed that Anthony picked up the groceries that 
the family received from their church (they were receiving some help 
to cover their food needs) while his wife continued to do the typical 
grocery shopping. Similarly, his wife reported she was primarily respon-
sible for the laundry, but Anthony said it was “50/50.” Again, further 
questioning revealed that “she puts it in [the laundry machine] and 
starts it and then I’ll go and put it in the dryer and bring it back up.” And 
then his wife folded and put the laundry away. As with the outdoor/
indoor tasks, laundry was divided in a way that felt “50/50” to Anthony, 
but the tasks his wife completed took more time than did his tasks. As 
for childcare, his wife retained all of those responsibilities, allowing An-
thony to prioritize his job search. He was, however, “going on an all-day 
field trip with [his daughter],” which he wouldn’t have been able to do 
before he lost his job. Anthony certainly did much more work at home 
than many of the men I met, but he also defined as “equal” any tasks that 
let him “help” but did not make him primarily responsible or even 
equally responsible for the chores.

Joel’s workload was typical of what working-class men did. Tall and 
skinny with graying brown hair and brown eyes, Joel wore glasses 
perched on the end of his nose. A toolmaker of medical instruments, 
Joel was the family breadwinner, so his job loss was hard on his family. 
His wife had been working less than ten hours a week at her children’s 
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school when Joel lost his job. But after his job loss, she switched jobs 
and found a thirty-hour-a-week job that paid better as well. She also 
started going to school part-time at night to earn a degree in phlebot-
omy. She hoped to be able to find part-time work at a hospital when she 
finished her degree and to keep her current job. Between her paid job 
and school, she was outside the home more than forty hours a week.

Yet Joel was not picking up the slack at home like Leslie and Donna 
had. In fact, not much had changed since he lost his job. Joel’s wife con-
tinued to do most of the grocery shopping, cooking, cleaning, laundry, 
bill paying, and the childcare. He and his wife both agreed he was the 
better cook. “She does the more daily cooking. I do it if we want some-
thing really yummy.” If Joel was the better cook, why hadn’t he taken 
over this one chore at least? He explained, “I do it because I enjoy cook-
ing; she does it because it has to get done.”

We see here how Joel was able to exercise a clear form of male 
privilege—the ability to ignore the immediate need of a daily task. Even 
though Joel recognized cooking as something that “has to get done,” he 
could choose to do it on his own terms. He did this, despite his wife’s 
apparent increased bargaining power, his increased time availability, and 
the entire family’s agreement that he had more talent for the task than 
his wife did. Despite everything, Joel still did not feel obligated to par-
ticipate in most household tasks and did not say he was sharing, like 
Harold or Neil had.

Joel expressed no obligation to do more at home. He never discussed 
guilt about his job loss or guilt about his household or childcare chores. 
When asked about his free time, Joel laughed and repeatedly said, “Too 
much, too much.” When asked the same question about his wife, he said 
she probably didn’t have enough free time, but that he couldn’t do any-
thing about that because his wife had everything done a certain way. 
“It’s her routine, you know, and it’s bam, bam, bam . . . ​and she’s done.” 
Like Harold, Joel used a “resistance strategy,” saying that his wife was 
too quick in her routine for him to help with any of the chores. Since 
her work and school hours added up to more than a full-time job, it 
seemed unlikely that Joel couldn’t find the time to get some of these 
tasks done before his wife completed them. Joel was satisfied with the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  G u i lt  G a p  a n d  t h e   S e c o n d   S h i f t   147

current division of labor in his house—when asked if he wanted to 
change things, he said he would not. Of course, Joel had little incentive 
to change things as they currently stood—he certainly benefited from 
being the one who did little of the household labor and from bearing no 
obligation to do more.

Tall with short cropped hair, Troy had worked his way up at a local 
bank. His wife was hoping to start a new career as a realtor; so far, she 
was working a lot of hours but not earning much money yet. His job 
loss put a huge strain on the family’s finances. They had four children, 
including one from his wife’s previous relationship, and his father-in-law 
also lived with them.

Troy’s wife had done most of the household chores before his job 
loss. His wife was in the house as he and I met, and she chimed in at this 
point in our conversation. They laughed as they teased each other about 
the bill paying, each agreeing that it was best that she continue with 
this chore (his checkbook had been a mess when they had met and 
married). But it wasn’t the only chore she kept; like many of the other 
men I interviewed, Troy shared some more of the housework, but his 
wife still did more than he did.

Where Troy did make big changes—unlike most men—was in child-
care. He took on many of the recreational childcare tasks, and I could 
see how excited he was about this. He particularly enjoyed the extra 
time he had to spend with the kids’ sports teams. When he worked long 
hours in his old job, he explained, “I wasn’t able to be part of the softball 
team as much. Now that I’m off, I can enjoy more of that. And going to 
my kid’s football games. I’m able to be there for his football games now.” 
He also took on some routine tasks, like getting the kids ready for school 
or taking them to their sports camps, sharing these activities equally 
with his wife. Troy was excited to have “more opportunities during the 
week to spend more time with the kids.” These opportunities translated 
to much more childcare time with his kids than many men spent (par-
ticularly in routine care), although Troy shared this time with his wife 
and did not take these tasks over.

Finally, it is important to note that a key difference between the 
working class and the middle class was the working-class families’ 
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inability to continue to outsource childcare.64 Many families had relied 
heavily on family members or, to a lesser degree, on paid caregivers to 
watch their children when they worked. The reliance on multiple forms 
of care—which I also saw—is particularly common for workers in the 
low-wage service industry.65 As we saw previously, Donna and her hus-
band relied primarily on the school system during the academic year 
and summer camps, which they had canceled for now. Roy explained 
that he and his wife had decided they could not afford childcare after 
his job loss. He asked, “Do we pay day care, or do we eat?” They decided 
against paying for day care and rearranged his wife’s schedule so that she 
could provide more care during the day when Roy searched for work. 
Others had worked split shifts and shared care for children with their 
spouses, as Leslie had done. Splitting shifts, when one parent works days 
and the other works nights, so a parent is always home to provide care 
is more common in working-class households.66

While working-class families were more likely to rely on kin when 
they were employed, once they were unemployed, their family mem-
bers expected them to take over care responsibilities. Carol, whom we 
met earlier, explained that her mom helped take care of her daughter 
after school when she was working. After she lost her job, all of those 
responsibilities transferred back to Carol. Leah and her husband were 
in a unique position in that they were both out of work when I inter-
viewed her. As a result, they had decided to move in with his parents 
to save money. They had also pulled their son out of his paid childcare. 
But when asked who helped care for their toddler son, she replied, 
“Childcare—that’s me.” I asked Leah if her husband was able to help 
out at all, since he was also unemployed. She responded, “A lot of times 
he’ll be going to the gym, or he’s looking for jobs, or he’s not really 
home too much.” While she and her husband had similar work experi-
ences and were both searching for work when we met, her husband’s 
free time was given preference (to the point where she described him 
as often at the gym), but she was the one who did all of the childcare 
work. Regardless of how families had formerly managed childcare, dur-
ing unemployment, working-class women shouldered the greatest 
childcare burden.
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Gender reigned supreme in household matters once people were un-
employed. Even in households that had once had fairly equal divisions 
of labor, women took on almost all the chores inside the home and 
many of the outside chores as well. Men took on relatively fewer tasks 
and ended up with far more free time than most of the women. Bargains, 
additional time, and the guilt gap appeared to play significant roles in 
these differences. In many households, expectations about what women 
were meant to do in the home guided expectations about household 
labor and childcare even before jobs were lost. Men’s household tasks 
were often much more narrowly defined, and even when they expanded 
to include either cooking or dishwashing, men’s chores remain limited 
in scope. Women also took on a much greater guilt burden after their 
job loss than did men. Often explicitly mentioning guilt or shame or 
fairness, women spoke of not wanting their partners/spouses to do too 
much around the house. In contrast, this kind of language was almost 
entirely absent from how men spoke about their job loss.

Some class differences did emerge in how men and women took on 
household tasks. Overall, women from both classes took on the lion’s 
share of routine household and childcare labor. But working-class 
women bore an extra burden in that they alone shouldered almost all 
the childcare in their households. Middle-class women and men re-
mained better positioned to outsource this labor, while working-class 
men either shared responsibility with their wives or avoided it entirely. 
Men from both classes were able to maintain their right to claim that 
someone else should continue to do more household labor than they 
did, even when they weren’t contributing as much income.

As we continued our conversation about housework, Victoria re-
called that when she had been employed, she would sometimes come 
home from work to find her boyfriend asleep on the couch. Since then, 
Victoria had been reluctant to sit on the chair positioned next to that 
couch, because she felt “guilty.” She paused as she noted the difference 
in how she and her boyfriend had filled the free time until the other 
returned from work. Then, she resumed her story. For now, Victoria 
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would make sure there was a homemade meal on the table when her 
boyfriend came home from work.

In chapter 7, I examine something else that the unemployed did with 
their newly acquired free time: search for a job. Many of the same ques-
tions of class and gender reemerge in that chapter, and we will see how 
the higher burden of caregiving, in particular, shapes working-class 
women’s searches. We will also see how the discussion of enjoying one’s 
free time continues to shape middle-class men’s actions, even as they 
think about searching for work.
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7
Attempting to Return to Work

i met paula in her beautiful old farmhouse out in the country where 
she lived with her elementary-school-age son, Andrew, their dog, and 
some chickens they kept for eggs. While the farmhouse had “good 
bones,” as Paula put it, it had not been maintained by the previous 
owners, which is why she’d been able to afford to purchase it two years 
earlier. Paula was slowly refurbishing, it and I was impressed with the 
work she’d done with the gorgeous woodwork in the kitchen. She 
wanted the security of owning her home, because after she and her hus-
band separated, her finances had been rocky. Paula had grown up quite 
poor and had been the first in her family to get a college degree, in early-
childhood education. She’d spent many years working as a childcare 
provider. Despite her passion for her career, she felt frustrated by the 
relatively low wages. With the help of a program from her previous em-
ployer, she’d gone back to school to earn her master of arts degree. 
While having an MA gave her access to better pay (about $45,000 an-
nually), she still earned less than most women with her level of educa-
tion (and her college debt load).

After her husband left, Paula and Andrew struggled. Unlike most 
middle-class women, in order to provide, she tended a large vegetable 
garden to help maintain their access to fresh vegetables, and she also 
hunted from time to time when things were very lean. After her job 
loss, Paula had even sold some furniture and some of Andrew’s old 
toys, as well as some of the things her ex had never collected from the 
garage.
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Just before her job loss, two good things happened for Paula and 
Andrew. First, she was hired to teach a night course at the college where 
she received her master’s degree; it was a late-night class, so she was able 
to put Andrew to bed, call her mother to come watch him, and head 
into town to teach. This gave her the first real financial “cushion” that 
she had in a long time. Second, she received a large tax refund the fol-
lowing spring. While Paula worried about their finances after her job 
loss, these two changes left her less worried than she might have been. 
Without a job, she could forgo some weekly expenses, including most 
of the gas for commuting, Andrew’s after-school costs, and other weekly 
incidentals.

This meant that when Paula thought about returning to work, she felt 
like she had some room to consider what jobs to take. She explained, 
“I’m sort of being strategic about what I’m applying for, so I don’t put 
myself in a position of having to take a job that’s not gonna pay the bills.” 
Paula was using her networks, looking online, going to career fairs, even 
cold-calling local childcare centers to ask when they might next hire in 
order to search for a job that was the right fit. She explained, “I’m look-
ing [for the right job] because I do recognize that if I want to continue 
to live in this fabulous place and provide for my family, [I] need a full-
time job with benefits.” Paula’s cushion would not last forever, though, 
so she pounded the pavement in search of a good job that would pro-
vide for herself and Andrew.

Like Paula, the newly unemployed didn’t only have time to do the 
household labor I discussed in chapter 6. They also had an important 
task: to find a new job. In fact, the state had a system in place to ensure 
the unemployed did just that. Individuals who received unemployment 
were required to check in online weekly and report about their job 
search. Pennsylvania had fairly strict rules about how to maintain eligi-
bility for unemployment. First, everyone had to participate in a job 
search activity. Job search activities were broadly defined and included 
searching for jobs online, attending a job fair, going to an interview, or 
attending a meeting at the CareerLink Center, where my team and I 
recruited. This was, according to most of the people I talked to, the easy 
part of maintaining eligibility. The harder part was step two. Beginning 
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three weeks after they started receiving unemployment, they had to 
apply for at least two jobs every week that they received unemployment. 
They were expected to apply for jobs as far as forty-five minutes away 
from where they lived, meaning they could be expected to commute for 
up to an hour and a half every day. But what if there were no jobs for 
which they were trained to do? If nothing was available in their line of 
work, they were expected to apply for jobs outside their trained area. Of 
course, workers could expand their search outside the state’s mandated 
forty-five-minute commute or think about relocation to another area 
rather than search for a job other than for which they’ve trained.

Paula explained her take on the rules: “I have to apply for two jobs 
every week, so a lot of them I’m applying for I probably wouldn’t take.” 
Yet the state of Pennsylvania does not simply expect people to apply for 
two jobs a week. It also expects people to accept a job if offered to them. 
Paula went on, “Most jobs wouldn’t pay enough, or be flexible enough 
to be a single mom . . . ​and there’s some that I would be able to get but 
I’m not applying for them because it’s not going to be enough money.” 
Despite the state’s expectations, then, Paula refused to apply for jobs 
paying below a certain level; she figured she could live with a 20 percent 
pay cut, but anything less than that would lead her and Andrew to lose 
their home.

Given Paula’s stark finances (as well as the very real financial restric-
tions facing many others), are the unemployment rules actually good 
for the unemployed and, by extension, good for the people of Pennsyl-
vania? A study done in West Germany, a country with more generous 
unemployment benefits than here in the United States, found an in-
crease in benefits made it more likely that the unemployed would 
spend more time searching for work and thus increase the likelihood 
that they would find jobs that actually matched their skill set; a similar 
study done in the United States likewise found that more generous 
benefits decreased the likelihood of a mismatch between workers’ edu-
cations and their new jobs’ education requirements.1 A study in the 
United States found that when comparing otherwise similarly situated 
job seekers, the unemployed who are almost out of benefits take 
poorer-quality jobs than those whose benefits have been extended, 
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suggesting that desperation may lead to poorer reemployment out-
comes.2 Indeed, the higher unemployment benefits provided by the 
CARES Act during the 2020 recession did not appear to deter the un-
employed from regaining work and may have provided a financial boost 
to the overall economy.3 This suggests that the current rules may not 
align with either the worker’s best interests or the state’s long-term goals 
(which are generally not to see that unemployed worker back on the 
unemployment line).4

Yet in Pennsylvania, as in most of the United States, the unemploy-
ment system is set up to get people back to work as quickly as possible. 
The type of work the unemployed find is less important than the goal 
of getting people off the unemployment system.5

Despite these rules, I found that not everyone started searching right 
away and that even among those who did search immediately, how 
people searched—what kind of job they looked for, how urgently they 
searched, and whether they felt able to decline a job—was often wildly 
different.6 Among the people I met, four clear search strategies emerged 
in how participants considered reengaging with the labor market. I 
called these search patterns Deliberate, Take Time, Urgent, and Diverted. 
The searches were divided by gender and class, and some hewed closer 
to the letter of the unemployment laws than others.

The most common search strategy, Deliberate, followed many of the 
mandated Pennsylvania unemployment rules; these workers started 
their job search quickly and methodically after their job loss (some-
times before a job was lost).7 They treated their job search as if it were 
a job itself—clocking in and out and networking with colleagues to help 
them find work.8 They wanted to maintain their positions and (ignoring 
the rules) felt able to decline a job if it was not good enough for them. 
Despite existing research about middle-class women and intensive 
mothering norms and their own increased labor in the home that I dis-
cussed in chapter 6, more than three-quarters of the middle-class 
women reported an immediate methodical search.9 Joan’s search was 
typical of Deliberate searchers; Joan, our middle-class scientist, told me, 
“I’ve been looking for jobs for over a year now because I knew [my job 
loss] was imminent; I knew it was coming and so I started looking a long 
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time ago.” Joan’s deliberate search involved networking, attending job 
fairs, and taking her job search very seriously.

Although past research has emphasized middle-class men’s strong 
labor force attachment and the burden unemployment can be on them, 
I found middle-class men were overrepresented in what I called the 
Take Time search.10 The name of this group stems from someone who 
stated he was “taking my time” to begin his job search, as those in this 
group did not immediately start their search after losing their job. In 
fact, almost half of the middle-class men reported “taking time” in the 
wake of their job loss, whereas none of the middle-class women did.11 
Despite rules that charged the unemployed to search for and accept 
work, these workers explained that they were deciding their next steps, 
considering a change of career, or enjoying time off before the search 
began. Like the others in this group, Neil, our middle-class hotelier, had 
not begun a search yet when he and I met. Unlike Joan, he seemed 
pleased with the idea of paid time off, adding that he hoped he would 
have the twenty-six weeks of unemployment and then he would “pray 
for an extension,” meaning that he would want to extend the time he 
received unemployment benefits.

Urgent searchers found themselves in an almost frantic scramble to 
find work, with searches that began immediately. This group was domi-
nated by working-class men. Not quite two-thirds of working-class men 
reported their need to find work demanded they search for any job (re-
gardless of whether it fit their skills or prior experience) that would hire 
them as soon as possible.12 About a quarter of the working-class women 
also reported the need to return to work quickly and to any job.13,14 In 
stark contrast, none of the middle-class women and only two of the 
middle-class men undertook urgent searches. Anthony, our technical 
repairman, had searched urgently for a job, applying for every job that 
was advertised, even those that were unlike anything he had done before. 
When we met, he had taken a job that paid less than what he made on 
unemployment, meaning that it paid less than half of what he’d earned 
at his prior job.

Yet some had been diverted from looking for work and even seemed 
not to understand the rules of unemployment particularly well. Unlike 
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the Take Time search strategy, this was not a carefully laid plan designed 
to provide some needed free time. In fact, calling being Diverted a search 
strategy seems a bit of a misnomer, as most of these individuals desper-
ately needed to work, but they had not been able to begin and sustain a 
job search. A little over a third of working-class women reported being 
Diverted due to constraints in their attempts to return to work.15 Al-
though working-class women were more evenly dispersed across all 
four groups than their peers, they made up the vast majority of this 
group.16 No middle-class men followed this pathway, and only one 
working-class man did. Tracy, our waitress turned factory worker, ex-
plained to me, “I hope to get back to work as soon as possible.” But when 
I then asked her how her job search was going, she said, “I’m not going 
to lie, I haven’t [looked].” Unlike their peers, the Diverted group wanted 
to search for work but could not.

Deliberate Searches

The vast majority of middle-class women like Paula followed this delib-
erate search pattern, with their gazes firmly set on regaining the employ-
ment they had lost; it was not as dominant, although not uncommon, 
among the middle-class men and was less common among the working 
class.17 Most of the middle-class women were like Joan, who treated her 
job search as if it were a job; even her husband networked for her. In this 
way, Joan and the other middle-class women sharply diverged from the 
patterns described in Aliya Rao’s research on more elite unemployed 
women, who were less likely to become what Rao called, “ideal job seek-
ers.”18 Joan had started searching long before she was given six months’ 
notice that the grant she was on was ending; her team had gotten smaller 
in recent years, as government funding had retracted.

The professor she worked for had tried to connect Joan with other 
faculty on campus, but her skills and degree were pretty specific to her 
old job. Moreover, she had worked there for nearly fifteen years, earning 
her seniority that gave her steady full-time hours and flexibility on her 
terms—what sociologists Phyllis Moen and Erin Kelly have called 
“schedule control.”19 She could go into work late if she needed to 
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accommodate her childcare needs or leave early if her husband was trav-
eling for work and she had to do the childcare pickup. She also had ac-
cumulated sick days, and because she had a good relationship with her 
boss, he trusted her when she said she needed to use them if her kid got 
sick. In the time leading up to her job loss, Joan did not find anything 
on campus that would provide these kinds of benefits. Describing one 
job, she explained, “They wanted to pay between like twelve and fifteen 
bucks an hour and wanted you to be extremely flexible. That’s not 
enough money to put your kid in day care full-time, you know, and then 
be flexible.” In Joan’s calculation, the pay was a measly one-fifth of what 
she had earned, and they wanted her to work longer hours with less 
schedule control.

Joan did not want to settle for these jobs; they didn’t pay well enough 
or allow her the time she wanted with her toddler son. As I’ve recounted 
in earlier chapters, I heard Joan say over and over again, she worried that 
if she stopped looking, she’d be taken for a stay-at-home mother. “I’m 
not a stay-at-home mom. It’s not in me to do that. I need to be out con-
tributing to society.” Stay-at-home moms often get a bad rap in our 
country, facing criticism for doing what there is a lot of pressure to do—
intensively care for their children.20 Joan likely wanted to avoid this kind 
of criticism, although most women face criticism in one way or another, 
as my research has shown that it’s difficult to avoid being criticized 
either for working or for not working.21 She also wanted to avoid having 
a gap on her résumé. Her instincts on the gap were spot on; research 
has shown women’s time off is viewed poorly by employers and that 
mothers face greater lost wages after being laid off.22 So Joan started 
searching right away for work, and when her first plans didn’t work out, 
she continued searching and started thinking and planning for a new 
line of work. I was surprised most middle-class women followed a de-
liberate search like Joan did, because I expected the demands of inten-
sive mothering to get in the way of doing this kind of search, particularly 
since the middle-class women had taken on so much work inside the 
home.

A two-stage plan was common among many deliberate job seekers. 
They discussed time lines for expanding their searches outside the 
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region and time lines for when they would have to consider jobs that 
they did not feel were comparable to what they had once had. Heather, 
who we met at the beginning of chapter 2, hoped to use the job search 
to transition back to something she had done before her most recent 
job. She explained, “I’m looking to move more into accounting. So, I 
was an accounting clerk when I worked at [an investment firm], and 
when I took the job at [an energy company], it was more marketing, 
land resources, and I worked some for the finance department, but not 
a lot. And I want to get a job doing accounting.” Heather started apply-
ing for work before she officially lost her job (she was phased out in a 
large takeover), and she had a contingency plan: she would return to 
something similar to her more recent role if she couldn’t find an ac-
counting position.

In the not quite two months since she’d lost her job, Heather had 
applied for fifteen jobs. She’d also received a job offer she’d decided 
against taking. It was for nearly $15,000 less than what she’d made in her 
prior job, which was a lower salary than she’d expected and did not 
move her toward her goal of being an accountant again. She told me, 
“I’m more afraid of [being underemployed] than unemployment.” Yet 
to remain eligible for unemployment benefits, was Heather technically 
allowed to turn this job down? No, the state expected Heather to take 
this job (although this expectation was laid out in the unemployment 
handbook that many admitted to not reading). But Heather felt she 
couldn’t accept a job that paid so much below what she’d been making. 
She had three children; two of them were in full-time childcare and one 
was in an after-school program. Taking such a drastic pay cut was not 
feasible, particularly if it didn’t align with her career goals. Since Penn-
sylvania, like most states, relies on the unemployed to self-police many 
components of compliance with the laws, Heather could decline a “bad” 
job. In fact, Heather, like most of the deliberate searchers, did not think 
she was skirting the rules. Instead, she saw herself as doing what was 
necessary for her and her family.

