
they asked the people they did; what these contacts did for a living;
whether or not they had influence on the job; what type of assistance
they provided; whether or not they as job-seekers gained employment;
and how they assessed the role that their ties played in the job-match-
ing process. These questions were part of the effort to understand how
respondents, as job-seekers, generally experienced the job search
process, the role that their job-holding ties had played in the process,
and how job-seekers made sense of job-holders’ role.

I also asked them questions about their role as job-holders who were
in a position to affect job matches between employers and job-seekers.
What did they typically do when they heard about openings at their
workplace? Had anyone ever come to them for help in finding or get-
ting a job? How did they determine whether they would provide assis-
tance, and what form did that assistance take? How did they assess the
positive and negative aspects of helping others find work? My goal was
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Table 1.1 Mean Sample Characteristics

Mean Range

Age 28.4 17–43
(5.9)

Gender (females) .52 0–1

Never married .78 0–1

Have children .75 0–1

Number of children (if parent) 2.5 1–7
(1.4)

High school graduate/GED .84 0–1

Employed .52 0–1

Hourly wages $9.30 $2.50–23.00
($3.50)

Public assistance 0–1
Currently receiving .31

Women .47
Men .17

Ever received .46
Women .68
Men .31

Neighborhood poverty rate 0–1
Low to moderate .69
High to extreme .31

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 103.



Job-holders’ perceptions of untrustworthiness were not without con-
sequences. Figure 3.1 displays, by concern type, the percentage of job-
holders who expressed reluctance to assist. Among those who believed
that job-seekers generally lacked motivation, 78 percent were reluctant
to assist. Just 56 percent of those who did not express this concern were
reluctant to assist. Eighty percent of those who feared that job-seekers
would be too needy were reluctant to provide assistance. Just 58 per-
cent of job-holders without this concern were reluctant to assist. Finally,
among those who feared that their referrals would be too irresponsible
on the job, 73 percent were reluctant to provide assistance compared to
just 35 percent of job-holders who did not express this concern. In all, 71
percent of those who expressed one or more of these three concerns
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Table 3.1 Job-Holders’ Concerns About Job-Seekers

Concern Type Expressing Concern

Job-seekers are too unmotivated 20%
Job-seekers are too needy 10
Job-seekers are too irresponsible 70

Total expressing one or more concerns 81

Source: Author’s compilation.

Figure 3.1 Job-Holders Reluctant to Assist, by Concern Type

Source: Author’s compilation.
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time at a calling card company making $9 per hour and learning com-
puter skills. She explained:

First of all, figure out what type of work history they already have, you
know, versus someone like my brother, for instance. He wanted to get [a
job]. I’m like no, ’cause you jump from job to job to job. Can’t do that.
Well, he finally found a job that he liked. He’s been there, I think, for two
years now. Now if he came and said, well, Cynthia, is [your employer]
hiring? No problem, no problem.

Even though her job-seeking relation was her brother, with whom she
presumably had had a long history, the strength and nature of their re-
lationship was somewhat inconsequential. Instead, the history of his
behavior on the job interested Cynthia most, providing her with infor-
mation from which to deduce his future conduct. Once he repaired his
reputation by working steadily with one employer, Cynthia was will-
ing to provide assistance.

Women were far more likely than men to assess trustworthiness by
considering job-seekers’ history of employment experiences. Whereas
only 26 percent of the men mentioned work history, half of the women
did. (Possible explanations for this gender difference are explored in
the next section.) Not all contacts, however, assessed trustworthiness in
terms of work history. For some, job-seekers’ behavior in the personal
realm was most significant.
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Figure 3.2 Job-Seeker-Related Attributes Affecting Job-Holders’ Decisions
to Assist, by Gender

Source: Author’s compilation.