Recently, Heather felt like her plan was working out. When we met, 
she’d had several in-person interviews and she had a second-round in-
terview at a company where she really wanted to work. She was hopeful 
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that she’d land that position soon. While the position was going to be a 
step down from the management position she held at her old job in the 
energy firm, her husband encouraged her to take it and the possible pay 
cut. He reasoned that moving back into accounting in a different indus-
try would give her more long-term stability. Heather agreed the trade-
off was worth it.

Slightly under half the middle-class men also took deliberate 
searches. Harold, from chapter 6, told me that he wanted to complete 
the last class needed to earn his bachelor’s degree. But for now, he said, 
“I just want to get into something similar to what I was doing. Maybe a 
hotel accounting position, something like that. That’s not what I want 
to stay in. I’d like to finish that last class [laughter] and maybe . . . ​I’ve 
always thought that teaching would be good, like elementary or junior 
high teacher.” While Harold dreamed of becoming a teacher someday, 
he put his dream on hold so that he could search for work in his current 
field. Ofer Sharone, the long-term unemployment expert, has found 
that the middle class, particularly at first, apply only for jobs that are 
similar to those they have recently lost.23 American Studies professor 
Carrie Lane found the unemployed in the IT industry took a similar 
approach.24 Sharone and Lane have both also found evidence that the 
middle class treated searches as if they were “jobs,” which matches my 
finding of what the Deliberate middle-class job-seekers did.

Almost a quarter of the working-class women took deliberate 
searches; most had lost either office or health care jobs. These jobs—
“pink-collar jobs,” as National Book Award nominee Louise Kapp Howe 
termed them—were some of the best jobs working-class women could 
aspire to hold.25 These pink-collar jobs placed them closer to the middle 
class and sometimes required additional training, certificates, or years 
of experience.26 After high school, Latesha earned a certificate from a 
technical school in office administration. She hoped this degree would 
continue to give her an advantage over the deep pool of high school 
candidates in the area competing for a fairly limited number of jobs. She 
thought her education and experience might be paying off. In the seven 
weeks since she’d lost her job, she said, “I have fifteen job inquiries in 
and I’ve gotten two interviews so far.” She was waiting to hear back from 
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one of them. Latesha started her search the day after she lost her job and 
began applying for administrative jobs similar to the one she lost.

Four working-class men also took the deliberate search approach. 
These men had work histories from a time seemingly gone by—steady 
working-class blue-collar jobs. Paul was a carpenter, and his recent job 
loss came at a nonunion job. After his job loss, he explained, “I just de
cided, that’s it, I’m gonna call the union.” While Paul expected his search 
would take longer through the union, he believed this slower approach 
would lead to better pay and better long-term stability. Finding a job 
through the union meant “you get paid what you are worth, what you 
need to get paid.” The working-class men and women who took deliber-
ate searches had experience in working-class jobs that were more stable 
than many working-class jobs are these days, and they hoped a deliber-
ate search would lead to better long-term prospects.

“Taking My Time”

Given the financial strains of unemployment and the rules of the Penn-
sylvania system, we might expect that people rolled up their sleeves and 
diligently searched for work. I certainly expected to find that to be the 
case, in line with what most of the qualitative literature on job searching 
depicts.27 But about half of the middle-class men did not follow this 
path, including Neil.28 Not searching for work was rare among all of the 
other groups: none of the middle-class women fell in this group, while 
only three of twenty-five working-class men did, and five of thirty-one 
working-class women did. When he and I met, Neil had not started 
looking for work. As I mentioned in chapter 1, Neil had lost his job dur-
ing prime fishing season. He told me, “I’m an avid fly-fisherman and I 
was like, ‘Wow, I could use this time to go fly-fishing.’ ” Instead of im-
mediately searching for work, Neil explained, “Now I need to try to find 
out what it is I want to do.” He wasn’t even sure what kind of job he 
wanted yet, so how could he start looking for work, he wondered.

But how was this even possible? Didn’t Pennsylvania require Neil to 
apply for two jobs every week? Neil explained this was an easy mandate 
to get around. He could set the search parameters for jobs for which he 
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was unqualified and apply only for those jobs. In this manner, he could 
search and apply for nonrealistic jobs in one fell swoop, knowing he 
would not have to take a job before he was ready to go back to work.

Neil was unapologetic about using this strategy to enjoy the time he 
had on unemployment. He had paid into the unemployment system 
for decades; he felt he had earned the right to use the time as he saw 
fit. “I’ve been enjoying the past few weeks of not having much respon-
sibility because it’s been twenty-five years of more than most normal 
people would work, and the stresses. So, I’m like gosh, darn, it’s my 
time.” Just as we saw men’s lack of guilt emerge in previous chapters, 
we see it again here. Neil was quick to point out that unemployment 
benefits weren’t charity; he saw this benefit as something he had earned 
because he had paid into the system as someone who had worked 
(often longer than full-time hours) since he was a young man. He felt 
he deserved some time to enjoy his fly-fishing hobby and to figure out 
what he would do next. Unlike most of the women and the working-
class men in this study, the middle-class men had a greater sense of 
entitlement to these benefits and to the time the benefits granted them 
in the wake of a job loss.

The past fifty years of research has emphasized middle-class men like 
Neil build their identities based on what they do for paid work.29 So, I 
was surprised to find not just Neil but other middle-class men wanted 
to take time off. I was less surprised that middle-class men might feel 
justified in bending (or breaking) the unemployment eligibility rules. 
Research by sociologist Annette Lareau suggests the middle class learn 
at a young age that they are entitled to bend, or even break, the rules; 
this is something she finds working-class kids do not learn.30 Many 
middle-class men felt it was OK to take time off and that it also would 
be easy for them to find another position. Having this kind of certainty 
(whether it was justified or not, as I’ll explore in chapter 8) encouraged 
them to take some time. As Dean and I sat in a coffee shop, we discussed 
his plans to go back to work. He was not sure when he might start 
searching for work. He’d looked at jobs at his former employer, as part 
of his mandatory search obligation. Like Neil, he’d applied for jobs he 
didn’t think he would get. Dean explained, “So this is almost a chosen 
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unemployment at some level. . . . ​Even before I was unemployed, 
I could’ve gotten another job. There were other jobs that I can do that I 
could’ve applied for and I had zero motivation to do it.” Instead of look-
ing for work, Dean, and those like him, decided they wanted some time 
off first.

His daughter was in college, and while his job loss meant more of her 
college costs would be either on his ex-wife or through additional loans 
his daughter would take out, he still couldn’t see himself searching for 
work anytime soon. He felt like he’d done his part working to fulfill his 
family obligations, and now he wanted some time to figure out how to 
find work that would fulfill him. In chapter 5, when Dean discussed the 
loss of his kids’ health insurance, he did not express any guilt about how 
his job loss had changed his daughter’s fortunes or his financial respon-
sibilities toward her.

As he told me about his daughter’s concerns about how she would 
pay for college, he wondered aloud if I would see him as selfish for tak-
ing time for himself. But he did not wonder (at least to me) about his 
obligations toward the state for receiving unemployment or about the 
state’s expectation that he be available for work and actively applying 
for jobs. Instead, he elaborated on his earlier statement about his ability 
to find work easily, saying, “I would like not to work now, but I do know 
that I’m in a position where I could have autonomy [at work] and I have 
a skill set where I can do freelance tomorrow and basically call my shots 
and say [that] I’ll work this much and I would like to make this much 
and I’ll do it for this long. I could probably do that right now and work 
for people that I like.” Dean felt very secure about both his ability to find 
employment and also about his ability to maneuver around the unem-
ployment mandates.

As I’ve given talks about this research at various universities over the 
past few years, inevitably, someone will ask me some form of the follow-
ing question: “Isn’t it possible that the men are saying that they are en-
joying their time off in order to avoid the stigma or the shame of being 
unemployed?” And, of course, this does seem plausible. Yet the middle-
class men did not have detailed search strategies to describe to me, un-
like the middle-class women (described above) or the working-class 
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men (described next). Instead, they had stories about taking extra time 
for fishing, as Neil did, or taking a trip to Europe just after being laid off, 
as Dean did. (Dean received severance pay and was able to take the trip 
to Europe before he started his unemployment claim.) While it is pos
sible these stories of taking time provided some social cover for men, I 
accepted that they had yet to meaningfully start their job searches, as 
these middle-class men reported little effort had been made to find 
work when we met.

The few working-class women and men in this group taking time to 
find work (there were no middle-class women) spoke less frequently 
about the need for time off to enjoy themselves and more about making 
the right choices now to find better work for the future. Roger explained 
his job loss was “a good opportunity to make a change. And do some-
thing more fulfilling with my life. So, with that in mind, I’ve kind of been 
taking my time. I don’t want to panic and think, ‘Oh, shit, I need to find 
another job right away.’ So, I haven’t really been looking for something, 
because I wasn’t sure if I want something in that same field.” The start 
of Roger’s job search was paused while he reflected on what type of 
work he might seek.

Urgently Searching

About two-thirds of working-class men described urgent searches, 
searching for work immediately after losing their job (several even said 
they left their old job and drove straight to an unemployment center). 
About a quarter of working-class women also searched urgently, while 
the search pattern was uncommon in middle-class men and absent 
among middle-class women.31 Unlike the deliberate searches, urgent 
searches were not thoughtfully planned out; the job seekers in this 
group didn’t have that luxury. They also felt they could not decline a bad 
job—both because they needed the money and because of their inter-
pretation of the unemployment laws. Most knew that if offered a job, 
they would have to take it. They even took jobs for which they were 
entirely unsuited and some, like Anthony, had found and lost jobs in 
between when my team invited them to meet with me for the study and 
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when we scheduled our meeting a couple of weeks later. In fact, just 
before I met him, Anthony had lost a job. He’d been told it was a tem-
porary position, but he thought that meant months, not two weeks.

Trained as a technical repairman, Anthony had used these skills in 
many different types of jobs. If something had electric components, he 
liked to think he could fix it. Prior research suggests the working class 
may search for positions that they think match their skills rather than 
look for jobs that are similar to those they have held before.32 This is 
very different from what the middle class does. A lawyer, for example, 
typically would not apply for consulting positions even though many of 
the same skills are used in both jobs. But a working-class person like 
Anthony who has worked in repairing computer electronics might tran-
sition to repairing industrial air conditioners. While a working knowl-
edge of repairs and electronics are necessary for both positions, there 
could be a steep learning curve to make this kind of transition, and it 
might mean a lateral or even a downward move.

Anthony’s work history fit the description that prior research would 
suggest: He found jobs that matched his skill set rather than his prior 
experience. He’d worked in more traditional electronic repairs as well 
as in manufacturing, and his most recent layoff had been in the natural 
resources industry. He started applying for jobs immediately. He ap-
plied with an urgency that veered toward desperation and looked noth-
ing like Joan’s job search. While Joan was able to consider whether she 
would take some of the jobs on campus that paid quite poorly or had 
little flexibility, Anthony did not feel he had this ability. His wife was a 
stay-at-home mom, and they had two children in elementary school as 
well as his wife’s elderly aunt depending on his income.

Not only was Anthony applying to every job that advertised for a 
technical repairman, he was applying for every job he saw within a forty-
five-minute radius, exactly as mandated by the law. He had rewritten his 
résumé for a custodial position, and he found it difficult to “tweak his 
résumé” for “mopping floors” because he hadn’t had much experience 
doing that particular job. For the most part, in his prior searches, An-
thony had found work as a technical repairman before he’d found work 
doing something else. But once he’d been hired to stock shelves at a 
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supermarket, he’d spent almost a year earning $8 an hour, working his 
way up to $9 an hour supervising other shelf stockers, before he was able 
to find work as a technical repairman. Taking the first job he had found 
left Anthony underemployed in a job where he didn’t use his skills, 
because it was hard to work overtime (he’d worked ten- to twelve-hour 
shifts to make up for some of his lost wages) and search for work.

Now, yet again, Anthony was searching frenziedly, spurred both by 
his family’s financial straits and by the clear provisions in the state laws. 
As he saw it, “When you’re on unemployment, you have to be available, 
you have to be looking at jobs.” Anthony interpreted the law more rig-
idly than Neil and Joan did. Joan was searching diligently and hoped to 
find a job, but she had clear boundaries about what she was and wasn’t 
willing to include in her search. And Neil was only applying for jobs he 
felt certain would not hire him so that he could enjoy the time he felt 
he had earned. Here we see how unemployment, as an institution with 
formal rules, can be experienced very differently by people who know 
how to bend (like Joan) or break (like Neil) those rules versus those 
(like Anthony) who expect that the rules must be strictly followed.

Like Anthony, Seth didn’t feel like he could wait for a job like the one 
he held previously, working for a company that sold home health care 
products. His wife had recently left work to take care of their toddler 
daughter and to prepare for the birth of their second child. They each 
had partial custody of one child from previous relationships, and his 
wife cared for them, too, when they were in the home. There were a lot 
of mouths to feed, and his unemployment benefits didn’t stretch nearly 
far enough.

Already searching urgently, Seth turned frantic when, within a month 
of his job loss, he couldn’t make the family’s rent payment. Seth and his 
family lost their home and moved back in with his mother, three hours 
away from where they’d been. By the time we met, two months into his 
job search, Seth had applied for over seventy jobs and said the reality of 
his financial situation meant he was searching for “anything.” Because 
he’d had to move, Seth couldn’t rely on his local contacts to help him 
find a job. Seth preferred to find “anything that’s paying decent. Factory 
work, getting in a hospital. [At a] hospital, you can probably start at 
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twelve bucks an hour and they got the best health insurance coverage.” 
But he worried the urgency of his search meant “the only job I can find 
still is McDonald’s, because that’s happening to a lot of people. So, I fear 
that the most.” Men like Seth with urgent job searches understood it 
would be better in the long term to wait for a higher-paying job, but fi-
nancial pressures rarely allowed such time.

While middle-class men were unlikely to take such an urgent ap-
proach, two middle-class men did. Both had gone through previous job 
losses and prolonged bouts of unemployment, and they were in more 
precarious financial shape than most of the middle class. While some 
middle-class men had faced chronic unemployment (three or more job 
losses), most bounced back quickly (unlike the working-class men).33 
It was when these unemployment bouts became extended that the 
family faced greater financial peril,34 and that situation spurred urgent 
searches among middle-class men. Jeff, the former parole officer with 
enormous debt, had sent out over fifty job applications. Sitting in his 
house amidst several home renovation projects that were now languish-
ing, Jeff discovered that his mood about his job search alternated from 
bleak to optimistic. He said, “I’ve applied for factory work, I have not 
gotten any calls. I’ve applied for other administrative work; I’ve applied 
with [a large nonprofit]. I did have an interview three weeks ago up in 
[a different county] for a chief probation officer up there. Unfortunately, 
I already heard back [and] I didn’t get that position. So, that sucks.” Jeff 
was particularly disheartened not to get the job for which he’d been 
trained, but he was also frustrated that he couldn’t get jobs for which he 
seemed (in his eyes) overly qualified, such as work in a factory. Multiple 
job losses followed by prolonged periods of unemployment had left Jeff 
in greater precarity than other middle-class men and more willing to 
take almost any job he could find.

Diverted from Searching

Although she was a single mom to two children, Tracy hadn’t applied 
for a single job. She explained, “I haven’t looked. I haven’t tried . . . ​I 
don’t even know where to apply.” Given Tracy’s descent into poverty, at 
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first glance, her diverted search was surprising. We remember Tracy and 
her kids were experiencing food insecurity. She wasn’t getting the medi-
cal care she needed. But when I asked about her job search, Tracy 
seemed at a loss for words. Tracy thought the biggest barrier to her job 
search was “just stress.” Despite wishing that she could work again, 
Tracy was too stressed to start her search. While working-class women 
took a wider range of search strategies than their peers, they made up 
the vast majority of those whose search was diverted.35

As we talked, it became clear that Tracy wasn’t taking time for herself 
like Neil was. She told me not working made her “feel like less of a per-
son.” She’d always expected to work ever since she was a young girl. She 
liked going to work and getting out of the house and earning a paycheck. 
She didn’t like being unemployed and she felt trapped at home by the 
lack of money. It is possible to see some similarities between the Di-
verted job searchers and those in the Take Time group, as neither started 
searching right away, but we can also see how different Neil and Tracy’s 
experiences were. Neil wanted some time to himself; Tracy felt trapped 
in her home. Neil could afford some time off; Tracy desperately needed 
to get back to work.

But Tracy also felt overwhelmed. She was overwhelmed by the deci-
sions she had to make on a daily basis about what bills to pay and how 
to make her unemployment check stretch far enough. If we think back 
to earlier chapters, we remember how Tracy struggled to pay her electric 
bill, to pay the mortgage, and to have enough money left over to eat 
regularly. If she managed to pay all the bills, there sometimes wasn’t 
enough money left to put gas in her car. Psychologists Sendhil Mul-
lainathan and Eldar Shafir have done research on the toll poverty takes 
on decision making.36 In their book Scarcity, they write about the way 
poverty affects people’s abilities to make everyday decisions about their 
lives. Every moment you spend deciding something like how to pay a 
bill lessens your ability to make a good decision later on that day about 
something else—something like how to search for work. In other 
words, your brain has a limited ability to make decisions over the course 
of the day, and the more decisions you have to make, the more drained 
you become.
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Tracy wasn’t just overwhelmed by the daily decisions; she was also 
underwhelmed by a dearth of opportunity. She lived in a tiny town in a 
rural area. This was nice if you wanted to know every neighbor’s name 
but tough when you wanted to find a job. Jobs were few and far between. 
Her daughter was still in elementary school and needed adult supervi-
sion after school, and Tracy didn’t want her fourteen-year-old son to 
take on that responsibility. He needed to focus on his education if he 
was going to have a better life than Tracy had had. So did her daughter. 
Tracy couldn’t travel too far for work, then, because she couldn’t afford 
the gas or childcare. Her options seemed exceptionally limited. Faced 
with an inability to make a decision about her job search, Tracy simply 
didn’t begin it.

And what did Tracy do about the state mandate that she begin search-
ing and that she document her search? Having not lost a job recently, 
she seemed confused by the state rules. She had intended to drive to the 
CareerLink Center again to have someone help her with the online sys-
tem, but since she was in a remote area, it was over a half-hour drive to 
get to the nearest center. She didn’t want to waste the gas. When pressed, 
it became clear that Tracy didn’t realize she could lose her benefit eligi-
bility if she weren’t actively searching for work.

Being thrown into poverty wasn’t the only reason women were di-
verted from their job search. Family responsibilities also kept women 
from searching for work. Many said a lack of childcare prevented them 
from searching for work. Kimberly had a “great support system” in the 
town she lived when she lost her middle-class job as an education direc-
tor for a nonprofit. “I could take the kids to work and my friend [who 
lived nearby] watched [them]. . . . ​It worked out great; I had a great sup-
port system where I didn’t have to pay a babysitter.” But after her job 
loss, the family moved to a new city so that her husband could take a 
new job with better pay and health insurance to offset her job loss. In 
the new town, Kimberly was unable to find affordable quality childcare, 
and without her old support network, Kimberly did not attempt to re-
turn to work.

Family responsibilities also kept Samantha from searching for work 
as clerical support staff. Samantha lost her state childcare credit for 
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low-income workers when she lost her job. She said, “I’m a stay-at-home 
mom now, again, because my day care was pulled. . . . ​I couldn’t afford 
day care with the check I was making from [unemployment]. So, now 
I’m just home with the kids again.” Although Samantha called herself a 
stay-at-home mom, she was not partnered, so she knew she would need 
a job once her unemployment ran out. In the meantime, with two young 
children and no childcare, she could not search for work.

The large gender and class differences in search strategies that we see 
here contradict some of the most recent research on unemployment 
and gender. Though some have argued the gender differences are re-
vealed largely in how the emotions about the job loss are managed, 
other have found no meaningful gender differences in the early stages 
of the job search.37

Economic Incentives to Return to Work

Why did I find such striking patterns across gender and class? As I have 
argued throughout the book, unemployment widens already existing 
inequalities between people and creates new inequalities. We saw earlier 
(chapter 4) how financial differences before a job loss affected the likeli-
hood of experiencing financial precarity. We saw how gender differences 
in family obligations shaped decisions about health and home (chap-
ters 5 and 6). Here, we see how these differences then shaped people’s 
abilities to search for work (and, in chapter 8, we will see how it matters 
for the success of these searches).

Since unemployment benefits in Pennsylvania are based on wages, 
earnings before the job was lost likely played an important role. Earn-
ings also shape how much people could set aside in savings (if they had 
savings at all).38 But there is some conflicting evidence about how wages 
may matter when people search for work. Economists have two guiding 
presumptions about wages and unemployment compensation that may 
shed light on how we think about this issue. On the one hand, knowing 
that you can earn higher wages may make you more eager to go back to 
work, while having a low wage may give you less of an incentive to go 
back. On the other hand, higher unemployment compensation may 
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slow the start of a job search because you feel financially secure enough 
to wait to start looking, while lower unemployment compensation 
might force you to start your search sooner.

How wages shape benefits, savings, and potential earnings (and thus 
searches) is likely also complicated by people’s gender and class. I ex-
pected there would be sizable class differences in people’s wages and 
also for there to be gender differences as well, because of the known 
gender wage gap in the United States. The gender wage gap remains 
significant in the United States, with women earning about 77 cents for 
every dollar earned by a man.39 Although working-class men have faced 
long-term declines in their earnings since the 1970s, and the wage gap 
has shrunk among low-wage workers, a sizable gender wage gap remains 
at all levels of the income ladder.40

The question of the importance of wages is harder to tease out 
because in many households, families rely on two incomes. This is par-
ticularly true in households of married couples with children, in which 
63 percent rely on income from both the mom and the dad; even in 
households without kids, nearly half rely on income from both the hus-
band and wife (less than 20 percent rely on only the husband).41 Yet, 
historically, when men lose jobs, it’s harder for these households to 
make up the income lost than it is when women lose jobs.42 This makes 
sense when we think about the gender wage gap: Men make more than 
women, on average, so when they lose jobs, it is likely harder for 
women’s earnings to cover all of the household expenses. But at the 
same time, unemployment is calculated based on a percentage of the 
lost wages, so men likely bring home higher unemployment benefits 
than women do. While there is a cap on wages for unemployment insur-
ance that does shrink the gender gap (in unemployment benefits, at 
least), in most states, including Pennsylvania, men’s average wages were 
at or near the cap while women’s average wages remained quite a bit 
below it.43 Thus, there remained more of a cushion, on average, from 
men’s unemployment benefits than from women’s.

As I discussed in chapter 4, I developed measures to gauge how fi-
nancially at-risk people felt, based on whether they reported they had 
“enough” to cover daily costs from either unemployment alone, 
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unemployment plus their savings, or unemployment, savings, plus their 
partner. This was contrasted with having “barely enough” (some essen-
tials were occasionally given up, as well as many luxuries) or “not 
enough” (daily they went without essentials). Those in the final cate-
gory reported food scarcity, missed bills, loss of basic services, and/or 
an inability to pay for daily needs of their children.

Over three-quarters of middle-class men and two-thirds of middle-
class women had enough money to cover their daily costs, which made 
it possible to take time or follow deliberate searches.44 Many were like 
Joan (in the Deliberate group) who had used her bank savings a little, but 
when asked about retirement she replied, “I have not dipped into my 
retirement, no. We’ve had other pots that we’ve been able to take from. 
No, I will not do that. I refuse to do that.” Her certainty that she would 
not touch her retirement showed a broad sense of financial security. 
Even though Joan had been her family’s primary earner ( Joan earned 
more than 60 percent of her family’s income), her husband earned 
enough to keep the family comfortable, particularly with Joan’s unem-
ployment benefits. Once Joan’s benefits ran out, the family might have 
to make some tough decisions, particularly about continuing her son’s 
full-time childcare. But she still felt quite confident about her financial 
security, as did most of the middle class. Rodney (Take Time group) 
explained his search decisions came down to how long his unemploy-
ment kept his family from tapping into their savings account: “We have 
enough in the joint checking account to live month to month.” The 
middle class often had the financial resources to pursue either deliberate 
job searches or to take time off.

Taking money from a retirement account or increasing a spouse’s 
hours gave some working-class families the financial security to take 
time or to be deliberate in their return to work. Joel (Take Time) said, 
“I had $10,000 in a 401, so what I did, I rolled part of that into my check-
ing account . . . ​so we had that financial cushion.” Some working-class 
families had a family member increase work hours to provide additional 
financial security. Heidi (Deliberate) explained that her husband had 
greatly increased his hours to keep the family financially stable while 
she took a deliberate job search approach. “Like, he would work two 
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doubles in one week. Or he’d pick up an extra day.” Her husband’s extra 
hours made it possible for her to reject a bad job: “I don’t want to do [a 
CNA job again]. That is like my last resort. You work so hard. It’s so 
underpaid. . . . ​So, I’m trying to steer away from that.” Her husband’s 
additional hours allowed Heidi to keep her search expanded away from 
particularly poor options.

In contrast, almost two-thirds of working-class women and nearly 
half of working-class men said there was not enough or barely enough 
to cover their needs.45 While this financial pressure led some workers 
to return to work faster, others were so constrained by financial insecu-
rity they did not search. Marcus (Urgent), whose church was helping 
him with food donations, explained, “I’m looking for anything I can get 
my hands on. I need something.” Wendy (Urgent) had sent out numer-
ous applications. Wendy had fairly low expectations, explaining, “Hope-
fully it’s comparable to at least what I’m making on unemployment,” 
which was about “$150” less “per paycheck” than her last job. Urgent 
searches like Wendy’s were often motivated by the fact that working-
class women didn’t see the advantage in waiting for a good job oppor-
tunity to arise; they expected their options would be poor but knew that 
the labor market was tight and that they would face stiff competition for 
even the poor options they did have.

As we saw with Tracy, financial strains sometimes diverted people 
from starting a search. Roy (Diverted) hadn’t started a job search. He 
felt overwhelmed by choosing which bills to pay. “What I get in unem-
ployment is basically barely enough to even feed us . . . ​or pay the mort-
gage or pay the other bills,” he explained. “Every month, if we pay some-
thing, we’re falling behind in everything else.” Roy said all of his energy 
was spent managing bills, leaving no time to search for work.

Thus, differences in unemployment benefits and in pre-job-loss 
savings exacerbate existing inequalities and generates new inequali-
ties by shaping how people search for work. Workers with higher 
education and earnings had a greater security net after their job loss, 
and these resources gave them the ability to undertake either deliber-
ate searches or to take time off. Workers with lower education levels 
and earnings often approached or entered poverty after a job loss, 
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leading them to either search for work with a desperate urgency or 
not to start a search because they were overwhelmed by their inabil-
ity to pay their daily bills.

Gender and Labor Force Attachment  
and Family Responsibilities

In the last two chapters, we saw how broad social and cultural norms 
about what is acceptable for men and women to do can shape how men 
and women behave after they lose their jobs. Societal expectations 
about who should care and who should work influences what we do and 
what we expect others to think of us. What others will think shaped 
people’s decision making about health care, the household division of 
labor, and childcare.46 It then shaped their decisions about searching for 
work. Although sociologist Jennifer Sherman finds gender flexibility—
the ability to share work and home tasks and to break away from tradi-
tional gender norms—can help families when they face economic chal-
lenges and during times of familial change, I find that not everyone has 
the same access to flexibility.47 As we have already seen, women, par-
ticularly working-class women, faced greater demands to do more at 
home after their job loss. Working-class women’s increased childcare 
responsibilities (which middle-class women shared to a lesser extent, 
as they had a greater ability to outsource childcare, particularly at first) 
played a critical role. Men, on the other hand, had a greater ability to 
avoid household labor and, as we will see, middle-class men were best 
positioned to demand some time for themselves, while working-class 
men faced strong breadwinning demands because of the likelihood that 
they had a stay-at-home partner.

While most of the middle-class men had anticipated a lifetime of 
full-time labor, unemployment presented an opportunity to rethink 
their relationship with work. Many of the men in the Take Time group 
pointed to their long years in the labor force and said they deserved this 
time off. A lack of guilt surrounding their job loss emerged, as the 
middle-class men expressed their entitlement to take time off. Neil said 
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he was “enjoying my time,” and Dean explained, “It’s like I want a break. 
I just want a break. So, I’m going to let go of the appointment. I will 
figure out my next steps after I get to take a bit of a break. So that’s where 
this ended up.” Jason went so far as to say that his job loss was a “blessing 
in disguise” because it had given him the ability “to focus on [figuring 
out what I want to do] full-time.”

Some middle-class men felt torn about their decision because they 
were not fulfilling what they (and their wives) saw as their responsibili-
ties to their families. In the previous chapters, we saw guilt connected 
to actions in which women sacrificed health care or healthy behaviors 
or increased their household labor; here, a few men talked about feeling 
guilty, but not enough to change their search strategies. Jacob (Take 
Time) explained, “I feel terrible about it and I’m not doing what I’m 
supposed to do. If she wants to work, that should be her prerogative to 
do that as sort of an extra thing. I don’t feel she should have to carry the 
burden of having to supply for her family like that.” Although Jacob “felt 
awful,” he was not willing to take “any job.” In the prior two chapters, 
women’s guilt was explicitly linked to their behavior—reduction in 
health care maintenance or an increase in second shift tasks. In contrast, 
here we can see how even when men expressed guilt, it did not lead to 
a new search plan; Jacob acknowledged that he was not living up to what 
both he and his wife agreed was his responsibility, but he did not feel 
bad enough to start searching for work. He wanted to take some time 
off before he did so.

Some working-class men also expressed a lack of guilt over the 
change in circumstances and their ability to take some time off. Joel 
(Take Time) explained that his wife’s full-time work “doesn’t really 
bother me. I know she said, once I do get back to work, she’s gonna cut 
her hours down, but it’s sort of a balance, ’cause I’m home all the time. 
I can do a lot more stuff that she used to have to do, whether it’s laundry, 
cooking, cleaning, whatever, but since I’m there, it’s just trading places.” 
Some of the men, like Joel, had been doing the breadwinning for most 
of their lives and felt it was OK if their wives took a turn. Although, if 
we remember from the earlier chapter, Joel wasn’t exactly trading places 
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with his wife, because she was still doing most of the household labor 
when she got home from work.

If labor force attachment did not necessarily push men back to work, 
then how might work devotions influence women’s return to work? In 
contrast to many middle-class men, both middle-class and working-
class women repeatedly explained their attempts to return to work in 
terms of their work devotion and strong labor force attachment. Like 
Joan, the women also emphasized that they were not stay-at-home 
moms. Christina (Deliberate), explained, “I could never be a stay-at-
home parent. . . . ​I do not have the strength to stay at home the whole 
time. And now, unfortunately, I’ve been doing that for two months and 
it’s driving me insane.” Unlike the men who were enjoying their time 
off, Christina wanted to return to work.

Both middle-class and working-class women emphasized the impor-
tance of work to their identity. Latoya (Deliberate), explained, “It’s very 
important for my self-esteem and I like to work. I like to have a job. . . . ​
So, yeah, for me it’s been an obsession to find a position.” Dana (Take 
Time), explained, “When I’m out working, I’m not ‘the wife’ anymore. 
I’m not the housewife. You’re a person again and people notice you.” 
Similarly, Peggy (Urgent), said, “I want to be working. I don’t want to 
be . . . ​I am not a person to be not working. I hate not working.” But un-
like the middle-class women, many of the working-class women who 
reported this attachment to work experienced financial precarity, which 
hindered their ability to engage in a deliberate search. We remember 
Tracy had not happily returned home; she wanted to work, but bur-
dened by decision making, lacking easy-to-find jobs, and without gas 
money to search for a job, she saw no easy way back.

Unlike most of the middle class, many working-class men and women 
reported that gendered family obligations shaped their searches—often 
brought on by the financial crises they faced after their job loss. While 
many middle-class men felt freed from work devotions, most working-
class men felt burdened by their inability to provide for their families. 
Family differences may help explain this response. Although the vast 
majority of all participants were either married or cohabiting and had 
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a child age 23 or younger who lived in their household and depended 
on their income, middle-class men and women were most likely to have 
a working partner.48

Nearly half of the working-class men who had an urgent search had 
a wife who worked either part-time or not at all.49 In contrast, only two 
of the men in the Take Time group reported having a spouse who was 
either working part-time or not working. Having someone still earning 
a full-time middle-class salary made a huge difference in the lives of the 
middle class. The working class, on the other hand, did not have that 
kind of stability to fall back on. Marcus (Urgent) had started working 
part-time and was not reporting his income while he searched for new 
work, “And I’m not going to lie,” he said, “I’m [working under the table]. 
I have no choice; I have to provide for my children.” Seth (Urgent) said, 
“It just hurts my family because I don’t have a job right now. And it hurts 
me, too.” He was desperate to find work for his family, including his wife, 
who was not working.

Those on the diverted path were the most likely to be single and to 
have children. This often meant that they either had family obligations 
(like childcare) that prevented them from searching or they were deal-
ing with multiple strains from poverty that stopped them from search-
ing. Jodi (Diverted) faced both the challenge of raising her fifteen-year-
old daughter by herself and also managing their below-poverty budget. 
She said, “I’m, like, living check to check right now. . . . ​I try not to get 
as much [food] so I can stretch it for the bills that come in.” Managing 
the bills, plus watching her daughter and trying to get her ex to pay child 
support (which he was reluctant to do), left Jodi with little time to 
search for work.

As we saw in the last chapter, most working-class women increased 
their time on childcare and household tasks after their job loss. Some 
also said their job loss gave their husbands leverage to expect them to 
stay at home and continue to do this work. This was particularly true 
for working-class women, although two middle-class women also re-
ported this situation. Pamela (Diverted), explained, “[My husband] was 
glad [I lost my job]. Now I could stay at home and he made a huge 
garden for me to have to work on, so that’s what I’m supposed to do. . . . ​
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But he feels at least I’m home where I’m supposed to be with the kids.” 
Similarly, Nicole (Diverted) said her husband “was thrilled. [He] had 
wanted to me quit that job for years.” Rhonda (Diverted) explained, 
“[My husband is] respecting me a little more, and I think he’s realizing 
the treasure of having a woman home in the house. Because way back 
when, when his mom was a mom, that’s what they did—they stayed 
home, they were the stability of the home.” Although all of these women 
had previously worked full-time, their job loss opened them up to ex-
pectations from their husbands that they should remain at home to care 
for their children (and their spouse).

———

Ultimately, those in the middle class appeared doubly advantaged—
both in their financial capabilities and in their ability to respond to the 
crisis without being as closely tied to traditional gender norms. Those 
in the working class appeared doubly disadvantaged—both in their fi-
nancial precarity and in how their insecurity constrained their searches, 
leading women to stay at home and men to remain breadwinners in 
homes that could use a second earner. The middle class actively rejected 
traditional gender norms while the working class became more tightly 
bound to them in the wake of a crisis. Economic incentives were deeply 
interwoven with these gendered work devotions and family responsi-
bilities in shaping how people responded to their job loss. Only those 
with enough resources could afford a deliberate search or to pause and 
take time before beginning their search. Yet not having enough re-
sources could stifle the possibility of carefully searching for a new job, 
as those in the Diverted group found themselves too busy putting out 
fires to pull together a coherent search strategy.

Many middle-class men were pleased to take a short pause in their 
relationship with the paid labor force. These men seemed clear that they 
were going against traditional gender norms; many men noted their 
long devotion to work while explaining this step back. In this way, the 
middle-class men appear to have the privilege to redefine their gender 
obligations without much apparent social cost. In contrast, middle-class 
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women made strong claims about their rightful place in the work-
force. Many middle-class women invoked the image of stay-at-home 
moms when describing their own choices, suggesting that, unlike the 
middle-class men, their searches were constrained by what they 
feared would become their fate. In chapter 8, I will examine whether 
these differing approaches to searches led to differing outcomes in 
finding a job (and whether the middle-class women were right to fear 
what would come next).

Bearing the sole financial responsibility for the family was not some-
thing easily changed in the wake of a job loss, and it was a burden 
working-class men carried with them as they searched for new work. 
Breadwinning responsibilities forced many working-class men to search 
urgently and take jobs quickly. It also put them at risk for another job 
loss. This type of churning stemmed both from their poor labor pros-
pects and from the greater likelihood that these men had stay-at-home 
or part-time working wives.

Many working-class women felt obliged to take on caregiving tasks 
that prevented them from searching for new work or they faced new 
pressure from husbands to stay at home. While prior scholars have 
noted employment allows working-class women to barter for more 
power in the home,50 losing a job meant a loss of bargaining power for 
many working-class women and a undesired return to household tasks.

Although in the critically acclaimed novel My Year of Rest and Relax-
ation, the wealthy elite protagonist falsely reports searching for work in 
order to remain on unemployment while not seeking work, most public 
discourse surrounding rule breaking and misuse of government funds 
has focused on the poor.51 Yet we see in this chapter that the people with 
greater economic security appeared to understand the unemployment 
rules better, which gave them a better sense of how to navigate the rules 
and even how to break them. While it may seem as if Neil and Dean, in 
particular, and even Paula, Heather, and Joan (when they didn’t apply 
or turned down jobs they deemed to be “bad”) were taking advantage 
of the system, we only need to remember Anthony’s year in the grocery 
store to realize that the rules may not be set up in a way that leads to 
optimal outcomes. Paula was certain that following the rules to the 
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letter would lead to the loss of her home, and Heather and Joan felt the 
rules did not recognize the need to find a job that covered the cost of 
childcare. But is there a difference between how Neil and Dean re-
sponded and the decisions Heather, Paula, and Joan made? The white 
middle-class men who took their time seemed to embrace a sense of 
entitlement to more time, certainly, and perhaps to better outcomes as 
well.52 Perhaps, what we need is for the rules to be expanded so that 
they do not push people into jobs like those Paula and Heather feared. 
In order to understand whether different search strategies lead to differ
ent outcomes, I examine next what kinds of work the unemployed have 
found one year later.
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One Year Later

harold found work. Even better, the salary was about the same as 
his old job; it was, in his words, “a great job.” Unlike others I interviewed, 
Harold, whom we first met in chapter 6 when he talked about sharing the 
household labor with his wife, did not enter the land of long-term un-
employment. He found a job before his benefits had run out. Over the 
course of his period of unemployment, Harold (Deliberate) tapped into 
many of the resources I’ve explored in this book: his severance, his sav-
ings, his maximum-level unemployment benefit, and his wife’s steady 
middle-class income. He also benefited from a lack of guilt; he main-
tained his health (even starting a new exercise regime) and did not 
increase his household labor. While he did feel they got a little stressed 
when it came close to “crunch time” (meaning when his benefits were 
set to expire), he stuck with his deliberate search plan until the end. 
With one offer already in hand and with the days ticking toward the 
expiration of his unemployment insurance benefit, he interviewed at 
one last company, hoping to land a better-paying and higher-status po-
sition. He got the job.

Harold’s ability to marshal the resources he’d accumulated allowed 
him to find this “great job.” His family used some savings (and used up 
his severance), but they never dipped into their emergency savings ac-
count, nor did they touch their retirement account. During his six 
months off work, Harold and his wife made relatively few financial 
changes; they stopped eating out regularly, and they put a couple of 
small home improvement projects on hold. They also did not go on 
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their annual vacation, which typically involved plane flights and hotels. 
But they did take the kids on short trips to visit friends and family. They 
also all stayed on his wife’s health insurance plan and remained relatively 
healthy that year. He was keeping up the daily walks he’d started when 
he lost his job, only now he did them on his lunch break, paired with 
longer walks with his wife on weekends. Harold and his wife also con-
tinued to “share” the household and childcare, allowing him ample time 
to search for work.

Once Harold went back to work, his family’s finances straightened 
out quickly. He restarted a small construction project in the house, 
renovating the master bedroom closet. He thought his wife would love 
the extra space for her shoes. Harold found a job with a comparable 
salary and, even better, he’d found work as an accountant, but not in the 
hotel industry. This meant he had more regular hours than in previous 
jobs. He had “a huge sense of relief.” Accounting wasn’t something that 
Harold felt anyone could find “exceptionally fulfilling, spiritually fulfill-
ing,” except, he joked, someone who was “really into numbers.” But he’d 
returned to the same pay, with better hours, and felt glad to have found 
work that returned his family to financial stability. While prior research 
has found that workers in the United States pay a high penalty for expe-
riencing job loss and unemployment—about a 15 percent drop, on aver-
age, in their annual pay—there is evidence suggesting that some work-
ers return to work either relatively unscathed or even better off.1 
Harold’s new job both provided similar pay and better hours; he came 
out the other side ahead of the game.

The job loss period was a time of stress for almost everyone I met. But 
some, like Harold, navigated the process with more ease than others; 
many of the factors we saw in earlier chapters, including severances, fi-
nancial constraints, guilt (or lack thereof), health insurance and health 
care access, household responsibilities, and search strategies, shaped 
decision making and job search outcomes. Unlike Harold, Tracy, Neil, 
Joan, and Anthony all paid a higher price than they thought they would, 
but the “toll” they paid for their job loss varied greatly. This chapter 
delves into how the unemployment period and the inequalities that grew 
during it shaped the details of their job searches and their new jobs.
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One year out, some people had certainly moved ahead, a few were 
not quite maintaining where they had been, but the vast majority had 
fallen far behind. There are many ways to think about how the unem-
ployed were doing one year later. But I was most interested in learning 
whether they had been able to find comparable work to what they had 
lost and how they fared financially overall.

About a quarter, the majority of whom were middle-class men, found 
good job opportunities and were moving ahead, as Harold had done.2 
Those who moved ahead found work that was either similar in pay or 
prestige (or both) to what they had done before, or they found some-
thing better.3 Importantly, the resources they brought with them and 
that they gained during their unemployment period gave many white 
middle-class men a leg up in their searches. Most who moved ahead 
took a deliberate job search plan, although a handful of middle-class 
men who took their time to start their job searches managed to move 
ahead, leveraging resources that others simply did not have to advance 
when they reentered the labor market.

A smaller group of individuals also found work one year out, but the 
work was a step down either in pay or prestige, so they were not quite 
maintaining what they’d once had. Some experienced a step down in 
their lifestyles as well, although many had dual-earning spouses whose 
income kept the worst of the storm at bay. Yet again, I saw the middle 
class finding ways to come close to maintaining what they once had, 
while the working class were less likely to find themselves here.4 After a 
slow start to his job search, Neil had found full-time work that was not 
quite as prestigious as what he had once done, and he did not return to 
his former salary, but his decline was slight and his wife’s new promo-
tion at her job kept them in a similar financial position. Deliberate 
searches propelled some middle- and working-class women into this 
category, keeping their target occupational goal within sight even if they 
couldn’t quite attain what they once had. Despite starting their searches 
later, a handful of middle-class men who took their time also managed 
to keep their original goals within sight.

But, one year later, the majority reported a large decline, either in 
their wages, in their job quality, or most often, in both. And some people 
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still had not found work. Almost two-thirds were falling far behind. 
Women often ended up in part-time work, like Tracy did, or in new 
fields, like Joan, and some reported they stopped looking for work alto-
gether. About two-thirds of working-class women said they were worse 
off one year later.5 Tracy found work as a waitress, but she had to settle 
for part-time work, which kept her finances on shaky ground. Working-
class men were in similar straits, with almost two-thirds, including An-
thony, unable to return to similar work.6 Well over half the middle-class 
women took a big step backward in their careers, despite beginning with 
deliberate searches and high hopes.7 Joan eventually found full-time 
work (at substantially lower pay) in a new field about sixteen months 
after her job loss. Most of the people who followed Urgent or Diverted 
searches for new jobs ended up in this group, as did a few deliberate job 
seekers and some who took their time.