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 M

ot
iv

at
ed

 b
y 

T
hi

s 
A

tt
ri

bu
te

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Total
Women
Men

75
80

38
50

43

29

59

6 10
5

Attributes Considered

General
Reputation

Work
Ethic

Ghetto
Behavior

Both Work
and Ghetto
Behavior

69

26



The Job-Holder’s Reputation with the Employer

Why were job-holders so concerned about job-seekers’ reputations?
Overwhelmingly, job-holders feared making bad referrals that might
tarnish their own reputation and threaten their own labor market sta-
bility. Roughly 70 percent—62 percent of women and 80 percent of
men—feared that if they personally vouched for a referral, there was no
way to ensure that that person would show up to work, work beyond
the first paycheck, be prompt and regular, be productive on the job, and
not steal, curse, fight, or disrespect authority. At the very least, job-
holders would be embarrassed for having provided a disreputable re-
ferral; at most, they could lose their own jobs as well as future employ-
ment opportunities.

Jackie York, a twenty-seven-year-old single mother of five children,
was one such example. Although receiving public assistance, she sup-
plemented her income by caring for other children in her home, one of
only a few positions she could envision given that she had small chil-
dren of her own. She had recently become certified by the state to pro-
vide in-home day care and hoped to obtain an advanced license in or-
der to open her own center.

Previously, Jackie had worked in a yearlong part-time position mak-
ing $10 per hour supervising a cleaning crew. As supervisor, she could
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Figure 3.3 Job-Holder-Related Attributes Affecting Their Decisions to
Assist, by Gender

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Access to Social Capital and Neighborhood
Poverty Status

We can see the impact of the interaction of neighborhood poverty status
with access to social capital on job-holders’ willingness to assist in the
fact that 53 percent of job-holders from low-poverty neighborhoods ex-
pressed reluctance to assist their job-seeking relations whereas 77 per-
cent of job-holders from high-poverty neighborhoods expressed such
reluctance. Although job-holders differed little with regard to their con-
cerns about job-seekers’ motivation and neediness, there were note-
worthy differences with regard to their concerns about job-seekers’ ir-
responsibility. As shown in figure 3.4, 21 percent of job-holders from
low-poverty neighborhoods and 17 percent of job-holders from high-
poverty neighborhoods expressed concern about job-seekers’ lack of
motivation. Also, 11 percent of job-holders from both low- and high-
poverty neighborhoods were concerned about job-seekers’ neediness.
However, whereas 66 percent of job-holders from low-poverty neigh-
borhoods expressed concern about job-seekers’ irresponsibility on the
job, 83 percent of job-holders from high-poverty neighborhoods did.

What’s more, residents of high-poverty neighborhoods appeared far
less inclined to provide assistance in the face of concerns than were res-
idents of low-poverty neighborhoods, especially with regard to ques-
tions of irresponsibility. Figure 3.5 shows the percentage of job-holders
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Figure 3.4 Job-Holders’ Primary Concerns About Job-Seekers, by
Neighborhood Poverty Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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who were reluctant to assist by concern type and neighborhood pov-
erty status. The relationship between reluctance and neighborhood
poverty status was similar with regard to concerns about job-seekers’
motivation and neediness. In both instances, a lower percentage of job-
holders from low-poverty neighborhoods were reluctant to assist (50
percent among those without these concerns and 70 percent among
those who did have these concerns) than was the case for job-holders
from high-poverty neighborhoods (73 percent among those without
these concerns and 100 percent among those who did have these con-
cerns). And while those with concerns expressed reluctance to a greater
degree than those without these concerns, differences are minor and
cannot be attributed to the concern effect.

Shifting the focus to the question of irresponsibility reveals that
those with concerns are far more likely to express reluctance than those
without concerns, whether in low- or high-poverty neighborhoods. The
effect for job-holders from high-poverty neighborhoods, however, ap-
pears larger. When faced with suggestions of job-seekers’ irresponsibil-
ity, job-holders from high-poverty neighborhoods appear more likely
to express reluctance. This is also true when we compare job-holders
with no concerns at all to those with one or more concerns. In other
words, not only does living in a high-poverty neighborhood increase
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Figure 3.5 Job-Holders Who Were Reluctant to Assist, by Concern Type
and Neighborhood Poverty Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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the percentage of job-holders who are concerned about irresponsibility,
but it leads more of those with these concerns to express reluctance.