Finally, my team and I could not find a sizable number of people we 
had met the year before. We had the most luck reaching the middle-class 
interviewees; most still had either the same cell phone number, e-mail, 
or mailing address. Sometimes, when all else failed, I found a few people 
through LinkedIn, which was used by many in the middle class but 
wasn’t very common in the working class. Working-class women and 
men, particularly the men, were much harder to locate. We could not 
reach nearly half of the working-class men; phone numbers came back 
as no longer in service; e-mails bounced back as in-box full; letters were 
returned as no longer deliverable.8 I never caught up with Dennis again, 
who if you recall had a long history of unemployment. When I could 
not find a way to contact people, I used public search engines to learn 
what I could. Sometimes all I discovered was through their original 
home address. If they lived in single-family homes, I could learn if their 
homes had been put for sale; sometimes I learned the homes had re-
peatedly dropped in price before they sold. This was usually the last bit 
of information I found. Now, this does not mean that everyone we could 
not contact struggled, but most people whom I interviewed did indicate 
that moving would be their last resort.9 The changed numbers, ad-
dresses, and e-mails certainly suggested that those we could not contact 
moved, if nothing else.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



186  c h a p t e r  8

Moving Ahead

Middle-class men seemed so often to land on their feet—either in better 
jobs than they’d started out in or in jobs similar to those that they’d been 
laid off from. While much of the sociological and economic literature on 
job loss has focused on what Markus Gangl calls the “scar effects” of job 
loss—the ways that job loss cuts deeply into people’s future earnings and 
even their future health10—other research suggests there is a lot of vari-
ability in how much someone’s next wages is affected by a recent job loss. 
In fact, some studies suggest as many as 40 percent of those who lose a 
job will go on to find a job that pays as well or even better than the one 
they lost.11 In fact, in preliminary analyses that my colleagues Adrianne 
Frech, Jane Lankes, and I have conducted, we found that some of the most 
advantaged and successful men have had more experiences of unemploy-
ment than is typical for other men, suggesting that there is much more 
variability in unemployment outcomes than previously thought.12

In contrast to the often gloomy academic forecasts about the futures 
of the unemployed (and we’ve seen quite a bit of devastation already in 
this book), a number of the people I caught back up with had some 
good fortune in the year in between our talks.13 The middle-class men 
seemed best positioned to take advantage of new labor market oppor-
tunities. The gains were not without costs: Some faced stress on their 
way to find jobs, others moved in order to move up, while still others 
took on longer commutes. Few escaped their job loss entirely un-
scathed, but most in this group hit fewer bumps than those in the other 
groups and, like Harold, they relied on the advantages we’ve seen them 
accumulate throughout the book to help them move forward. Surpris-
ingly, the middle-class men in this group were evenly divided between 
the Deliberate job search strategy and the Take Time approach, suggest-
ing that at least some of those who had taken some time off before 
searching had judged their job prospects well.

Receiving a severance, having substantial existing savings, not wor-
rying about health insurance, and getting family support from wives and 
extended kin benefited middle-class men in their search. Corey (Delib-
erate) received a severance equal to one month’s pay, and he and his wife 
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also had substantial savings, including an “emergency backup fund” that 
they never tapped. He also received quite a bit of help from both his 
wife and his mother; his wife increased her work hours after he’d lost 
his job to give them more financial flexibility, and his mom came three 
times a week to help provide childcare to their toddler. About three 
months after his job loss, Corey and his wife decided it was time to ex-
pand his search geographically. He’d been part of a large layoff, and not 
only were local jobs scarce, but everyone from his old team was compet-
ing for the few local jobs. Additionally, his wife’s skills (as a hospital 
nurse) made her employable in almost any state in the country. They 
also had significant equity in their home, which would allow them to 
sell and purchase a new home.

All of these resources gave Corey the time to search for the kind of job 
that he truly wanted. It also gave him the opportunity to search outside 
his local region when what he wanted wasn’t available there. He reached 
out and used his networks extensively, asking for tips and leads from 
everyone he had worked with, as well as his college and grad school 
friends and colleagues. His wife’s willingness to follow him to a new job 
(despite her own good employment in the area) further enhanced his 
ability to find the right match. Corey expanded his search out of state. 
Within a month, he’d found a new job. As he described it, “I am making 
more money now, and the subject matter is more interesting.”

I do not mean to diminish Corey’s experience of the strains of unem-
ployment. Just as Harold did, Corey emphasized the toll of unemploy-
ment: “It was a lot of stress,” he said. And Corey did have to move in 
order to find work that he wanted, so he faced real trade-offs. Marianne 
Cooper has written at length about how increasing precarity in the labor 
market can make even financially stable families feel insecure.14 The 
unemployed whom I met, regardless of financial background, had a 
firsthand look at this instability and the feelings of insecurity that it 
generated. Moreover, the longer it takes to find a job, the risks that ac-
company unemployment grow, increasing financial instability and de-
creasing future employability.15

Yet, in addition to recognizing the seemingly universal tolls, it is also 
important to recognize that some individuals, like Corey and Harold, 
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had a much better support system throughout their period of unem-
ployment, that they sometimes gained resources during this time, and 
that they had better outcomes in the end. Recognizing these differences 
helps us understand how the institution of unemployment—through 
the company severances that are unevenly offered; the unemployment 
benefits that are based on a percentage of one’s wages; the gendered 
expectations about self-sacrifice and health care; the guilt gap and the 
second shift; and the state-mandated rules about job seeking that some 
navigate better than others—operates to exacerbate and generate in
equality. In other words, there is no singular toll of uncertainty; some 
people paid a much lower price than others and arrived on the other 
side with seemingly few scars.

Few other than the middle-class men managed to find jobs very simi-
lar to or better than the ones they held before, and the three middle-
class women who did took deliberate searches. In chapter 3, we learned 
that Jill had been devastated by how impersonal her firing by her former 
IT employer had been. She launched a targeted search, hoping to find 
work in marketing and communications (her areas of expertise). Like 
the middle-class men in this group, Jill had many resources to support 
her job search. She was one of the few women in the study to receive 
severance pay (and it was substantial, six months), and she also had 
some money set aside as a “safety net.” Additionally, money she’d inher-
ited from her grandmother further enhanced her financial stability after 
her job loss. Her live-in boyfriend who had also lost his job at the IT 
company found work the week after she and I met for our first inter-
view; his new job was a step up for him, too. They also did not have any 
kids, so they didn’t need to manage childcare during her weeks being 
out of work. Researchers previously have argued that the introduction 
of children into a household strains a couple’s sense of time and avail-
ability, often leading to more traditional divisions of labor.16 Looking 
back on both her time off and her search success, Jill explained, “I was 
in a lucky situation where I could take a couple of months and really 
hone [in on] what I wanted to do.” She searched only for jobs with large 
employers and in her target areas. Within four months, she had found 
work in her target area.
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Paul (Deliberate), who we learned in chapter 7 decided to hold out 
for a union job, also found better work. Although he did not have 
nearly as many resources as his middle-class counterparts, Paul did 
have a skill that was in demand in unionized jobs. When he decided to 
return to the union, he felt confident that waiting to find work would 
pay off. He was right; he had a much higher base wage with the union, 
and the union also guaranteed he would be called ahead of other 
(younger) members because of his past union experience. Paul and his 
family maintained good health during this period, which was critical 
to his forward progress, as they had lost their health insurance when 
he lost his job. Even with the few months he had spent unemployed, 
Paul reported he was on track to surpass his wages from the year before. 
He said, “I’ve been in there, since January . . . ​[and] I’ve been pretty 
much full-time.” The full-time union work came with benefits, includ-
ing a retirement fund into which both he and his employer contrib-
uted. He explained, “Since January I have over $3,000 in my retire-
ment.” Having highly specialized skills, even when paired with more 
urgent searches, led some working-class men to find work in their fields 
before they had to turn to jobs that weren’t as good a fit. All of the 
working-class men who moved ahead had specialized vocational skills 
that either led them back to unionized work or that allowed them to 
move into niche labor markets before their unemployment benefits ran 
out. Yet, although we remember that some of the working-class women 
had health care backgrounds, none of the working-class women had 
managed to move ahead one year later.

Overall, the middle-class men’s overrepresentation in this category 
is hard to understate; both in sheer numbers and in proportion, they 
outnumbered everyone else. Their resources gave them an important 
advantage in allowing them to move forward one year later.

Almost Maintaining

Those who were almost maintaining their situation before job loss had 
found new work that was, either in type of work or salary (and some-
times both), a step down from what they had done before. Many faced 
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a decline in their salary in the range of 10 to 15 percent, which was a hit. 
The biggest salary reductions came to the women, who sometimes re-
ported salaries that were close to one-third lower, even though they’d 
found similar status jobs. If they did not experience a decline in pay, they 
had taken a step down in terms of status, but they were not so far from 
where they had been that their jobs looked unrecognizable. Deliberate 
searches led some middle- and working-class women to make their way 
back toward where they’d been, while a handful of middle-class men 
who had taken their time did so as well. The Take Time search approach 
only worked for middle-class men, in the same way that those who 
moved ahead were predominantly middle-class men.

Neil (Take Time) started his search in earnest about twelve weeks 
after he lost his job. During those three months off, he’d enjoyed some 
fly-fishing, thought about his long-term goals, and decided to move out 
of the hospitality industry. Once he started to search, he focused pri-
marily on jobs outside his area of expertise. He studied and passed 
exams to sell life insurance. He networked with friends and neighbors. 
He redid his profile on LinkedIn and searched on multiple websites.17 
Unfortunately, this strategy of seeking a career in a new field backfired. 
Despite sending out upward of fifty applications, Neil did not receive a 
single interview in this new field.

Neil had several things going for him during this job search process. 
He had received six weeks’ severance (full pay), which paid for some of 
his time off when he was not searching. He also had excellent health 
insurance through his wife. As a diabetic, he made sure to continue to 
take his medications, telling me, “We don’t skimp on that kind of stuff.” 
He also had his wife to rely on; she continued to share the chores 
equally, allowing him to keep his focus on his job search. While he was 
unemployed, she’d been promoted to a more demanding position at her 
organization, which also took away some of the financial pressure, and 
she still kept sharing those chores at home.

But unlike some of those who ended up moving ahead, Neil did not 
have significant savings to rely on. He’d been on a chronic unemploy-
ment path to this most recent job loss, and he’d relied on his savings 
during earlier periods of unemployment. As a result, despite the 
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generous severance, he did not have as large a financial cushion in the 
bank as other men in the middle class (and some women) who moved 
ahead.

Right before his unemployment ran out, Neil and his wife sat down 
for a long conversation. Rather than scale back their lifestyle, they had 
taken on some credit card debt during his time off. When added to their 
college loans, it seemed like a significant amount to owe. His wife felt 
Neil couldn’t continue to hold out for his dream job any longer, and she 
pushed him to start searching for jobs in the field in which he had expe-
rience. Neil was still working on switching fields at that point. He ex-
plained, “I actually studied and passed my exam and was in training with 
a company here locally to sell insurance.” Despite his reluctance, Neil 
understood her point. He started applying for jobs he’d sworn to avoid, 
and a few weeks later, he was offered a position working for a large res-
taurant group. He took it. Once Neil started looking within his field, he 
was able to find work right away. Had he not taken time off before his 
search or had he not searched for jobs outside his field, he might have 
ended up in the moving-ahead group, despite his lack of savings.

Four months after he started his new job and just over a year after his 
other job loss, Neil was unhappy in his new position, stating flatly, “It’s 
not the job that I want to be in. Trust me.” Although it had better hours, 
it was a step down in status, and he did not love the job or his new boss. 
He also made less money—about 10 percent less than he’d made in his 
previous job. Neil’s new job was fairly typical of what many who lose 
jobs experience; on average, workers in the United States can expect 
earnings that are lower than what they’d made before and often in jobs 
that are slightly less prestigious than what they’d previously held.18

But a closer look at his family life and future job prospects suggested 
a better overall picture. Neil’s wife had gotten a promotion and a salary 
raise—a significant one. She was now earning substantially more than 
he had when he lost his job, so their two salaries combined left them a 
bit better off than they’d been before he’d lost his job. After her promo-
tion and his new job, they’d gone to their bank and “rolled the high-
interest rate credit cards to a low-interest rate bank loan.” While it didn’t 
erase their financial stress, it did immediately decrease their financial 
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payments and substantially lowered what they would owe over the life-
time of the debt.

Neil was also hopeful about his own job prospects. He’d finally heard 
back from some of the jobs he applied for outside the hospitality indus-
try; he’d been talking to friends and neighbors and using his networks 
to reach out for opportunities. He had a third-round interview for a new 
position, found through a network connection, and expected to hear 
back about that job soon. He hoped being reemployed gave him a better 
shot at switching industries.

In the end, Neil had had a tough year. He landed in a job he didn’t 
like and that paid a bit less than the one he lost. He was almost maintain-
ing his prior status. Yet between Neil and his wife, their income placed 
them well into six figures, or at the top of what the Pew Research Center 
estimates was the middle third of American households at that time.19 
And Neil’s new job prospects appeared fairly good. They also had 
enough equity in their home to allow them to get a low-interest loan to 
relieve the pressure of the credit card debt.

Importantly, all of the middle-class men who were not quite back to 
where they’d been were from the Take Time group, having started 
searches later than most. While I can’t say for certain if they would have 
moved ahead had they searched right away, some of them did wonder 
about this very question. Dean had hoped the time away would help 
him figure out what he wanted to do, but after six months out of the 
labor market, he had become somewhat less competitive in his field. 
He had not expected employers to take such a dim view of his time 
spent out of work. When he was first offered a position that paid sig-
nificantly less than what he made before, he dismissed it. He was “hold-
ing out for something that was closer to [what he’d done] or that would 
be meaningful to me as opposed to just a job.” But when we caught up 
later, he shared that he was surprised he hadn’t found a comparable job.

At the time of his follow-up interview, Dean no longer believed it 
would be easy for him to find “the same quality job” as he’d had. When 
he first lost his job and decided to travel abroad rather than search for 
work, he’d assumed a new job would be easy to find. A year into the 
process, he realized that “it was actually going to be a lot harder and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



O n e  Y e a r  L a t e r   193

more difficult than I thought . . . ​and I started to really fear that I had let 
this go too far.” As someone who joined the ranks of the long-term un-
employed, Dean certainly was right to be worried; this type of unem-
ployment can be the hardest from which to recover.20 Yet, like many 
other middle-class men, Dean had the advantages of savings, a sever-
ance, health insurance, and someone else to assume the household du-
ties. He had a high-earning partner with whom he lived, who had of-
fered to marry him should his finances get to the point that he needed 
additional help. As it was, she was no longer asking him to contribute 
to the daily household expenses (and the mortgage was in her name), 
so Dean had relatively few bills to pay. Not long after the follow-up in-
terview, Dean did find work with his former employer, relying on the 
networks he had built there. It was a step down from where he’d been, 
and his salary was not what he’d hoped, but it would allow him to be 
creative and set him back on the path he saw himself.

Dean felt frustrated with the challenges he faced when he decided to 
start searching for work, but like Neil, Corey, and other white middle-
class men, Dean, too, had the ability to activate and use a network of social 
connections to move ahead and find somewhat comparable work. Writ-
ing about Black professional men’s access to social networks, Adia Har-
vey Wingfield notes that their ties both to whites and to other Black men 
are key to their success, yet Black professional men are also keenly aware 
that white men have more expansive social networks that give them ac-
cess to a wider range of opportunities than the Black professional men 
have.21 In my own research, I’ve found that access to social networks may 
be something that key institutional gatekeepers may be willing to share 
more readily with white job seekers than with people of color.22 Ofer 
Sharone has written extensively about the importance of networking for 
the unemployed, particularly those who have been out of work for longer 
periods of time.23 Broad social networks were clearly accessed by white 
middle-class men when they needed to find work and were an important 
part of their ability either to move ahead (as Corey did and Neil hoped 
to) or to come close to regaining what they had before (as Dean did).

Like the middle-class women who managed to move ahead, the 
middle-class women who were almost maintaining at work had more 
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advantages than most during their time unemployed. But they faced 
several more constraints. Heather (Deliberate) had a relatively straight-
forward path back to work. Unlike most women, she’d received a sever-
ance package from her old job, and she and her husband had continued 
to save during the time she was unemployed. Yet Heather had taken on 
most of the household and childcare during the time she was off work. 
Her search was also confined by her husband’s job parameters and her 
greater family responsibilities; she wanted a job that would allow her 
greater flexibility, as his job did not have much. Heather hoped to find 
work again as an accountant, and she already had turned down a job that 
paid too low and was not in accounting. When she finally took an ac-
counting job, it was relatively similar in status and tasks as the last job 
she held. The biggest downside was the pay decrease; Heather took an 
almost 35 percent reduction in pay. Having declined a slightly worse 
position for a slightly greater sum of money, Heather felt unable to de-
cline again, as her search had led her to believe she might find the job 
she wanted, but it was unlikely she could find it at comparable pay.

Most of the working-class women who were just maintaining did so 
at a level several notches below where they had started. None found 
work that paid as well as they had made previously, but some found jobs 
that were comparable, and others hoped that the work they moved into 
held the promise of better tomorrows. Carol (Deliberate) managed to 
find work that was almost identical to what she had done before. She 
had previously worked in billing for a medical company and found work 
at a hospital doing similar tasks. She found work after only a few months 
of unemployment, making her one of the few to experience a relatively 
short unemployment duration.

Yet despite using a deliberate search method (searching daily and 
sending out nearly sixty applications) that yielded a job in her intended 
occupation, Carol had to accept many trade-offs in her new job. She 
made $3 less an hour, reducing her salary to $13 an hour. Her commute 
nearly doubled from twenty to almost forty minutes each way. Addi-
tionally, she now worked in an environment in which she had to take 
mandatory overtime every week, working forty-five hours a week in-
stead of thirty-five.
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Unlike the middle class, Carol had few resources to rely on during 
this process. This meant that once she found a job in her targeted area, 
she did not feel able to turn it down, despite its numerous drawbacks. 
Carol did not receive a severance when she lost her job doing medical 
billing, and she and her husband had relatively little savings in the bank. 
During the period in which she was unemployed, the factory where her 
husband worked full-time started to cut back on employees’ hours; de-
spite his full-time status, he was no longer regularly scheduled for forty-
hour weeks. Prior research finds working-class workers may often find 
their hours cut despite an employment status of full-time.24 His uncer-
tain hours placed an even greater strain on their finances.

The guilt gap further shaped Carol’s unemployment experience, as 
she lost her health insurance after her job loss, which left her feeling 
unable to take care of necessary health concerns. She started to have 
pain in her stomach and was referred to a urologist who wanted “to do 
a test,” but she said no “because with how our insurance is, there’s too 
much co-pay and out of pocket that would put us under.” She was con-
cerned about her health and wanted to find a job that would provide her 
with better health insurance and let her get the necessary tests. Not only 
was Carol doing most of the second shift, she would “mow someone’s 
lawn, trying to get some money.” Taking on handy jobs helped get them 
by, but it made it harder for Carol to search full-time.

Carol thought all this was evidence of how hard she and her husband 
worked to keep her family afloat (and I certainly agree that they did). 
Yet I also saw the disparities between what Neil and Dean did and what 
Carol had to do in order to get a job that left her almost maintaining a 
much more precarious position. We can see clearly how unemployment 
acts to exacerbate the already large differences between Carol and those 
in the middle class.

Falling Behind

Although a sizable minority of the people I met managed to move ahead 
or hang on after their job loss, the majority fell behind. Those in this 
group found work that was demonstrably not as good—either in a 
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different occupation entirely or several steps down the ladder from 
where they had been—and that paid considerably worse than what they 
made before their job loss. That’s if they found a job. Some of the people 
my research team and I caught up with one year later were still out of 
work, and some had decided to stop looking. There was a lot of eco-
nomic variation among this group. Among the middle class, there was 
often both a working spouse and substantial savings remaining that 
meant that these folks didn’t pay the same economic price for not hav-
ing found an equivalent job. Among the working class, single-earner 
households (either those homes with single moms or those with bread-
winner dads and stay-at-home moms) were more common; in most of 
the working-class homes, the fall was a lot harder, leaving many families 
in poverty or on the edge of it. The majority of working-class women 
(about three-quarters), working-class men (nearly three-quarters), and 
middle-class women (nearly two-thirds), including Tracy, Anthony, and 
even Joan, ended up here. Far fewer middle-class men were in this cat-
egory (about a third).25

The working-class women who fell behind were most often the worst 
off after a year. Tracy’s year, by most financial measures, was very diffi-
cult. She ran out of unemployment benefits before she’d found a job. 
Tracy (Diverted) had no severance and no savings to start with, lower 
unemployment benefits because of her lower starting salary, and no one 
else earning money, so her finances were very tight. Moreover, as a sin-
gle mom, she did not have anyone else to rely on for help with her kids 
while she searched for work. She and her kids cut back on food and on 
her medicines and doctors’ visits, and she struggled to pay basic utilities 
like electricity and the phone bill. Tracy’s challenges reflect similar hard-
ships in the lives of other Americans.

About 40 percent of Americans who enter poverty do so because of 
job loss.26 This is, perhaps, because of perpetually low wages that make 
it difficult to set aside savings for the future. The Federal Reserve’s Sur-
vey of Household and Economics Decisionmaking (SHED) found that 
about half of American families lack the buffer of a three-month rainy-
day fund. Moreover, 32 percent of families said they would not be able 
to cope with unexpected expenses if they faced a prolonged period of 
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financial distress.27 Tracy had to sit down with her kids and have some 
tough conversations. She explained, “I’m very honest to them and they 
know my struggles are their struggles.” While Tracy didn’t like feeling 
her job loss made her kids grow up too fast in the past year, she needed 
them to understand why she was saying no so often when they asked 
for things.

Many families—even those that haven’t experienced a job loss—can 
find it difficult to manage their household bills evenly over the course 
of the month to match the income that is coming in.28 This is not just 
true of poor households; authors of the Financial Diaries, Jonathan Mor-
duch and Rachel Schneider, found that even middle-income households 
can find balancing the ebbs and flows of income and bills challenging.29 
Tracy did get the hang of how to manage her bills; she learned to “shuf-
fle things around.” It often meant waiting until she was late one week 
with most of them, but as long as she wasn’t late with the electric or the 
house payments, she could cobble together the money to pay the rest.

Once Tracy had found a routine to manage her bills, it became easier 
for her to search for work. Recall the work of psychologists Sendhil 
Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir, who study scarcity and find that people 
get overloaded when they have too many decisions to make.30 After bill 
management became easier, Tracy was better able to concentrate on 
her job search. But there still weren’t any advertised jobs to be found 
where she lived. So, Tracy got in her car, drove to all of the restaurants 
within what she considered a reasonable commute—to all the small 
mom-and-pop joints and the larger chains—walked in, and asked if 
they were hiring. Some were. Some weren’t. Anywhere that said they 
would consider hiring her, Tracy sat down and filled out an application 
on the spot.

Tracy wanted to go back to waitressing because it was stable and she 
liked it better than she liked factory work. She also had more experience 
with it, which she hoped would lead to a job offer sooner rather than 
later. She took the first offer she received at a family-owned restaurant. 
They gave her only thirty-two hours a week, and she had to work nights 
and weekends, which disappointed her, since it meant less time with her 
kids. She was also almost twice as old as many of the other employees, 
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who were teenagers hired during the summer season and worked after 
school; she felt pretty awkward around them.

But Tracy had found work. The boss seemed to really like her. The 
pay was pretty good—a full dollar more than she’d made at the factory, 
although the hours weren’t full-time, and it didn’t come with benefits, 
so she made significantly less overall and remained uninsured. She loved 
having her own money again—money she had earned. Her commute 
was good—much shorter than she’d feared it would be when she’d 
started driving around looking for restaurants. And even though they 
weren’t guaranteeing full-time hours, they did guarantee she would not 
drop below thirty hours a week. Tracy felt confident she could make 
that work, and she didn’t plan to look for new work. While she acknowl-
edged the enormous financial strains and stresses of the past year, Tracy 
took great pride in the fact she and her family never came close to losing 
their home.31 With a total annual income of about $10,000, Tracy fell in 
the bottom third of American households and near the bottom of that 
third. She certainly might have lost her home in the tumultuous year 
after her job loss—others I interviewed did.