Among residents of high-poverty neighborhoods, could the greater
reluctance to assist be attributed to inferior access to social capital com-
pared to their counterparts residing in low-poverty neighborhoods? To
gain a sense of job-holders’ access to working relations, I used a survey
instrument called a position generator (see section E of appendix C for
the position generator instrument that I used). Following the lead of
Nan Lin (2001), I randomly selected a set of fifteen occupations and
asked respondents if they knew anyone who held any of these posi-
tions. If they did, for each I asked if the nature of the relationship was
professional, personal, or both, and I asked how frequently they were
in contact with the relation. The occupations, which ranged in skill
level, included five unskilled or semi-skilled workers (cashier, child
care worker, nursing aide, machine operator, and taxicab driver/chauf-
feur), five skilled or semi-professional workers (electrician, high school
teacher, police officer, secretary, and social worker), and five profes-
sional workers (accountant, computer programmer, lawyer, physician,
and registered nurse).6

As shown in figure 3.6, I found no difference between residents of
low- and high-poverty neighborhoods in access to social capital, as
measured by the number of positions to which respondents reported
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Figure 3.6 Access to Social Capital, by Neighborhood Poverty Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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access (8.2 versus 8.4, respectively), the average prestige score of the po-
sitions to which respondents reported access (50.3 versus 50.0, respec-
tively), the highest prestige score to which respondents reported access
(75.6 versus 75.3, respectively), and the difference between highest and
lowest prestige scores (45.7 versus 45.8, respectively).7

Differences emerge, however, when I distinguish residents by em-
ployment status. Employed residents of high-poverty neighborhoods
look little different from residents of low-poverty neighborhoods in
terms of the number of positions they have access to (figure 3.7), the
mean prestige of the positions their contacts hold (figure 3.8), contacts’
upper reachability (figure 3.9), and contacts’ range of prestige (figure
3.10). In fact, in some cases employed residents of high-poverty neigh-
borhoods had greater access to social capital compared to low-income
residents of low-poverty neighborhoods.8 Although this finding seems
counterintuitive, it makes sense if we consider that the institutional re-
sources in predominantly black, high-poverty neighborhoods tend to
be inadequate to meet residents’ needs (see Small and McDermott
2006). Highly “competent” residents of these low-resource communi-
ties probably have to make connections with individuals and institu-
tions outside of their neighborhoods to effectively manage their work
and family lives (Furstenberg et al. 1999).9 This probably explains why
employed residents of high-poverty neighborhoods have levels of so-
cial capital access equivalent to the social capital of low-poverty neigh-
borhood residents, whether employed or unemployed.10

The reader who has reviewed figures 3.7 through 3.10 may have
noted that it is not residence in high-poverty neighborhoods per se that
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Figure 3.7 Access to Social Capital (Extensiveness of Access), by
Neighborhood Poverty and Employment Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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is negatively associated with access to social capital, but residence in
high-poverty neighborhoods while unemployed. Relative to the em-
ployed in their own neighborhoods and residents of low-poverty
neighborhoods (both employed and unemployed), the unemployed in
high-poverty neighborhoods reported access to substantially fewer po-
sitions, the positions they had access to had substantially lower average
prestige scores, the average highest prestige score to which they re-
ported access was noticeably lower than that of the other three groups,
and the contacts’ range of prestige was also narrower than for em-
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Figure 3.8 Access to Social Capital (Mean Prestige), by Neighborhood
Poverty and Employment Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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is negatively associated with access to social capital, but residence in
high-poverty neighborhoods while unemployed. Relative to the em-
ployed in their own neighborhoods and residents of low-poverty
neighborhoods (both employed and unemployed), the unemployed in
high-poverty neighborhoods reported access to substantially fewer po-
sitions, the positions they had access to had substantially lower average
prestige scores, the average highest prestige score to which they re-
ported access was noticeably lower than that of the other three groups,
and the contacts’ range of prestige was also narrower than for em-
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Figure 3.8 Access to Social Capital (Mean Prestige), by Neighborhood
Poverty and Employment Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 3.9 Access to Social Capital (Upper Reachability), by
Neighborhood Poverty and Employment Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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ployed residents in their own neighborhoods and residents of low-pov-
erty neighborhoods.