Things had not returned to financial stability, however. Tracy ex-
plained, “It’s always something” that “pops up” and needs to be paid. 
She could pay for her children’s necessities again, but nothing extra. 
Tracy and her kids weren’t back to where she’d been the last time she’d 
worked as a waitress, never mind where she had hoped to head when 
she took the factory job. After we first met, Tracy went on Medicaid 
through the state, but she hadn’t been back to the doctor, despite nu-
merous health problems. She felt they couldn’t afford the co-pays. As 
for medication, she explained, “My scripts, I gotta pay cash for, so I’ve 
been looking around, trying to find the cheapest place.” Tracy was buy-
ing her medications, which she hadn’t always done while unemployed, 
but they were proving a hard expense to bear. It was not clear how long 
she would continue to purchase them. Her family (particularly Tracy 
herself ) experienced hunger at times, despite their use of the SNAP 
program. Her once-well-stocked pantry had dwindled over the months 
of unemployment and had yet to be restocked. Tracy’s lack of resources 
had shaped her search, preventing her from searching, particularly at 
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first, and leading her to take the first job she was offered, even though it 
left her in a relatively precarious position.

Regina (Diverted) managed to find part-time temporary work. It was 
clerical in nature and less technical than her previous job and demanded 
fewer skills than she could bring to the table; it also paid less than what 
she’d made before she lost her job. But after two back-to-back spells of 
unemployment with the same employer (the factory we learned in 
chapter 3 that had downsized and then closed entirely), Regina was 
happy to find work again. The family now had nearly $10,000 in credit 
card debt, but they had been slowly paying down the debt. She hoped 
her new job would allow them to pay it down faster. Her husband had 
taken on additional shifts and even an extra weekend job at times, and 
she increased her work around the house to make his extra work hours 
possible. She viewed this teamwork as critical to her family’s ability to 
weather the storm. But it had also meant her search was delayed for a 
long time so that she could support his longer hours. By the time she 
started searching, she faced skepticism from employers about the long 
gap on her résumé. As her son’s primary caregiver, she also faced a very 
constrained search because she needed to find work that would provide 
her with some schedule flexibility. With few resources and many family 
demands, Regina’s search led to a particularly poor reemployment 
outcome.

About a third of the working-class women ended up like Tracy and 
Regina, in part-time or temporary positions, while only about a third 
had found full-time work.32 The rest were either still searching for work 
or had dropped out of the labor force, convinced that they would not 
find a job. While some were in positions that were similar to what they 
had held before, most were like Tracy and had ended up in positions 
that were a big step down from where they had been. This was particu-
larly tough for the working-class women, because they had often 
started out so low on the totem pole that when they returned to even 
lower-wage work, they ended up making a poverty-level wage, as Tracy 
was doing.

Working-class men were almost as likely as working-class women to 
fall behind. Anthony (Urgent) was out of work for over a year. The 
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technical repairman had few resources to rely on in the months after his 
benefits ran out. The family had already cut out their occasional pizza 
night out. Their church had been helping out some and subsequently 
started providing weekly bags of food for Anthony’s family. They began 
visiting their local food pantry. Anthony’s wife felt uncomfortable with 
all of the donations; they should be giving, not receiving, she’d said. But 
the bills piled up so fast that it was impossible to keep on top of them.

Anthony tried to develop a strategy in which he would pay bills when 
they were close to due—or sometimes even overdue. In their financial 
diary study, Morduch and Schneider note that within a given month, 
many households face illiquidity crises in which they don’t always have 
money when they need it to pay bills.33 Because he did not always have 
enough cash on hand, Anthony would pay some bills and delay others, 
juggling them to try to manage the deficit caused by his job loss (which 
is also what Tracy did). Yet, somehow, Anthony let the electric bill slip 
past due, and then he missed the second bill; by the time he realized 
what had happened, it was too late. He called but was told once the 
electric company had made a stop determination, the process had to be 
completed before he could ask for the power to be turned back on. The 
men from the company came and shut off their connection, and it took 
a long five days for it to be turned back on again—five days in which 
there was no heat and no electricity in a household with two young 
children and his wife’s elderly aunt.

Despite searching urgently, Anthony had little luck with his job 
search this time around. He found one temporary job that he held very 
briefly—remember, it lasted only two weeks—and he may not have 
taken it had he understood how temporary a position it would be. He 
worried that his history of unemployment discouraged prospective em-
ployers who might see the gaps caused by unemployment and read a 
lack of industriousness (rather than a history of being in the wrong in-
dustries at the wrong times). A year into the search, Anthony decided 
to expand his search to jobs located almost an hour’s driving time away 
(farther than Pennsylvania law required him to search). Finally, about 
eighteen months after he lost his job, Anthony found work as a techni-
cian at a new plant—a change in industries again. It was a step down 
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from the original job loss he told me about; he was no longer part of the 
management team. The salary was quite a bit lower as well.

Anthony did not know if or when he would return to financial stabil-
ity. When he was younger, he hoped to retire one day. After his first job 
loss, Anthony realized retirement might come later than he originally 
intended. Now, though, he didn’t think retirement would be on his ho-
rizon. It wasn’t just that they didn’t have any savings anymore. It was 
also that there were so many debts and bills that had gone unpaid for so 
long; Anthony did not know how he would ever catch up with them all. 
He wondered how many years of stable employment would be necessary 
to dig out of the hole that so many job losses (and such little government 
support) had created. Looking back, he figured that each time he’d been 
on unemployment, it had been enough to pay only about half of his bills. 
The other half had gone unpaid. As someone with a history of chronic 
unemployment, Anthony didn’t face only the cost of his most recent job 
loss, he also had the tolls of so many job losses and periods of unemploy-
ment weighing on him. He didn’t think he could ever retire, but he wor-
ried about his body’s ability to carry on; his wife worried, too. “You’re 
overtaxing your body . . . ​destroying it,” she said. But despite their con-
cerns, Anthony had few choices other than to continue on.

Many of the working-class men seemed stuck in a system that did not 
have easy answers for them. Almost three-quarters of the working-class 
men with whom I reconnected were similar to Anthony; they had found 
jobs again, but they weren’t as good as the jobs they had lost. Some were 
reemployed in part-time or temporary positions, and one was still look-
ing for work.34 And, as I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, I 
was unable to reconnect with almost half of the working-class men, the 
largest of any of the groups, suggesting that they may have moved.35 
Several working-class men, like Anthony, experienced yet another job 
loss in the intervening year. My frequent coauthor, Adrianne Frech, and 
I have looked at national data on people’s risk of chronic unemploy-
ment.36 We find a small group of mostly men who were at great risk of 
chronic unemployment. These men most often came of age in areas 
with high unemployment rates (like so many of the working-class men 
in my study) and had a high school degree or less.
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Although most middle-class women started their deliberate 
searches almost immediately, they were as likely to fall behind as they 
were to move ahead or just maintain. Joan (Deliberate) tried for six 
months to find something similar to her old job, but either the work 
was too different or the pay was too low compared to what she had 
earned previously. She would not take such a low-paying job, she de
cided. Finally, she stopped looking for research positions and reeval-
uated her situation. If she couldn’t find work in her field, she might 
need to think about what other kind of work she could do. So, she 
stopped pursuing her beloved science career to try to begin some-
thing new.

But Joan was not interested in taking just any job; she wanted to find 
a new career that would be meaningful to her. She decided she wanted 
to work with students; she would put her master’s degree and experi-
ence with the university to work in a new way. She started networking, 
asking friends and colleagues for advice about possible opportunities. 
She spoke with a former colleague and mentioned her interest in work-
ing with students; her colleague told her that she would need to get her 
foot in the door with a low-paying internship to gain experience. The 
colleague went one step further and made some phone calls to help 
Joan’s application rise to the top of the crop. As we saw with Corey and 
Dean, this type of networking has been shown to be crucial for the un-
employed’s job searches, but not everyone has the same access to the 
necessary connections for finding a job.37

The internship seemed to go well. Joan liked working with students, 
even though it was different from what she’d done in the past. The pay 
was exceptionally low, though. At less than a fifth of her previous salary, 
it was lower even than some of the jobs she had first turned down in her 
original field. The internship ended after the expected three-month term. 
Joan would have to wait to see if an opening would come available now 
that she had the requisite experience. It took quite a while; nearly four 
more months would pass before she was offered a full-time job in the 
office where she’d interned. Finally, Joan had found a permanent full-
time position; she would be reemployed, but in a very different position 
and at a third of her prior salary (slightly better than the internship pay).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



O n e  Y e a r  L a t e r   203

While Joan was not able to find work in her original field, she did 
identify a new occupational goal and attain it (albeit making two-thirds 
less than she had before her job loss). Here we see both constraints and 
opportunities shaping Joan’s path. We can see how, unlike the middle-
class men, she had less ability to move her family to pursue her career 
goals. Unlike Corey’s family, Joan and her husband never seriously con-
sidered moving so that she could find a job in the field she loved. After 
a year of being out of work, we talked again about why the family hadn’t 
considered moving. Joan explained, “Unfortunately, I’m kind of stuck 
in the area. There haven’t been many great jobs, and really there is no 
reason for us to move. So, I can only apply for what is available here and 
in the surrounding local area.” Even though her work opportunities 
were severely limited, Joan did not view this constraint as a reason to 
move (remember in chapter 1, we learned that Joan and her husband 
had long ago decided that his job was the family’s priority). This deci-
sion set a boundary around where Joan could search and what the pos-
sibilities of finding a job in the sciences would be.

Unlike the middle-class men, Joan took on a significant amount of 
household and childcare labor during this time period, and she often felt 
“depressed” around the home, going so far as to say, “Sometimes, I’m not 
a good person to be around.” She felt cranky and irritable with her family, 
snapping when she normally wouldn’t and losing her temper in situa-
tions where she typically would remain calm. As she explained, “I don’t 
have as much patience, um, and so again, I need to work.” Joan’s move 
into the domestic sphere was challenging for her, and time- consuming, 
altering her ability to commit to her deliberate search fully, even as she 
recognized that returning to work would help change her mood.

Yet Joan did have access to resources many of the working-class men 
and women did not. Before her job loss, she and her husband had been 
in the top third of incomes of all families in the United States, and they’d 
been able to set aside quite a bit of money in savings. Unlike Neil, Joan 
didn’t receive a severance, but she also had taken a lockstep path to the 
job loss, so her savings had gone untouched over the years, and they’d 
paid off most of their education debt. She was also able to move to her 
husband’s health insurance plan and maintain everyone’s health care 
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needs. This was important, because at the time of her job loss, they 
discovered Joan had acid reflux, and she had to start medications to treat 
it. Her husband also continued his medications for his health 
condition.

Joan’s search mirrored that of many of the middle-class women. De-
spite being the most likely to start looking right away, only half of the 
middle-class women reported achieving or settling for something 
slightly below their goals. Instead, the other half fell far below their ini-
tial targets; discouraged, they settled for jobs that paid significantly less 
and were not in fields for which they had trained. Sociologist Youngjoo 
Cha examined job loss and unemployment after the Great Recession 
and found that women experienced a significant wage penalty after los-
ing a job—a penalty not paid by men.38 These findings echoed those of 
an earlier study that found that women faced larger and more perma-
nent wage losses after an unemployment period than men did.39 While 
the middle-class women had many advantages compared to the working 
class, they faced many more constraints than middle-class men, and 
these dueling factors led to poorer outcomes for about half the middle-
class women than for most middle-class men.

Some middle-class women fell even further than Joan. As the family 
breadwinner, Ruth (Deliberate) had to get back to work right away. But 
even with her college degree and management experience, Ruth found 
it hard to find full-time work. Shortly after her unemployment ran out, 
Ruth managed to cobble together two jobs. In one, she supervised a 
food-preparation cafeteria staff of eighteen employees. In the other, she 
worked as a food preparer on the food-service line, an entry-level job 
well below her expertise and training.

In chapter 5 on the guilt gap and health insurance, we learned Ruth 
and her family decided to purchase insurance through the ACA for her 
husband but not for herself; her kids went on the state plan. Sometime 
after our first meeting, Ruth developed kidney stones. Despite what she 
described as “incredible pain,” she decided against seeking treatment at 
first, because she did not think they could afford it. Eventually, things 
got so bad that Ruth had to be taken to the emergency room, which 
turned into a very large bill that Ruth was unable to pay. Thus, we can 
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see that living up to obligations of self-sacrifice can be hazardous; it was 
both for Ruth’s health and her finances.

Ruth also continued to do almost all of the household labor. Al-
though her husband’s cancer was in remission, he had not taken on ad-
ditional chores to help her out either during her job search or after she’d 
taken her two part-time jobs and continued searching for a full-time job. 
She explained, “I think he could do more, especially because he doesn’t 
work, but I don’t think things have progressed that much, as what we 
would like to see as far as men and women. There’s things that he just 
won’t do.” Those things included, Ruth said, clearing his plate from the 
table after dinner, doing dishes, or helping with the laundry. Here we 
see that even as Ruth’s guilt diminished, she still did not feel able to ask 
her husband for help; Ruth wished she could share the household bur-
den, but she was also not willing to confront her husband about chang-
ing his behavior. Between their finances, her health, and her housework 
overload, Ruth didn’t have time to search properly for the kind of job 
she wanted. In the end, she took the two poorly paid part-time jobs and 
hoped something else would come along. Despite searches that had 
been targeted and immediate, the middle-class women were much more 
likely than the middle-class men to find themselves falling behind at 
work one year later.

Taking time occasionally turned out to be a strategy that backfired. 
When Rodney (Take Time) decided to take time off before he searched 
for work, he felt confident he would be able to find work in his given 
field, as we learned in chapter 7. When we caught up with him a year 
later, he’d found work, but instead of a permanent position, he found 
two temporary ones. He’d expected to be permanently employed by 
now and was frustrated by the lack of opportunities. Taking time off 
before beginning his search was a source of disagreement between Rod-
ney and his wife. She was working full-time in a job that required long 
hours. She also remained primarily responsible for the childcare and did 
more of the household labor. As we saw in chapter 6, men often success-
fully resisted taking on more labor in the household without feeling guilty. 
But there sometimes were marital repercussions when this happened. 
Daniel L. Carlson and colleagues have found that when labor isn’t 
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shared, marital relations decline.40 And among the long-term unem-
ployed (as Rodney became), job search strategies can become a point 
of marital tensions.41 Frustrated with his slow job search, Rodney’s wife 
urged him to take a full-time computer programmer job when it was 
offered to him shortly after his unemployment ran out. Rodney was 
reluctant to take the full-time job. It wasn’t the type of IT work he’d 
wanted to do (despite the relatively good pay), so he’d negotiated to 
work only thirty hours a week, as a contract employee, with the hope 
that the rest of the time could be used to search for the kind of work he 
really wanted. He started part-time contract work and continued his 
search for a better job. After three more months of looking without find-
ing a full-time job, his wife urged him to return to full-time hours. Rod-
ney went to his employer and asked if he could work full-time. They said 
no. Under pressure at home to contribute his “fair share,” he took a sec-
ond part-time position. He felt they were mostly recovered from his job 
loss (they had not taken on any debt or dipped into their savings), and 
their “liquid assets are further ahead than a year ago.” But Rodney had 
not found a job that was comparable to what he had before, and juggling 
two part-time positions was certainly less than ideal.

———

Over and over again, I found evidence that the unemployment period 
is one where advantages and disadvantages cumulate; one year out, we 
see how the paths to job loss and then the unemployment period could 
shape differences in savings, debts, and severances and how all of this 
contributed to wide gulfs in experiences of financial distress. We also 
see how gendered ideals about family and work shaped the guilt gap, 
health care, and the second shift at home. Finally, we see how all of these 
earlier differences shaped the job search and where people ended up 
one year later. Successes were relatively uncommon for most, but far 
more prevalent among the middle-class men, almost half of whom were 
moving forward like Harold had done. About a fifth managed to almost 
maintain, but again, this was more common among the middle-class 
men like Neil than among others. However, most people—the 
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middle-class women like Joan, the working-class men like Anthony, and 
the working-class women like Tracy—were falling behind one year out.

Deliberate search strategies were the best way to move forward or to 
come close to recovering for middle-class women and working-class 
women and men. These more focused searches appeared to help balance 
out a lack of resources for some of those I met, allowing them to focus 
on what they wanted. Even urgent searches, at times, could lead to better 
outcomes, particularly when there were some other resources (like an 
in-demand job skill) that made the job candidate more desirable. Among 
the middle-class men, a variety of approaches could lead to successful 
outcomes, allowing the men more latitude to take time off before they 
started to search in earnest. Having both resources and a deliberate search 
strategy allowed some to move ahead, as Harold had done, as it gave 
them the time to discard bad possibilities and keep their options open 
until they found a job that put them back on the path toward success.

Yet search strategies did not balance out a lack of resources or avail-
able jobs. In fact, the middle-class men, like Neil, who took their time 
were more likely to either move forward or almost maintain than were 
the middle-class women, like Joan, who plotted such deliberate paths 
back to work. Moreover, a lack of resources was often the reason people 
found themselves searching urgently or having their searches diverted. 
Deliberate searches were stymied by a lack of opportunity for many 
middle-class women. Searching urgently for work, which was the strat-
egy of Anthony and so many others in the working class, did not neces-
sarily mean there was good work to be found. The working-class women, 
like Tracy, whose searches had been diverted by the myriad of chal-
lenges wrought by unemployment were the most likely to end up back 
in part-time work, close to the edge or in poverty.

In Falling from Grace, Katherine Newman found job loss took an 
emotional and psychological toll on her participants.42 Part of the chal-
lenge was not simply the toll of the job loss but the lost belief in Ameri-
can meritocracy—the idea that one could go to college, gain creden-
tials, work hard, and earn a lifetime of security and fulfillment. Their job 
loss represented a “broken covenant,” in which that linear path was no 
longer guaranteed. Most of my participants no longer believed in an 
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American meritocracy that would lead them to a lifetime of stable em-
ployment; enough instability has been introduced into the American 
economy since Newman wrote her book that many people no longer 
expect to retire from the same job. Indeed, as discussed in chapter 3, 
Allison Pugh, in her study of employment insecurity, found that many 
workers expect work to be a “one-way honor system” in which employ-
ees devote themselves to work but their employers owe them no recip-
rocal return.43

Yet there is an important parallel between Newman’s findings and 
mine. Some of my participants expected there to be winners in our 
“winner take all society,” and they expected to be among them.44 When 
white middle-class men, like Neil or Dean, decided they could afford to 
take time off to fly-fish or travel instead of immediately searching for 
work, it was because they expected their credentials would allow them 
to find work whenever they wanted it. And for many who took their 
time in their job search, this was true. But it was not true for all of them. 
So, when they found themselves ready to go back to work (but employ-
ers not ready to take them back), as happened to Rodney (and to Neil 
for a long time), it was a jolt to their expectations about where they 
stood in the social hierarchy (not as close to the top of the ladder as they 
had anticipated). Yet, for the most part, middle-class men correctly 
judged that they would find their way back close to where they’d been, 
and they deployed the resources they had accrued in order to achieve 
this goal. Thus, some men’s privileges, throughout the unemployment 
process from the first offers of severance to their eventual return to 
work, allowed them to engage in a reciprocal relationship with work 
organizations; like most workers, they offered their devotion to work and, 
unlike most, in return, many of the middle-class men returned to advan-
taged positions.

By identifying the processes that shape the unemployment experience, 
we see how unemployment so thoroughly shapes one’s life for a time that 
inequalities between groups become exacerbated and new inequalities 
can emerge. In the conclusion, I will explore what kinds of policy solu-
tions might prevent these gaps from widening and create a greater safety 
net for all, particularly those at the bottom, like Tracy and Anthony.
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 Conclusion
U nc e r ta i n t y  i n  t h e  H e a r t l a n d

whether during the Great Depression, the Great Recession, or the 
recession that began the 2020s, people lose jobs at alarming rates when 
the economy falters or craters. Yet, when we consider that in 2019—a 
“boom” year after a decade of economic growth—nearly 22 million 
workers lost their jobs through layoffs or discharges,1 the prevalence of 
our unemployment problem comes sharply into view. People do not 
simply lose jobs during bad times; they lose them during good times as 
well. This book should come as a clarion cry, warning of the inadequacy 
of the current unemployment system to protect people from hardship 
even during better times.

The regularity with which people lose jobs in today’s economy must 
be viewed alongside the findings I lay out in this book, showing the tolls 
job loss and unemployment take on workers and their families.2 When 
viewed in this context, we can see that regardless of whether we are in 
the middle of a recession or not, job loss and unemployment are and 
will continue to be one of the most pressing labor market concerns of 
our lifetimes. I saw, in the lives of the people I met, the extended reach 
of both job loss and the unemployment period. I witnessed the personal 
devastation that many people experienced when the ax fell. I saw the 
financial hardships that were particularly devastating for the working 
class but that also sometimes troubled the middle class as well. I discov-
ered a guilt gap in men’s and women’s responses to both their health care 
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and their responsibilities at home, with sometimes devastating conse-
quences for women. I saw how that guilt gap, and the resources gained 
over the course of the unemployment period or held in reserve from 
before a job loss, created different job-search strategies and job-search 
outcomes, and how middle-class men often had the greatest advantages 
at every step. Finally, I saw that one year later, the middle-class men were 
closer to recovery than all the others.

I found the answer to my question about what would happen when 
the day laborer and the high-flying executive stood side by side on the 
unemployment line and were joined by waitresses and nurses; the ex-
ecutive emerged on top.

Whether in their job loss, their finances, their health, or their 
household divisions of labor, most of the people I met paid some mea
surable price for their unemployment. Yet these tolls were not evenly 
distributed. There was no singular “toll,” as famously titled in the Doro-
thea Lange photograph, but varied repercussions from job loss and un-
employment. I further found that these tolls appeared to compound 
upon themselves, casting a long shadow on the job search process and 
the likelihood of its success.

Importantly, the unemployment process all too often exacerbated 
existing differences across gender and class. As we saw at every step of 
the process, the (almost entirely white) middle-class men had access to 
resources (both financial and cultural) that were less available to their 
counterparts. They benefited from severance packages, higher unem-
ployment compensation, better savings, less guilt, health insurance, the 
ability to avoid household labor, time not to search, the ability to de-
cline a “bad job,” and access to better-paid jobs that were more com-
mensurate with their past experience. This didn’t mean they had a good 
year; as we saw in the last chapter, Neil certainly struggled and faced 
strains. I do not mean we should begrudge him or the other middle-
class men the fact that they did not fall further. But his struggles were 
tempered and did not bring him anywhere near the edge of devastation 
as so many others. What we should do is question why so many of the 
resources necessary to survive the arc of the job loss, unemployment, 
and job search process appeared to be available primarily for the 
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middle-class men, allowing them to bear fewer scars from their unem-
ployment experience than the others would endure.

Too often, we think of unemployment as a uniformly bad occurrence 
that brings a host of negative outcomes along with it for everyone.3 
Research that focuses on the unemployed middle class may overempha-
size their struggles because there isn’t adequate comparison with the 
working class.4 Additionally, evidence on the scarring effects of 
unemployment—from wages to health to job status—suggests the ef-
fects are fairly similar across class (or even, sometimes, a bit wider for 
those at the top).5 But these perspectives often don’t consider the dif-
ferences in resources (and disadvantages) between groups to start with, 
nor do they consider how additional resources (and disadvantages) may 
cumulate during the unemployment experience.

We must think of the unemployment period as a time when people 
face cascading and cumulating disadvantages or advantages that, in some 
ways, mirror other institutional processes we see of resource accumula-
tion over the life course. Life course scholars argue that small differences 
in what people have access to in their youth grow over time, leading to 
large differences later in life.6 For example, we can imagine that growing 
up in a family with better-educated parents leads to a greater likelihood 
of college entrance and completion, which leads to better placement in 
a first job, which leads to higher wages and a better income by middle 
age.7 In a similar manner, small differences in disadvantages, such as less 
well-educated parents, no opportunity to attend college, and a dead-end 
job out of high school, also accumulate over time.

Unemployment offers us a short time frame to watch this advantage 
accumulation process. Unemployment is not simply a lack of employ-
ment; people can be not employed for a variety of reasons, such as going 
to school, taking care of kids, or disability. Additionally, as we have 
learned, unemployment has its own unique processes—severances, 
length of notice, state-determined unemployment benefits, loss of 
health insurance, increased time for second-shift chores (or a lack of 
second-shift increase), and state-mandated job search requirements—
that generate and exacerbate inequality differently than employment 
does. We saw over the course of the book how middle-class men brought 
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more resources with them (more savings, less debt, and higher earn-
ings) and then also accrued resources during their time out of work 
(severances, higher unemployment insurance benefits, the ability to 
maintain their health care, the ability to decline childcare responsibili-
ties) that made it easier for them to take their desired search strategies, 
navigate state job search mandates, and have their search strategies lead 
to positions that moved them forward to jobs that were either similar 
or even better than those they had had before. The middle-class men 
were much more likely than everyone else to receive a severance when 
they were fired and they had higher earnings, so they also received 
greater weekly unemployment benefits. They were also very likely to 
have a dual-earning spouse. This meant that they faced far fewer finan-
cial challenges, on average, than did everyone else, as we saw in chap-
ter 4. The middle-class men also seemed less burdened by feelings of 
guilt about their job loss, which translated to better health and less 
household work during their time unemployed. Unlike women bur-
dened by guilt and poorer finances, the middle-class men maintained 
their health insurance, continued going to the doctor, and took neces-
sary medications, and were the most likely to report improved eating 
habits. Middle-class men also didn’t feel the need to take over all of the 
household or childcare chores after they lost their jobs, giving them 
more time to search for jobs. All of these resources allowed middle-class 
men the freedom either to take time off before starting a job search or 
to search deliberately with a clear plan of what they did and did not want 
in their next job. Between the search strategies and their other resources, 
the middle-class men started out ahead and, more often than not, ended 
up ahead when I caught up with them one year later. The majority in all 
of the other groups reported that they had fallen behind at work.

Through the unemployment experience of the working-class women, 
we can see how disadvantages accumulate. Unlike the middle-class men, 
the working-class women typically received no severances, no notice, and 
their unemployment benefits were the lowest of all four groups, often 
less than poverty-level wages. They were more likely to be single parents 
than anyone else in the study, raising children on their own and support-
ing them financially on their own, too. This meant that many working-class 
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women were in greater financial peril from the outset of their job loss. 
Unlike the middle-class men whose health was maintained during this 
process, the working-class women bore a burden of guilt for losing their 
job, and they often made large sacrifices, both to their health and to their 
job search and leisure time. Working-class women gave up their insur-
ance (sometimes going uninsured even while insuring the rest of the 
family), avoided going to the doctor’s office (despite pain, illness, or 
physician recommendations), stopped taking necessary medications, 
and were the most likely to report going without food. Working-class 
women were the most likely to take on new household chores and re-
port new family responsibilities that prevented them from searching for 
new jobs. All of these disadvantages weighed on working-class women’s 
ability to search, leading them to be the most likely not to start searching 
for work right away, despite a desperate need to do so. One year later, 
these women had mostly fallen behind, finding jobs that paid signifi-
cantly less and were a big step down in status compared to their previ-
ous jobs—that is, if they had managed to find full-time work at all. 
About a third worked only part-time, some were still unemployed, and 
others had stopped searching for work.

While there is much heartache and stress to go around during this 
process (and I hope not to diminish the strains people shared with me), 
we cannot understand how unemployment operates as an agent of in
equality if we do not consider how unemployment outcomes differ.8 
Among the people I interviewed, at every step along the way, the pro
cess was differentiated by class and gender and race as well, although 
because of my small sample size, more research is needed on this topic. 
But my study does provide evidence of the advantages white middle-
class men have—in receipt of severances, in their greater savings, in 
their gendered ability to prioritize their job search over tasks at home, 
and in their use of networks to find good work at the end of the tunnel. 
I additionally find evidence of several known trends: that Black and 
Latino workers faced greater discrimination in firing, had lower finan-
cial reserves even among the middle class, and were less likely to use 
social networks to find work. Given the disparities in the hardships I 
witnessed, current policy would benefit from considering how the 
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currently unemployed are faring and asking what kinds of policy re-
sponses might reduce existing disparities among the unemployed.

We must also ask about the guilt gap and investigate the tolls created 
by cultural norms that praise women when they act in ways that are 
self-sacrificial. As I have told the story of the guilt gap at colleges and 
universities across the country, there is often large condemnation of the 
men—critiques of their willingness to leave wives uninsured while they 
protect themselves. I understand these critiques and, to a degree, can 
sympathize with them. But I also am concerned that such views distract 
us from what we should really be worried about: why women feel obli-
gated to make such large sacrifices in the first place. For several decades 
now, it has been common to say that women should be able to choose 
whether or not they want to work. There have been many critiques of 
this framing of women’s work and family choices. Pamela Stone, noted 
expert on modern motherhood, offers an incisive take on why women 
aren’t simply “opting out” of paid work but are being pushed by the in-
stitutional constraints of demanding work organizations and the inexo-
rable pull from home, whereas most dads still don’t do as much as 
moms.9 But we must continue to interrogate the ideals behind expecta-
tions of mothering—specifically those that suggest mothers should 
place their families at the center of their lives and do anything for them.10 
We also must ask the tough questions about whether and how these 
ideals may harm women or lead them to harm themselves. When women 
feel obligated to provide for their families out of notions of self-sacrifice, 
it is possible that they may do so in ways that are detrimental—or even 
dangerous—to themselves. And this is very worrying indeed.

In this conclusion, I ask what changes we might make to better sup-
port those who have lost work. Is it possible for us to imagine a system 
in which the people we’ve met, Neil, Joan, Anthony, and Tracy, and the 
others throughout the course of the book, have similar support systems 
through their time on unemployment? Could the waitresses, repair-
men, and research scientists have outcomes more like the managers? 
While current labor market conditions likely mean it would not be pos
sible for all of the unemployed to find good work again—certainly both 
economists and sociologists have argued there are few good jobs left for 
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the working class11—it is worth asking whether we can change this sys-
tem that allows so many to fall so far when they experience a period of 
unemployment.

What We Need

To address the inequality in the unemployment system, we need serious 
solutions—big and small—that address the ways that our government 
provides enough support for some people to flourish while others’ lives 
fall apart. In this section, I consider five policy suggestions that, if imple-
mented, could dramatically change the face of unemployment today.

Make Current Policies Clearer

I begin with a small policy change that could have broad impact. The 
unemployed need greater clarity about what they qualify for and for 
how long. Over and over again, I found people were unclear about their 
unemployment benefits as well as the scope of other state or federal 
benefits for which they would be eligible. They didn’t understand the 
rules they were meant to follow, or how long they would receive unem-
ployment, or their obligations to the state to remain on unemployment, 
or how much they were eligible to receive from the state. Almost half of 
the people I met fundamentally misunderstood some portion of the 
unemployment benefits program. They thought they could receive ben-
efits longer than they could, they thought benefit extension programs 
would be available (they weren’t), they thought that the state did not 
require them to take jobs unless the jobs paid a certain percentage of 
their wages (such a provision no longer existed), and some reported 
they were surprised by the size of their unemployment check, which 
was much smaller than they expected it to be. This sometimes caused 
them to misjudge their own savings because they anticipated receiving 
unemployment longer than they did, or it led some people to owe the 
state money because they had unintentionally broken the rules.

Additionally, well over half of the people I interviewed didn’t under-
stand the state and federal benefits for which they might have been 
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eligible. Unless they lost their jobs in a large layoff, the state did not send 
people from multiple agencies to their workplace to explain coordinat-
ing benefits. What this means is that many people might have also been 
eligible to apply for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), the state and federal Children’s Health Insurance Program 
(CHIP), or Medicaid for themselves if they had a qualifying health con-
dition. But what I learned was that most participants didn’t apply 
because they did not know enough about many of the programs admin-
istered by the state and usually funded both by the federal and state 
governments. As Tracy explained, “I just don’t know about stuff. Maybe 
just awareness of what’s available [would be helpful].” Tracy likely quali-
fied for state Medicaid because of her preexisting health conditions, but, 
as we learned in chapter 5, this is not something she knew. States (which 
run their unemployment programs through a mix of state and federal 
dollars) should not expect people to go out and search for the informa-
tion about the range of assistance programs—it should be the state’s 
responsibility to educate the public about their eligibility.

This wasn’t just a problem for people who had lower levels of educa-
tion. Many of the college-educated participants spoke about how they 
found it difficult to navigate the unemployment system. Even the better-
educated participants found the array of services overwhelming and 
were surprised by how challenging the system was to navigate. “I guess 
there’s assistance . . . ​out there for me,” said Frank about the experience 
of job loss. “But I didn’t know what it was until I needed it. And then 
when I needed it, I didn’t know where to find it. I had a hard time navi-
gating that. I still kinda do. So, I guess maybe educating the public 
[about how] we provide all this service to help you—because I think 
the ultimate goal is to get people back working. I mean, I want to work 
again.” If well-educated and highly motivated Frank was this confused, 
it seems a good sign that the system isn’t working as intended.

Yet, while a lack of government support would be shocking in places 
like Europe or Israel, where there is a strong expectation of government 
support in the wake of a job loss, in the United States, we have come to 
expect that the government will provide almost no services after a job 
loss. But there actually were services available that the unemployed 
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were not accessing because they either did not know how to or did not 
know the services were available. In 2020, after the global pandemic hit, 
administrative barriers prevented a large number of people nationally 
from accessing unemployment benefits.12 It is vital to address the faulty 
bureaucracy that prevents people from receiving the benefits that are 
actually available.

In Pennsylvania, the unemployed could have used a clearer overview 
of what benefits were available. An easier-to-read handbook with clearer 
rules and guidelines would be a significant boon. It would also be ben-
eficial to incorporate an overview of the unemployment rules, benefits, 
and other government support systems into the mandatory meetings 
required of all the unemployed. Taking small steps to make the current 
policies clearer and more accessible would be an important step 
forward.

New Ways to Calculate Unemployment Benefits

Before her job loss, Tracy lived below the poverty line, earning just a 
dollar over the minimum wage. When her unemployment wages were 
calculated, she received about 50 percent of her prior earnings, or $154 
a week for herself and her two children; there was no way to pay rent, 
heat the house, feed herself and her children, and pay all their bills on 
such a meager paycheck.

If we want to get serious about preventing the worst economic perils 
of unemployment, we need to consider an unemployment benefit that 
replaces 100 percent of the wages for those making minimum wage. 
While this would not prevent families like Tracy’s from experiencing 
poverty (remember, she was already living below the poverty line de-
spite working full-time before her job loss), it could prevent them from 
experiencing the incredibly sharp declines I witnessed: food scarcity, 
loss of basic services, homelessness, and an inability to care for one’s 
health. It would also be an excellent first step toward reducing the cu-
mulative effects of unemployment that I discuss at the beginning of the 
chapter. Single moms like Tracy who have to choose between feeding 
themselves or their children (and who almost always chose feeding their 
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kids) should be given a better choice than this. As we saw with Tracy, it 
also became practically impossible to start searching for work while 
dealing with all of the emergencies that resulted from plunging this far 
into poverty.

Tracy and families like hers are guaranteed to be thrown further into 
poverty by the current way most states calculate unemployment bene-
fits. This cannot be what FDR and Frances Perkins intended when they 
set up the unemployment compensation system. But it is the result of 
decades of massive underfunding of unemployment insurance at both 
the state and the federal level.13 If the hope had been that unemploy-
ment benefits would move us away from Great Depression poverty, 
which Dorothea Lange called the “Toll of Uncertainty,” then we have 
failed; the tolls are piled high for families like Tracy’s. If you’ve read this 
far, I hope you will share my outrage and see the need for us to do more 
for Tracy and families like hers.

But Tracy’s family wasn’t the only one that struggled, and we need 
solutions for families whose more solid finances were undercut by un-
employment. Unemployment is one of the fastest routes to poverty in 
our country,14 but does it have to be? Latesha’s family struggled quite a 
bit after she lost her job, even though both she and her husband had 
held stable middle-class jobs. But they also were supporting her mother 
and trying to save to put their teenage twin daughters through college 
in a couple of years. “Unemployment is a joke. . . . ​You should at least 
get, maybe for six months, equivalent to what you were making and 
then let it go down; taper it off. But going from X-amount to 
$300-and-something a week? My kids make more than me. Give me a 
fucking break.” Latesha, the office administrator, was at half her original 
salary, now making less than her kids who worked service-industry jobs 
over the summer. Unemployment didn’t cover the family’s bills or their 
own college debt; it left nothing for the kids’ college savings.

Pairing the 100 percent income replacement for minimum-wage 
workers with tiered replacement levels for everyone else for the first six 
months could minimize the immediate economic shock of job loss on 
families and communities. This would be easier to do if we thought 
about unemployment insurance as just that—insurance to protect 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



C o n c l u s i o n   219

workers when their jobs are lost, just as auto insurance protects us from 
the costs of a car accident. Fully funding the unemployment insurance 
program, which we have not done for decades, would go a long way to 
protecting the unemployed.

As it stands now, waitresses, like Tracy, and managers, like Neil, pay 
the same amount in federal unemployment insurance taxes, on average, 
because the cap is reached once someone earns $8,000 a year. We need 
to broaden the tax base so that someone like Neil, who receives much 
more money in unemployment insurance than Tracy does, pays more 
into it, too. Alix Gould-Werth, the director of Family Economic Security 
Policy at the Washington Center for Equitable Growth, proposes that 
we should expand the base payments for unemployment insurance by 
increasing it to the same level as the Social Security Index and indexing 
it to inflation.15 This change would go a long way toward shoring up the 
federal funds for unemployment insurance.

While there has long been a debate among economists about whether 
more generous benefits might lengthen the amount of time before the 
unemployed start searching for work,16 the best national-level data sug-
gests there are better outcomes when benefits are more generous.17 This 
would certainly align with my findings about Tracy and other diverted 
workers, who found that their meager benefits made it difficult to search 
for work. It would also align with what I found about those who searched 
urgently and took jobs for which they were ill prepared. They some-
times found themselves back on the unemployment line before I’d had 
a chance to do my initial interviews.

Moreover, some evidence suggests that more generous benefits allow 
for searches that lead to better matches between workers and their 
jobs.18 My research certainly suggests that the current system pushed 
working-class men in particular, as well as some working-class women 
(particularly those who weren’t diverted), to search for any job they 
could find without regard for whether it matched their skills. And it 
prevents others from searching at all. We remember that Anthony, a 
skilled electronic/computer technician, spent a year working at a gro-
cery store because it was the first job he found. These are certainly not 
the desired outcomes by either the unemployed or the state. In contrast, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



220  C o n c l u s i o n

those with greater resources were better able to mount deliberate 
searches, navigating state requirements, turning down jobs that weren’t 
in their desired areas, and holding out for the jobs that they wanted.

Yet more generous unemployment insurance won’t bring better out-
comes for everyone. As we saw with the middle-class women in partic
ular, sometimes there were not better jobs to be found even when the 
unemployed had the chance to conduct a more deliberate search. But 
this does not mean that more generous unemployment insurance 
should not be our goal. Even if people cannot find their ideal jobs, we 
should consider whether preventing falls into deep poverty are, at least 
partly, the goal of unemployment insurance. Nearly a century after we 
first introduced the unemployment insurance system, we must ask if our 
commitment to the unemployed has changed and, if not, we must seek 
better solutions.

Childcare Credit Expansion

In 2014, the national news across the country was focused on the job 
search tribulations of a woman named Shanesha Taylor.19 She had been 
desperately searching for better-paying work, but she couldn’t find any-
one to watch her two boys while she went on an interview for what 
seemed to be a very good job. After failing to find childcare for her 
children, she decided to leave them in the car with the windows down 
during her interview. She was excited after the interview, thinking that 
she’d gotten the job. But she arrived back at her car, only to find it sur-
rounded by the police, who had been informed that the boys were in 
the car alone.

Neither women nor men should have to choose between finding 
good-paying work and caring for their children. Instead, there is a good 
reason to expand existing childcare credit programs to those who have 
lost jobs in order to ensure those with child-rearing responsibilities, 
most often women, can continue to search for work. In chapter 6, we 
learned that women, much more often than men, faced strong obliga-
tions to pick up the second shift, including new childcare obligations at 
home. We learned many working-class women lost the childcare 
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support they had received either from partners or from extended kin 
when they lost their jobs. Some like Samantha even lost their childcare 
credit from the state, which was a particular blow to single moms. We 
saw too often in chapter 7 that these increased family responsibilities 
prevented women, particularly working-class women, from searching 
for work. In chapter 8, we saw that many of the middle-class women 
who were able at first to avoid childcare obligations found that as their 
time away from work increased, so, too, did their obligations at home, 
which further constrained their searches.

Like others I met, Paula wished there were “free public access to 
really high-quality early childhood programs.” As others have noted, the 
access to childcare can’t be simply any type of childcare because parents 
are reluctant to use care that is of poor quality or that may not be safe.20 
Yet the childcare credits used from Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) have not always provided families (often mothers) 
with access to quality childcare programs.21 We need better alternatives. 
Expanded access to high-quality and affordable care must be a priority. 
Caitlyn Collins and others have argued the patchwork system currently 
available in the United States is utterly inadequate.22

The childcare crisis during the 2020 global pandemic vividly brought 
to light the challenges of caring for children while attempting to work 
or search for a job. Multiple studies have shown that as schools and 
childcare centers closed under statewide mandates, women bore the 
brunt of the resulting increase in care work in the home; women were 
also more likely to quit, reduce their paid hours, or lose jobs in response 
to these new challenges.23 Women of color and low-income women 
were not only most likely to lose work during this period, but they also 
bore the biggest brunt of caring challenges—not just care for children 
but also for the elderly (this caring demand was not seen as often among 
those I met, but it is one highlighted by the Covid-19 crisis).24 As we 
saw earlier in this book, the twin demands of job searches (a task de-
scribed both by the people I met and by unemployment expert Ofer 
Sharone as itself a full-time job) and childcare responsibilities are practi-
cally incompatible, prolonging searches for women who must combine 
the two.
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Thus, my second policy suggestion is that high-quality and affordable 
childcare access must be expanded, nationally, and continued access to 
this care must be provided when women and men lose jobs. It is para-
doxical to insist everyone search for work and yet ignore that job loss 
leads to an inability to purchase childcare for many. If the unemployed 
have to provide childcare rather than search for work, their ability to 
search for work will be greatly impeded, as we saw with the mostly 
working-class women in the Diverted search group, who were unable to 
start or maintain a job search because of their family responsibilities or 
their dive into poverty. Many of these women received little help for 
childcare at home and didn’t have the financial ability to keep their 
children in childcare (either formal or informal) after they lost their 
jobs. This left them with little time to search for work.

These types of programs will likely impact not only people’s ability 
to find work but also the type of work they can find. Sociologists Mi-
chelle Budig, Joya Misra, and Irene Boeckmann have found that in 
countries with shared societal expectations that support women’s paid 
employment (as is generally the case in the United States), policies 
such as parental leave and public childcare lead to higher wages for 
women.25 This suggests that public childcare could have even broader 
implications for the unemployed, as raised wages could mean higher 
unemployment benefits and a bigger financial cushion should unem-
ployment be faced again.

Expansion of  Health Care Provisions

My third policy suggestion relates to the decisions the unemployed 
made about their health. Those who lose jobs should have access to 
more affordable versions of the insurance plans offered via the Afford-
able Care Act (ACA). People, more often women, made devastating 
sacrifices to their health after a job loss. They gave up their health insur-
ance, skipped their doctors’ visits, stopped taking their needed medi
cations, and neglected their peace of mind. These sacrifices likely have 
long-term effects on our economy, in terms of both worker productivity 
and future health care costs for these workers—costs that could be 
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prevented if people had access to affordable coverage during the period 
when they are out of work.

As political scientist Jacob Hacker has noted, employers have 
transferred more of the “risk” of the cost of health care to employees 
instead of themselves carrying the burden.26 Ruth noted this change 
in employment relations as she described the challenges facing those 
earning slightly too much to be eligible for the lower-tier levels of the 
ACA. She explained, “In the eighties and early nineties it was a given 
that you had health insurance with the job and your employer paid for 
it. You didn’t have to pay for it. It’s gotten crazy. What prompted me 
to even go back to school [for my master’s] was my salary and the cost 
of insurance was crazy. Like, I was bringing home $1,100 every two 
weeks and my insurance for my family was almost $700 every month.” 
Her health insurance cost Ruth almost one-third of her monthly earn-
ings. Given such a burdensome cost, it is hard to imagine how she could 
afford to pay for insurance in addition to the rest of her bills after her 
job loss. The 2020 pandemic made the importance of affordable 
health insurance all the more urgent, as tens of millions of Americans 
lost their jobs and their health insurance along with it at a time when 
the globe was seized by a devastating health crisis.

The need for more affordable health insurance was one of the most 
popular refrains among the people I met. Although some did benefit 
from the introduction of the ACA, many found even the most basic plan 
out of reach on their very limited budgets. Seth wished we could “be 
like Europe and give us all free health insurance. . . . ​If I had the money, 
I would just move to Europe and start over there [chuckles].” Seth 
dreamed of Europe because he had his doubts that this sort of solution 
could be found in the United States. The ACA is clearly a first step 
toward expanded health care coverage. It just doesn’t cover enough 
people at the moment, nor is it affordable enough for many of those it 
does cover, as we learned in chapter 5.

Much of the resentment people felt about our current health care 
system stemmed from the fact that they saw others as having access to 
free or reduced-cost health care while they did not have access to these 
programs. Expanding the access to health insurance could be one way 
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to further grow support for the ACA and for the role of government in 
creating solutions to today’s economic problems.

Rethink Incentives to Push People Back to Work

Fourth, the incentives to push people back to work as quickly as possi
ble should be revised. Requiring that people apply for a particular 
number of jobs a week may force people to apply for jobs that don’t 
match their skill set. Requiring them to take any job that they are of-
fered may move people, like Anthony, into positions that they are over-
qualified for or, like Brent, into jobs that they are underqualified for. 
Neither of these are good outcomes and can either lead to being placed 
in a job that does not pay the bills or to a speedy return to unemploy-
ment (as we learned, Brent ended up taking a job in sales that he soon 
lost). Both situations lead to mounting debt and, often, more unem-
ployment, which is costly for both the state and the worker. The cur-
rent incentives force those without the economic resources or the 
knowledge necessary to navigate the rules into bad jobs for which they 
are not qualified and which they quickly lose. This creates churn in the 
system and puts some people at greater risk of chronic unemployment. 
Anthony’s wife explained, “They need to stop essentially penalizing you 
for trying to get further pay and to move yourself forward.” She wanted 
Anthony to have the same ability that Harold had—that is, to be able 
to receive a job offer that was less than ideal and to delay taking it to see 
if something better was around the corner.

Those with more resources, like Harold, whom we met again at the 
beginning of chapter 8 when he found a good-paying job, worked 
around these quick return requirements and took a more deliberate ap-
proach to finding a good and lasting job—a search strategy we should 
support for all workers. At first, I begrudged Harold; I thought it seemed 
unfair that he was able to turn down jobs he didn’t want, and to delay 
taking offers to see how other opportunities would pan out, and not feel 
the despair that was so evident in Tracy’s and Anthony’s lives. But I 
came to realize that I didn’t want Harold to face similar despair—I re-
sented the system that let Harold have access to one way of being 
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unemployed and gave Tracy and Anthony such a different set of rules 
to work with.

Why must workers have resources to navigate the system to get the 
best outcome? Everyone should have the ability to carefully look for the 
best kind of job one can find. Harold and others like him simply re-
sponded to the demands of the system in ways that best suited their and 
their families’ needs. Paula, the college-educated childcare worker who 
didn’t want to lose her home, did this, too, by only applying for jobs that 
would pay her well enough to keep her home. We need a system in place 
that allows all workers to have this option.

Of course, I did find that some folks did more than shy away from 
bad jobs to make sure that they found the best job they could to sup-
port their families, as Harold or Paula had done. Some, like Neil, took 
time off—time that Neil felt he deserved; “I’m not a person who likes 
charity,” he told me, but unemployment wasn’t charity, he reasoned; it 
was something he’d paid into. It is the actions of those who have taken 
time off—time at least partially paid for by the American public—that 
may make it hard for some to stomach the idea of expanding unem-
ployment insurance for all. Perhaps this would be partly solved if the 
middle-class men paid more of their fair share (as I’ve already noted, 
they received much more in unemployment insurance than others but 
paid the same amount in federal taxes). It might also be solved with 
more commonsense rules—rules that mandated searching for work 
but that also recognized that people can’t always find available work in 
a given week and that they can’t take jobs that won’t allow them to 
continue to pay their bills. Regardless, the actions of the few men like 
Neil who take time need not dictate the threshold of our generosity 
for everyone else.

We should also remember that part of the reason Tracy was starting 
so far behind Neil and so many others was because of the existing dis-
parities in income before their job losses. Working forty hours a week 
and earning the most she’d made in her lifetime, Tracy lived in poverty 
before her job loss, which meant that even a 100 percent replacement wage 
would still leave her family in poverty. Addressing some of the under
lying inequity in resources that people bring into the unemployment 
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period would help to address some of the gap in outcomes I’ve de-
scribed in these pages. This would mean making changes to our employ-
ment system, creating better jobs for workers, so they have a better shot 
of finding good work. There are many existing policy suggestions on 
how to improve the quality of work and reduce job-related insecurity.27 
There is one recommendation for creating better working-class jobs 
worth highlighting here as it directly pertains to those I met. Higher 
wages through the passage of new minimum-wage standards would be 
a step in the right direction; it is difficult, if not impossible, for workers 
like Tracy to ever financially prosper when they must make do, even 
when fully employed, on wages that leave them and their families below 
the poverty line.

Ultimately, we need to ask what the goals of the unemployment ben-
efits system truly are in order to rethink how the system should be set 
up. Do we simply want to move people back to work as quickly as pos
sible, regardless of the human cost? Or do we want to create a safety net 
to protect the unemployed from falling so far? If we hope to do the 
latter, we need more than policy suggestions; we also need to create a 
climate in which these policies can be implemented.

What We Could Be

These policy suggestions stem from a combination of my years meeting 
with the unemployed, my reading of the existing policy literature, and 
my belief that there can be a better way forward. This is, perhaps, a dif-
ficult charge in America, given our historical obsession with the idea 
that people could better themselves simply with more hard work. As 
Barack Obama noted in his presidential nomination speech to the 
Democratic National Convention, it is an attitude that says to the poor 
that they should “pull yourself up by your bootstraps.” We are, as Max 
Weber noted over a century ago, a society so committed to the impor-
tance of one’s work ethic that we have long equated hard work with 
morality.28 Such an emphasis on the importance of work has led Ameri-
cans, as far back as the 1800s, to look down on the unemployed, thinking 
they were “lazy” and even “immoral.”29
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Some of these tensions are further imbued with deeply held beliefs 
about race. Some of the white participants I met thought Black Ameri-
cans were more likely to unjustly access government benefits, while they 
(the white participants) had earned the unemployment benefits they 
received. Emily, a white woman, told me that she “wasn’t racist” but she 
thought Black Americans abused the system. “Y’know they’re lying,” 
she told me. But despite this deep skepticism from some whites, re-
search consistently finds that Black and Latino people are actually less 
likely to access the unemployment system than whites are, even when 
they are equally eligible.30 Black workers, on average, receive signifi-
cantly lower unemployment benefits than do white workers even 
when they earn similar salaries, according to economist Kathryn A. 
Edwards.31 Moreover, Black and Latino workers are more likely to be 
employed in precarious employment that makes them less eligible for 
unemployment benefits than are whites.32 Political scientists and soci-
ologists consistently find that beliefs about race impinge on our ability 
to be generous with our shared government benefits.33 We need to ac-
knowledge and confront racist ideas about the use of unemployment 
(and other) benefits if we are to craft a better unemployment system.

And, as we have seen, we need a better system; many people need 
more help to weather the storm brought on by a job loss. And many, 
like Tracy, did not receive enough unemployment compensation to 
keep them and their families out of poverty, nor did they have enough 
resources in reserve to cover the gap between unemployment benefits 
and the cost of living, which prevented them from searching for good 
work.

Yet American beliefs in the importance of hard work and going it 
alone are well entrenched. Leslie McCall, a professor of political science 
and sociology, notes a majority of Americans today remain against gov-
ernment policies that could be seen as redistributive.34 In fact, this view-
point is so pervasive that even those who would benefit from some of 
the policies I’ve suggested might oppose them. Take Pamela, the 
working-class woman whose husband encouraged her to tend their 
large garden rather than go back to work, for example. She told me she 
wished the government could “help people who need help, when they 
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need it.” She could have used the help; her family moved into poverty 
after her job loss. But as she spoke, she reversed herself, sounding a re-
frain I became very familiar with over the course of my interviews. She 
explained, “I don’t [receive] cash or anything, it’s just food stamps, but 
I’m not saying that they should give me more money. I mean, I obvi-
ously get what I’m supposed to get.” There are many contradictions 
here: Pamela denied receiving cash support, even though she received 
unemployment insurance; she also wanted more government help, then 
denied she needed any. If Pamela had not turned so quickly away from 
her own needs, she might have articulated a need for more government 
intervention. But she reversed course, rejecting her original thought 
that she would have benefited from more government aid.

But what if we did not have to turn away from this question of helping 
people when they need it? As Dorothea Lange showed us nearly a 
century ago, there is a different way to view the unemployed and our 
mutual obligations to each other in our society. Her photographs were 
never meant to be simple reflections of her times. She wanted them to 
be calls to action. In an interview, Lange said that the responsibility of a 
documentary photographer is “to the outside world,” and her celebrated 
photographs are merely “by-products” of that external commitment.

Leslie McCall’s research on American beliefs about inequality and 
redistribution shows us there is a possibility for a different way. While 
she finds little support for redistributive policies, she does discover evi-
dence that Americans would like to find a solution that does not ask 
people to simply pull up their bootstraps. In fact, McCall argues that 
Americans became increasingly concerned about income inequality 
starting in the early 1990s.35 I also found evidence of this type of senti-
ment among the people I met. For some, the role of the government was 
to step forward when people experienced an event like unemployment. 
Ken wanted the government to “make it easier for people who need 
assistance to get assistance and not have so many hoops to jump 
through. . . . ​There’s people who need it who don’t have a choice. Not 
everyone has a choice if their company closes. . . .” People like Ken saw 
the possibility in our mutual obligations, and we can provide these bet-
ter policies if we follow their lead.
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I’d like to imagine we can create a world in which Tracy does not 
struggle as much as she did and in which she could find her way back to 
better work. Tracy herself had a hard time imagining a world like that. I 
asked her what kind of job she would like if she could do anything she 
wanted, and she told me that she could grin and bear any job if it would 
support her and her kids. I asked her again: What if she could imagine 
something better than that for herself? But Tracy had not had a life that 
let her have such imaginings. She’d always needed to work “for the 
money,” and that didn’t allow her to indulge in some fantasy with me 
about what she would want to do. She told me, “I just need something 
that pays well. So, I don’t know what my job would be. I really don’t.”

Tracy’s dream job may remain clouded over, but what she needs from 
her government is not. Clearer policies, a higher unemployment ben-
efit, a childcare credit expansion to provide care for her elementary-age 
daughter while she searched for work, affordable health care and access 
to doctors and medicines, and a new set of unemployment rules that 
give her more time to search for a good-paying job—and maybe even 
a job that paid enough to propel her out of poverty once her search 
ended successfully. I want to live in the America that can believe in this 
vision, too.
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ac k no w l e d g m e n t s

the people who shared their unemployment stories with me are the 
heart of this book. Most sat down with me and my team more than 
once, letting us into their lives so that we could better understand our 
country’s unemployment system. This book would not be possible 
without their generosity. I am grateful, beyond measure, to them all. I 
hope that I have done their experiences justice and that we will hear 
their stories as a collective call to action.

Although I say that I spent my sabbatical year enjoying the solitude of 
writing, in truth, I was always surrounded by the support of exception-
ally talented scholars and dear friends, including my two wonderful writ-
ing groups. Jessica Halliday Hardie and Carrie Shandra read every word 
on every page of this book more than once (while writing their own 
important books), always offering insightful critiques, sharing laughter 
and tears, and navigating academia together. Heather Jacobson, Kristen 
Schultz Lee, and I have been writing, reading, and dining together for 
over a decade now; their feedback has shaped my work and my career. 
While Adrianne Frech and I do not yet have side-by-side offices with a 
pass-through window, we do have a tremendous collaborative partner-
ship, now in its second decade, that provided many insights for this book; 
I am grateful for her generous and productive feedback on multiple por-
tions of the book at various stages of conception. Josipa Roksa and I 
talked through many of the ideas in the book in our monthly chats; our 
friendship has been a steady support since my early graduate school days. 
Molly Martin provided key insights on portions of the book, and our 
friendship and time together provides a welcome respite from our hectic 
lives. My many thanks go to Léa Pessin, for her incisive comments on 
the book and for our walks during my final days of revising.
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Many colleagues have been very generous with their time as I shared 
drafts, talked over ideas, asked questions about their areas of expertise, 
and gave talks. Generative conversations, critical feedback, encourage-
ment, and insightful comments came from Julie Artis, Regina Baker, 
Jenifer Bratter, Mary Brinton, Dan Carlson, Emilio Castilla, Noelle 
Chesley, Caity Collins, Stephanie Coontz, Allison Daminger, Janette 
Dill, Kathleen Gerson, Pilar Gonalons-Pons, Jerry Jacobs, Erin Kelly, 
Sasha Killewald, Ellen Lamont, Michèle Lamont, Hedy Lee, Adam Lip-
pert, Kathleen McGinn, Krista Lynn Minnotte, Olenka Mitukiewicz, 
Phyllis Moen, Eunsil Oh, Joanna Pepin, Allison Pugh, Leah Ruppanner, 
Natasha Sarkisian, Liana Sayer, Ariela Schachter, John Shandra, Lisa 
Wade, Adia Harvey Wingfield, Jaqlyn Wong, and Jill Yavorsky. Many 
thanks to the graduate students and faculty in the departments that 
hosted early book talks at Harvard, MIT, Washington University in 
St. Louis, the University of Pennsylvania, and the University of Virginia.

My deep appreciation goes to the many gender, work-family, and un-
employment scholars whose work I reference in the book; your work 
inspires my own, and I thank you for the conversations we have had and 
will continue to have. Stephanie Coontz has been a champion of my 
work since the beginning and gave me critical advice on writing this 
book. Additional thanks go to Frank Anechiarico, for teaching the 
class that introduced me to Dorothea Lange’s photographs. Jen Bratter 
believed in the early kernels of the idea of this book and is a wonderful 
mentor and friend. I am particularly grateful to Kathleen Gerson, my 
friend, collaborator, and mentor, who continues to cheer for me and 
my work.

I am deeply appreciative of the wonderful graduate and undergradu-
ate students, many of whom worked directly on this project, either 
through interviews, recruitment, transcriptions, coding, reference com-
pilation, or indirectly through work on adjacent projects. For their work 
either conducting interviews or recruiting at the CareerLink (or both), 
I thank Erica Dollhopf, Kayla Follmer, April Gunsallus, Eric LaPlant, 
Lydia Hayes Owens, Rachel Terman, and Tori Thomas. My deep ap-
preciation for work on literature reviews, interview transcription, data 
management, and other projects goes to Maria del Rosario Castro 
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Bernardini, Julia Gurule, Kimmy Kim, Youngeun Lee, Sean McGinley, 
Ashley Niccolai, Daniel Parr, Aniruddha Ramachandra, Christen Sher-
off, and Meghan Stouter. Veronica “Roni” Joyce wrote a wonderful hon-
ors thesis using this data. I have also had the honor of working with a 
fabulous group of gender/work/family doctoral students during this 
time period, including Joeun Kim, Jane Lankes, Ashley Niccolai, Sarah 
Patterson, Susana Quiros, and Maria del Rosario Castro Bernardini.

Meagan Levinson has an exceptionally astute editorial eye and a deep 
commitment to the ideas of the book and was greatly generous with her 
time during a period when it felt hard to find extra time to spare. It has 
been a joy to work with her. The entire team at Princeton University Press 
(PUP) has been terrific, from Christie Henry’s initial phone call, to the 
dedicated work of Jacqueline Delaney, to Erin Davis’s great work shep-
herding the manuscript through production, to Karen Brogno’s excep-
tional work with the copy editing, to Jill Kramer's great proofreading, to 
Derek Thornton’s brilliant cover design, and, finally, to all of Maria Whel-
an’s wonderful publicity efforts. I am very appreciative of Kate Mertes’s 
terrific index and her suggestion and compilation of the participant index. 
I also owe a debt of thanks to James Cook, another fabulous editor, who 
gave incisive feedback on the initial proposal as well as advice and valued 
friendship over the years. Anonymous reviewers from both PUP and Ox-
ford University Press gave comments on the book proposal, and three 
anonymous PUP reviewers gave comments on the full manuscript. I hope 
the reviewers can see the fruits of their labors in these pages; their 
thoughts and suggestions resonated as I wrote, wrestled with, and revised 
the manuscript. I also benefited from anonymous reviews from Gender & 
Society and comments from then-editor Jo Reger. Portions of chapter 7 
were previously published in Gender & Society, and I thank the journal 
and Sage Publications for their permission to reprint here.

Mark Price generously connected me to Sue Mukherjee and Randy 
Murphy at the Center for Workforce Information and Analysis. They 
connected me with the CareerLink regional directors (whose names I 
cannot share), who connected me with local county directors. I am very 
grateful for the access provided to the CareerLink centers and to the 
staff at those sites for their tireless work (on shoestring budgets) on 
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behalf of the unemployed. The majority of my participants reported 
being impressed with the work the CareerLink staff did. While I call for 
change in the book, these critiques are aimed higher up—at those who 
underfund programs like these—and not at those doing the hard work.

At Penn State, I have been sustained by amazing women who gener-
ously shared their time, expertise, enthusiasm, support, and friendship: 
Mary Bellman, Michelle Frisco, Jen Glick, Corina Graif, Nancy Luke, 
Kate Maich, Molly Martin, Susan McHale, Léa Pessin, and Jenny van 
Hook. Glenn Firebaugh and Doug Teti read early drafts of my National 
Science Foundation (NSF) proposal, and their feedback made it stron-
ger. Paul Whitehead generously provided employment law advice and 
reading recommendations. Many others in the Sociology and the Labor 
and Employment Relations departments and the PRI Family Demog-
raphy working group provided their thoughts, enthusiasm, and sup-
port for the project, including Gary Adler, Mark Anner, Eric Baumer, 
Paul Clark, J. D. Daw, Gordon de Jong, Elaine Farndale, Diane Felmlee, 
Mark Gough, Steven Haas, Melissa Hardy, Elaine Hui, Valarie King, 
Stephen Matthews, John McCarthy, Hee Man Park, Jean Phillips, Sumita 
Raghuram, Alan Sica, and Ashton Verdery.

There are very many staff members at Penn State who do the neces-
sary work to ensure research projects operate smoothly. I am particu-
larly grateful to Angela Jordan, Diane Diviney, Rachel Charney, Lisa 
Broniszewski, Dora Hunter, and Sherry Yocum. I am also grateful to 
Lynn Demyan and Leslie Moore, who did a brilliant job of transcribing 
the vast majority of the interviews. Isabella Furth provided much ap-
preciated, insightful, and thoughtful edits of the book proposal.

I received generous financial support for this project from many fund-
ing sources, first from a seed grant as well as developmental assistance 
provided by the Population Research Institute (PRI) at Penn State Uni-
versity, which is supported by an infrastructure grant from the Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment (NICHD) at the National Institutes of Health (NIH) (grant no. 
P2CHD041025), then from an award given by the American Sociological 
Association’s Fund for the Advancement of the Discipline, and finally sup-
port from the NSF (grant no. SES-1357264). A second seed grant from 
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PRI and a grant from the NICHD branch of the NIH (grant no. 
R03HD088806-01A1) supported my work with Adrianne Frech that is 
presented in these pages. A sabbatical from Penn State (and the continued 
support from the university’s then-dean, Susan Welch) were critical for 
the final writing phase of the book. An early-career fellowship from the 
Work-Family Research Network expanded my networks at an important 
time in my career, and I am grateful for the support, to my fellow fellows, 
and to Steve Sweet for running the program.

The years during which I wrote this book were filled with both great 
joy and sorrow in my life, as well as in the world at large. Throughout, I 
have been buoyed by the presence of Kaitlin and Russ Hedberg; Naomi 
Turbidy and Allison Cox; Chrissy Fritton; Katey Wilber; Kelly Hoff-
heins; Karen Winterich; Melissa Poulsen and Derek Lee; Megan Maas 
and Cabus Dewey; the Htet-Khins; Pearl Brandes; Amanda Paschke 
and Morgan Conn; Katrina Niidas Holm and Chris Holm; the Nolans; 
Lauren Oshman and Doug Perkins; Shibani Munshi; Carly Barner; 
Andy and Rachel Shelden; the Morris family; and the Vanegas-Zamora 
family.

My wonderful family has been with me through it all. My mom, 
Frankie Knapp, carried the weight of our family’s world on her shoul-
ders for much of the last decade and still manages to laugh with aban-
don. She takes notes on the projects I’m involved with, so she can stay 
up to date—thanks, Mom. Through their own scholarship and activism, 
Jonathan Knapp and Alexis Callender push my thinking forward. It is a 
gift to have siblings who are friends, as are Jon and Alex and John and 
Janet Damaske. I can count on John to send me gender-wage-gap gal-
lows humor; Janet went above and beyond the call of duty, providing 
incisive line edits for portions of the book. Claire and Dick Damaske 
have celebrated my work, cheered me on, and been steady supports for 
all of us. My dear niece, Grace, and nephew, Noah, are treasured parts 
of my life. My daughter, Charlotte, was born when this project was in its 
nascent phases, bringing such light and joy into our lives. Thank you, 
my dearest girl, for understanding when the book demanded more of 
my time than you wanted to share and for showing continued interest 
in my work, reading portions of chapters, asking if the book was 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



236  a c k n o w l e d g m e n t s

“nonfiction or historical fiction,” making suggestions, and celebrating 
with me when I handed it in. Watching you grow and change has been 
the best part of this decade. Finally, Paul Damaske continues to be there 
for me and for our family every day, a steady, generous, and loving part-
ner in my life’s journey. This book would not be possible without him; 
thank you for co-parenting, for proofreading late into the night, and for 
your boundless enthusiasm for my work. I am so glad you are by my side 
to share both the difficult times as well as the light we find and create 
together. My dad, Stephen Knapp, learned that he had cancer just before 
I started the research for this book; he died in 2017. His absence is keenly 
felt, as he was always such a wonderful cheerleader for me (and for all 
he met). The light he created through his art and in his love for our 
family continues to shine in you all. Thank you.
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while researching my first book, For the Family? How Class and 
Gender Shape Women’s Work, I discovered something surprising: a 
group of women who felt very constrained in their ability to choose 
whether or not to work (contrary to common parlance at the time, 
which suggested women were doing one or the other, rather than pass-
ing between stages).1 These women experienced multiple job losses and 
great financial strains at home. The financial strains they faced at home 
made it impossible for them to retreat entirely from the workplace and 
become stay-at-home mothers (indeed, many insisted that paid work 
was an important part of their identity). But their employment histories 
and lower education levels meant they were hired into occupations that 
had average job tenures of six to eight months. This left them unable to 
steady themselves at work or to fully withdraw from the labor market; 
I called them “interrupted” workers. As I finished that book, I knew I 
needed to know more about women who experienced unemployment 
and how their experiences compared to men’s. After my first book was 
complete, I began researching women and unemployment and found 
that even though women have somewhat similar unemployment rates 
to men, there was little sociological research focused on women and 
unemployment and almost nothing about the similarities or differences 
in men’s and women’s unemployment experiences. Indeed, in much of 
the research on unemployment, men’s experiences remain centered 
while women’s experiences are often set off to the side.2

My experience from my first book, as well as my subsequent research, 
led me to begin this project with a series of interlocking questions that 
I wanted to understand: What are the differences in the ways that men 
and women, across classes, experience job loss and unemployment? 
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More specifically, how do men and women negotiate job loss and un-
employment, how does it shape their family life, and what may impede 
their return to work? Do women and men even make similar attempts 
to return to work, given their different labor force attachment levels and 
work-family responsibilities? Finally, how are job loss, unemployment, 
and job-seeking experiences further differentiated by differences in race 
and class? Qualitative methods are often employed to research ques-
tions like these, as in-depth interviewing is an ideal method for building 
theory that stems from deductive readings of the existing literature and 
abductive analysis of the data.3 A life history framework (which I em-
ployed both in the development of the research questions and in the 
analysis) allows for the investigation of the processes through which 
women and men move into and out of work and how they experience 
job loss and unemployment. Life history analysis makes it possible to 
chart the ways that work and unemployment are experienced, as well as 
track key transition periods in workforce participation over a lifetime. 
Life course interviews encourage attention to pivotal turning points in 
a person’s life pathway, such as a job loss and a period of unemployment, 
and allow the interviewer to trace steps leading toward the pivotal mo-
ment and leading away from it (and also allowing for the interviewer to 
note when such a moment is experienced as a nonevent for some, as 
unemployment was for Anthony, who had lost so many jobs before, 
even when it is experienced as a crucial moment for others, as it was for 
Tracy and Joan).

Selecting a Sample

This book uses data from 100 qualitative interviews with working- and 
middle-class men and women conducted from 2013 to 2015.4 I’ve in-
cluded table 1 to give readers a brief snapshot of all the participants in 
the study, including information about their gender, social class, marital 
status, number of children, and race. To determine the feasibility of the 
project, I began by fielding a pilot study, recruiting twenty participants 
from a wide range of my and others’ social networks (including three 
participants randomly recruited via ten-digit dialing in a metropolitan 
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area). To find people for the snowball sample, I started out small, relying 
on word of mouth and even randomly calling people and asking if any-
one in the household had recently lost a job. Four of the pilot study 
participants are excluded from these analyses, as they were older than 
age 55 and their responses suggested they faced different challenges than 
younger job seekers. I received financial support first from the American 
Sociological Association Fund for the Advancement of the Discipline 
and from my own university, the Pennsylvania State University. After I 
concluded the pilot study, it became clear to me that the snowball de-
sign (where one person you meet introduces you to another) would not 
yield a large or diverse enough group of people. Although I started from 
a wide number of nodes (almost all of the original twenty were not con-
nected to each other, having been recruited from a diverse network), 
many of the people I met in the pilot study recommended others who 
had lost jobs from the same companies where they had worked; I was 
concerned that this form of sampling would not lead to a broad range 
of unemployment experiences. As Mario Luis Small notes, many quali-
tative projects evolve over time, changing as the contours and the possi-
bilities of the research design become clear.5

Then a grant from the National Science Foundation (NSF) allowed 
me to hire a research team and change my recruiting design. I wanted 
to find people through the unemployment offices—it was the one place 
people who had lost jobs had in common. The Pennsylvania CareerLink 
is a statewide clearinghouse for jobs and information for the unem-
ployed that holds multiple weekly meetings in counties statewide. 
Everyone who receives unemployment benefits from the state is re-
quired to attend a meeting at the CareerLink to keep those unemploy-
ment benefits. I spoke with a regional CareerLink director to explain 
my research and ask if I might recruit participants from the mandatory 
meetings. She immediately understood why there was a need for a study 
like mine and agreed to allow me to recruit participants from centers in 
Pennsylvania. After the end of the required meeting, the person running 
the meeting would say someone from my team had an announcement 
and that people could stay to listen to it if they wanted to (making it 
clear that even hearing the announcement was voluntary).6 At this 
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point, a member of my research team would invite people to participate 
in my study, letting them know they weren’t obligated to do so, and also 
that they would receive a small monetary award ($50) if they did.7 After 
the announcement, everyone who was interested in participating was 
invited to fill out a form that included information to determine eligibil-
ity in the study. Thus, with the support of the NSF funding and the 
generosity of the many CareerLink employees (who remain nameless 
to protect the confidentiality of the unemployed), I expanded the study 
design and recruited the remaining eighty-four people from the Career-
Link meetings.

Pilot study results had suggested varied experiences across rural and 
city dwellers, so I decided to have my team recruit at CareerLink centers 
in five counties. The counties included one midsize city, two small cities, 
and two rural areas. We did not, however, visit a highly dense urban 
area, mostly for practical reasons. I’m a professor at Penn State, which 
is in central Pennsylvania—and it’s a long drive from a large city like 
Philadelphia.

Because of the small sample size, I decided that I needed to be able 
to focus my attention on gender and class; therefore, I interviewed 
only people born between 1962 and 1987 (ages 28–52, the prime work-
ing and child-rearing years), those who worked full-time before their 
job loss, those who experienced an involuntary job loss during the 
past year, and those who did not lose a job for cause (e.g., were not 
fired because of their behavior at work). A theoretically informed 
stratified sampling design was used to achieve relatively equal distri-
bution of participation across gender and class. Class was operational-
ized based on the highest occupational status in the household—if 
either respondents or their spouse or cohabiting partner held a pro-
fessional position (in their most recent position), they were consid-
ered middle class; those with blue-collar, pink-collar, or service-work 
experience were considered working class.8 Although I had originally 
intended to have more racial variation and the final sample varied by 
race, it was less racially diverse than is the national population, as were 
the counties from which the sample was drawn. This was a significant 
limitation of the sampling method that was driven by my need to 
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restrict my travel to daylong journeys (when the research began, I had 
a baby, and my daughter was quite young during the years of primary 
data collection).

After I determined eligibility, the people who had filled out the form 
were contacted either by me or by a graduate student to ask them to 
participate in the study. While it’s hard to say how many people could 
have signed up, of the 138 people who filled out forms and were eligible, 
one was excluded because of health considerations, six provided in-
valid/illegible phone numbers, and four were not contacted as the study 
had closed. This left a total of 127 people, from which eighty-four par-
ticipants were recruited for a participation rate of 67 percent (the snow-
ball sampling yielded a 100 percent response rate, as people generally 
only recommended those willing to participate).9

The participants had spent, on average, eleven weeks since their last 
day of work at the time of their interview (they were recruited, on aver-
age, one to three weeks prior to the interview, depending on their avail-
ability).10 While most people completed their first interview between 
ten and twelve weeks after their job loss, the range was wider—from 
two to forty weeks. According to data from the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics for the years 2013 to 2015, between 22 and 28 percent of the unem-
ployed spent less than five weeks unemployed during that time period, 
between 24 and 27 percent spent five to fourteen weeks unemployed, 
and the modal category was over twenty-seven weeks unemployed.11 
For demographic information about the participants, see table 2.

Most prior qualitative research on the unemployed has been on the 
long-term unemployed.12 The valuable insight into those who are hit 
hardest by unemployment has shown us much about the job search 
process, as well as the process by which people lose hope that they will 
find their way back to work. But it has left largely unexplored the time 
period that includes people’s paths to job loss, their job loss experience, 
and the initial changes and experiences during the unemployment pro
cess; prior research also has centered on the job-seeking strategies of 
the long-term unemployed, which may be, by nature, different from the 
experience of those unemployed for shorter durations.13 This book cen-
ters on the early stages of unemployment while also following up with 
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participants to investigate where they are one year later. This focus al-
lows us to see how the unemployment system acts as an institution to 
shape the cumulation of disadvantage during even short periods of 
unemployment.

The Interviews

I put thousands of miles on my car in the years I spent conducting in-
terviews. I drove to people’s homes, their favorite diners, and coffee 
shops; sometimes, when people weren’t sure they wanted others to 
know they were participating in the study, they drove to me. Some 
people ended up chatting for hours—the longest interview lasted al-
most five hours. A few people had less to say or were not used to talking 
about themselves, and these few interviews went only an hour or so. But 

table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Sample (N = 100)

Characteristic n

Age, mean 40
Age, range 27–51
Weeks since job loss (mean) 11
Weeks since job loss (range) 2–40
Gender
  Men 51
  Women 49
Current social class
  Working class 56
  Middle class 44
Race
  White 89
  Black 7
  Latino/a 3
  Asian 1
Marital status
  Married 63
  Cohabiting 17
  Single 20
Has dependent children in household
  Under the age of 18 75
  Under the age of 23 84
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most people talked for two to three hours, pouring out details of their 
lives. My team of research assistants conducted some interviews and did 
most of the recruiting at the CareerLink.

To facilitate systematic comparison across interviews, I created a de-
tailed interview guide that included questions on household demo-
graphics, family history, education, work history, unemployment, 
household division of labor, future plans, and the like. Each section 
began with nested questions that used a life history framework to take 
people chronologically across each experience of interest. Questions 
that emphasized “who, what, and where” came first, while questions 
that asked “how and why” came second. This ordering allowed people 
to provide their interpretation of events but not to feel that their ac-
counts of their actions had to match their stated actions. Considerable 
evidence suggests that people hold multiple (even inconsistent) views, 
but this need not mean that they are being deceptive when providing 
such details of their lives.14 Instead, as I have argued, people may pro-
vide “accounts” of their lives that allow them to explain their actions 
in a manner that aligns with socially acceptable norms, and even up-
date these social beliefs through their accounts, while still navigating 
them.15 Probing follow-up questions were used to encourage deeper 
reflection and the discovery of multiple meanings. Sometimes people 
were long on opinion but short on relevant information from their own 
experience, so I worked to dig deeper and encourage more personal 
revelations.

The use of an open-ended interview guide meant that most key ques-
tions were answered by the people my team and I met, even if they 
weren’t always asked. My team and I needed to know the interview 
guide well, skipping ahead as people answered questions and going back 
to ask for clarity when answers were unclear (while also respecting par-
ticipants’ reluctance to answer a question should that situation arise). 
Most of the graduate student interviewers trained in the field with me, 
sitting in as I conducted an interview (with Institutional Review Board 
approval and the permission of the participant), conducting their own 
interview (which I sat in on), and transcribing their first interview and 
reviewing it with me and the rest of the team. This “see one, do one” 
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process allowed students to gain valuable hands-on experience and for 
the interviews to have greater consistency.

From 2015 to 2016, my research team and I successfully reached and 
followed up with fifty-eight of the eighty-four participants originally 
recruited from the CareerLink. Follow-up information was collected 
from all of the people who participated in the original pilot interviews. 
The follow-up interviews lasted, on average, between thirty and sixty 
minutes and took place over the phone. Participants received a gift card 
for their time. Unfortunately, twenty-six people recruited from the 
CareerLink could not be located to interview a second time. The follow-
up interview guide included sections on their job search, their current 
work, their lack of work (if a job had not been found), their financial 
situation since we’d last met, their health, their family and household 
labor, and opinion questions at the end.

The Analysis

From the recorded interviews, over 5,000 pages of single-space tran-
scribed text emerged. I inputted all interview transcripts, field notes, 
and other pieces of data (including an interview with a state official 
regarding state unemployment policies) into the qualitative software 
program Atlas.ti. As qualitative data analysis is something that often falls 
into a “black box,” I attempt here to demystify the process. For the 
analysis, I began with a list of codes derived from the literature and then 
read each interview transcript, compiling a list of possible additional 
codes; an initial memo written after the completion of each interview 
also guided this process (I jotted down ideas for possible codes in the 
memos). I used a notebook to keep all of my working coding notes and 
thoughts on the project. It was divided into three parts: the first part 
was a list of running codes, the middle part included initial analyses of 
codes, and the third part included possible organizational ideas for the 
book. When potential codes began to be repeated and patterns emerged, 
I created new coding schemes (and expanded to additional notebooks). 
This iterative process took over a year and a half, requiring multiple 
readings of each transcript, as coding ideas were evaluated to determine 
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their importance across the interview data and to discover any varia-
tion in patterns.16 After I coded something in Atlas.ti, I also entered it 
into my Excel master codebook, so I could keep track of the patterns 
that emerged across the sample. For some of the simpler codes (such 
as number of children in the household, spousal employment status, 
or parental education level), members of the research team worked on 
a team coding process, whereby each student separately coded a par
ticular item for all participants, and the two students then compared 
their notes to ensure that they had come to the same conclusion about 
the code to be assigned. In the case of diverging opinions, students 
reported the area of discrepancy to me, and we would discuss how to 
resolve it.

I developed and coded all of the codes used in the main analyses 
presented in the book. Some codes developed directly from the inter-
view guide. For example, a question about whether the unemployed’s 
spending on food had changed or not changed after job loss typically 
elicited one of four general responses: nothing had changed, they 
stopped eating out regularly, they reduced food purchases, or both eating-
out and food purchases were now reduced. When people reported a 
reduction in food purchases, the interview guide included a follow-up 
question to ask for more details, which elicited additional information 
about the significance of these reductions to the family; this finding 
then led to the development of another code that indicated whether or 
not the participant or anyone else in the family had experienced food 
insecurity as a result of the job loss.

Other codes, such as the code for how participants made attempts to 
return to work, emerged from patterns that developed across multiple 
questions. In the case of attempting to return to work, the questions 
examined whether/when they had started their job search, their search 
goals, the urgency of their job search, and their perceived ability to de-
cline a job. Based on the answers to this series of questions, participants 
were placed in the Take Time category if they had not started their job 
search yet, if they expressed no urgency about their search, if they de-
scribed wanting time to enjoy themselves or think about their next steps 
before they started a search, and if they expected their searches to begin 
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sometime in the next few months. Participants were placed in the 
Deliberate category if they had begun a job search soon after (or even 
preceding) their job loss, if they described treating their search as if it 
were a job, if they described themselves as being able to decline a “bad” 
job, if they had a clear target job in mind, and if they described a clear 
plan for their search. Participants were placed in the Urgent category if 
they had begun their job search immediately after their job loss, if they 
said they were applying to “any” job without a clear target job, and if 
they felt unable to decline a “bad” job. Participants were placed in the 
Diverted category if they said that they had not searched, if they tried to 
search but realized that they could not and had ceased all efforts to 
search, or if they said that they had no plans to search in the near or 
distant future; as long as they did not indicate that they were not search-
ing because they wanted to take time off for themselves or to decide 
what they wanted to do in the future, they were considered Diverted 
searchers.

Finally, I carefully considered how to conceptualize people’s feelings 
of financial insecurity. As Marianne Cooper demonstrated so eloquently 
in Cut Adrift, her book about families and insecurity, people with very 
high incomes can experience great feelings of financial insecurity.17 My 
interviews made clear that unemployment heightened such feelings. Yet 
it was also clear that there was a tangible difference between feeling 
insecure, experiencing some loss of economic well-being, and experi-
encing insecurity in food or housing or other basic needs. People were 
coded as having “enough” to cover costs if they reported either unem-
ployment alone, unemployment plus their savings, or unemployment 
plus their partner’s earnings was enough to cover costs. Having “enough” 
to cover daily costs was the modal category, with 58 percent of respon-
dents reporting they could cover their daily costs; 11 percent of respon-
dents reported they had “barely enough” to cover their costs—included 
here are those who said they had given up many luxuries as well as some 
necessities to stay afloat. Finally, almost a third of respondents 
(31 percent) reported they had “not enough” to cover their daily costs. 
Those in this final category reported food scarcity, missed bills, loss of 
basic services, and an inability to pay for daily needs of their children.
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Limitations

There are limitations to this study. First, the study does not match the 
United States in racial diversity, despite attempts to recruit a diverse 
population. This means Black, Latino, and Asian people were all under-
represented, and further research is necessary to understand their ex-
periences of unemployment. This is particularly important for Black 
and Latino workers who are likely to be at greater risk of unemployment 
than are white workers and who, research finds, experience unemploy-
ment differently than do whites.18 This problem was likely exacerbated 
by the recruitment method, and while the theoretical sampling strategy 
helped to ensure more adequate representation across class, this was not 
possible for race. A second limitation is the geographic area. While the 
study included midsize and small cities as well as rural areas, there were 
no densely populated urban areas. Further study is necessary to explore 
how these findings might translate to areas with different occupational 
opportunities and constraints. Finally, although Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics data suggests that the unemployed who find jobs quickly are in the 
minority, those who found jobs faster (in less than five weeks) were, in 
general, excluded by the sampling strategy. Further research is necessary 
to explore how these job seekers might differ from those in this study. 
Moreover, those who do not qualify for benefits were not included in 
the sampling strategy, which means that the sample, overall, is likely 
more privileged than those who are unemployed and not receiving ben-
efits. This suggests that some of the unemployed may quickly face even 
more dire situations than those described by the working-class people 
interviewed for the book.

Interviewer Bias and Positionality

Questions of interviewer bias and positionality remain central to quali-
tative research. This is, perhaps, because quantitative research (with its 
reliance on numbers) can have a veneer of distance that is harder (even 
undesirable) to approximate with data that relies on face-to-face en-
counters. Yet all social scientists should face these challenges. I think the 
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best way to address such challenges is to readily acknowledge that they 
exist. Within the interviews themselves, I worked hard to ensure that 
participants had the opportunity to tell their stories in their own words, 
respecting their silences, their refusals, and their verbosity. As a white 
woman with a PhD who has never experienced unemployment, there 
was much social distance between me and my many privileges and the 
people I met. This chasm allowed me to ask folks questions that made 
clear that I considered them the experts on their experiences. This in-
terviewing technique can allow for greater insight and help bridge class 
divides.19 But it also created a social dislocation between some of us that 
likely meant there were some divides I could not cross.

Race—both similarities and differences—also plays a role in inter-
views. There was a racial difference between myself and some of the 
participants and between some of my research team members and some 
participants. I do think that it is likely that some white participants 
looked at the color of my skin and assumed that they could say things 
about race (in particular, using racist language). As I note in the conclu-
sion, some white participants openly spoke of the likelihood that people 
of color would abuse the use of government benefits, a racist trope that 
has been debunked yet remains persistent in its political uses. I am also 
sure that given the state of American race relations, my race likely acted 
as a barricade to some forms of disclosure from participants of color.20 
But I do think that the interview guide itself (which included questions 
about experiences of discrimination) may have extended some possibil-
ity of more open dialogue, as many participants of color spoke with me 
about their experiences of racial discrimination at work and even of 
their experiences with racist bosses and of discriminatory firings. I hope 
I have done justice to their decisions to share these experiences.

While there has been debate in recent years about the place of quali-
tative interviews within the social science canon, I firmly believe that, 
as sociology’s only method whose central purpose is to highlight the 
voices of the people we meet, qualitative interviewing remains a central 
tool for understanding the social world and, particularly, for shedding 
light on the experiences of the marginalized and those whose voices 
would otherwise not be heard.21
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Writing It Up

One of the most important questions to answer when we begin to write 
is how to protect participants’ confidentiality. There have been recent 
calls to forgo this practice as it may promise more protection than can 
be given, thereby giving a “false sense of security,” as Colin Jerolmack 
and Alexandra Murphy warn, while also diluting trust in the data.22 Yet 
I fear that to practice qualitative interviewing without confidentiality 
would discourage the candor that is possible when participants feel con-
fident that their stories will be protected. But the “ethical dilemma” re-
mains, as the internet and other social media tools restrict the research-
er’s ability to maintain people’s privacy. There are two primary ways of 
maintaining participant confidentiality: the alteration of participants’ 
attributes and occupations (as Arlie Hochschild describes in The Time 
Bind) or the provision of less data (as Rachel Sherman does in Uneasy 
Street, choosing not to give physical details or descriptions of houses).23 
I have chosen the second path, agreeing with Mario Luis Small’s assess-
ment that too much change may obscure or distort, even unintention-
ally, the data that you mean to present.24 But this means that I have had 
to be cautious with what identifying information I provide. To avoid 
the identification of a participant, I use pseudonyms for all proper 
names, and I do not describe locations with greater specificity than the 
state or general locale. Additionally, some participants had specialized 
occupations that might have easily revealed their identities; in these 
circumstances, I provided only generic occupational details, and I some-
times do not provide information on their new jobs (when a change 
of career might help with identification). I also provided physical de-
scriptions only when such descriptions would not be particularly iden-
tifying. Moreover, because I interviewed participants across the state 
(from CareerLink centers in five counties in a state with dozens of coun-
ties that were within driving range for me and my team), there is, I hope, 
confidentiality to be found within the large number of unemployed in 
the state during the years I did the interviews.

I am, in general, a strong proponent of the use of numbers to describe 
findings (for example, to say about a fourth or about half of the participants, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 3:31 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



254  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  a p p e n d i x

followed by the inclusion of the exact number from the sample). Follow-
ing Howard Becker, I agree that “some” or “many” are terms that imply 
numeracy without actually giving a value that the reader can under-
stand.25 Yet I also appreciate the words of my editor, Meagan Levinson, 
who cautioned me that in a book for a general audience, it is worth think-
ing about how best to deploy numbers. Therefore, I have compromised 
by placing the “n” in the footnote for many of the findings discussed in 
the book. Please do note that for sociologists interested in these num-
bers, they are readily available in the footnotes throughout.

Finally, a word on generalizability. Kristen Luker writes that qualita-
tive researchers should not be expected to achieve statistical generaliz-
ability to the population but to seek, instead, evidence that captures the 
many facets of the “phenomenon” that we wish to study in order to build 
theory.26 Mario Luis Small argues that even as we acknowledge that sta-
tistical representation cannot be the goal of qualitative work, qualitative 
interviewing must be a central part of sociology because of what it can 
provide—a detailed case study of the question at hand.27 Within this 
frame, Small argues we must also recognize that interview data provides 
one case study—we will always need more information to understand 
how it may fit into the national picture. In this, Small diverges from Gla-
ser and Strauss, who argue that there can be “generalizability of scope” 
in the theory built from qualitative data.28 I tend to think the power of 
interviewing is not in any one individual story but in the patterns we 
discern across the interviews; these patterns provide evidence of shared 
social experiences, social frames, and narratives. In turn, these patterns 
of shared social experiences, frames, and narratives can help us better 
understand the social phenomenon we seek to explain. For this book, I 
have tried, whenever possible, to include studies based on national data 
(including the work I do with Adrianne Frech) to help situate my find-
ings within the broader field. I also tend to expect, as did Glaser and 
Strauss, that these findings may expand our understanding of the unem-
ployment process until such a time comes for future scholars to refine, 
reconsider, or even refute them. Until that day, it is my hope that a care-
fully constructed research design may provide the foundation for a better 
understanding of the lived experiences of those who have experienced 
unemployment and for the need for better policies.
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