The irony here is that while unemployed residents of high-poverty
neighborhoods have relatively inferior access to social capital, they live
in neighborhoods in which their employed neighbors have substan-
tially greater access and these potential social resources are less likely to
be mobilized on job-seekers’ behalf.11 By focusing on working respon-
dents—those in a position to provide information about job opportuni-
ties and influence hires—I found that in low-poverty neighborhoods
job-holders willing to provide assistance had greater access to social
capital than their reluctant counterparts. Whereas willing job-holders
reported access to 8.9 positions, those reluctant to assist had access to
7.9. In high-poverty neighborhoods, however, the reverse was true—
willing job-holders had less access to social capital than their reluctant
counterparts. Whereas willing job-holders reported access to 7.7 con-
tacts, job-holders disinclined to provide assistance reported, on aver-
age, 9.3 contacts (figure 3.11). In other words, the relationship between
access to social capital and orientation toward assisting appears highly
contingent on the poverty status of the neighborhoods in which job-
holders reside. Why is this?

Compared to those living in low-poverty neighborhoods, a higher
percentage of job-holders who resided in high-poverty neighborhoods
had been burned by job-seekers in the past. Indeed, although one-fifth
of residents of low-poverty neighborhoods had been negatively af-
fected by providing assistance, almost half of residents of high-poverty
neighborhoods had been burned. Consistent with concerns about being
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Figure 3.10 Access to Social Capital (Range of Prestige), by Neighborhood
Poverty and Employment Status

Source: Author’s compilation.
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burned, when asked how they determined whether to assist their job-
seeking ties, a higher percentage of job-holders from high-poverty
neighborhoods made determinations based on job-seekers’ personal
reputation—specifically, on whether they were “ghetto.” Whereas 54
percent assessed whether they would assist using this criterion, just 37
percent of those from low-poverty neighborhoods did. However, job-
holders in high-poverty neighborhoods were no more concerned than
residents of low-poverty neighborhoods about their job-seeking ties’
work reputation. Whereas 39 percent of the latter used this criterion to
judge their job-seeking ties, 42 percent of the former did.

Residents of neighborhoods of concentrated poverty were far more
concerned about ghetto behavior than were those whose neighbor-
hoods were less uniformly disadvantaged. But it would be hasty to as-
sume that poorer neighborhoods naturally house people who are in-
herently less trustworthy. As Elijah Anderson (1990, 1999) has shown,
in neighborhoods in which rates of poverty are high and a significant
minority of residents are unemployed or out of the labor market alto-
gether, ghetto behavior is more prevalent and perceived to be so. And
while the majority of residents in such neighborhoods do not act
ghetto, residents undoubtedly employ this distinction to ferret out, in
various contexts, those who can and cannot be trusted. Residents of
neighborhoods in which rates of poverty are high are likely to en-
counter these behaviors more often than do residents of other neigh-
borhoods, and thus are more likely to employ this criterion to assess
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Figure 3.11 Access to Social Capital, by Neighborhood Poverty Status and
Orientation Toward Providing Job-Finding Assistance

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Job-holders’ perceptions of untrustworthiness were not without con-
sequences. Figure 3.1 displays, by concern type, the percentage of job-
holders who expressed reluctance to assist. Among those who believed
that job-seekers generally lacked motivation, 78 percent were reluctant
to assist. Just 56 percent of those who did not express this concern were
reluctant to assist. Eighty percent of those who feared that job-seekers
would be too needy were reluctant to provide assistance. Just 58 per-
cent of job-holders without this concern were reluctant to assist. Finally,
among those who feared that their referrals would be too irresponsible
on the job, 73 percent were reluctant to provide assistance compared to
just 35 percent of job-holders who did not express this concern. In all, 71
percent of those who expressed one or more of these three concerns
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Table 3.1 Job-Holders’ Concerns About Job-Seekers

Concern Type Expressing Concern

Job-seekers are too unmotivated 20%
Job-seekers are too needy 10
Job-seekers are too irresponsible 70

Total expressing one or more concerns 81

Source: Author’s compilation.

Figure 3.1 Job-Holders Reluctant to Assist, by Concern Type

Source: Author’s compilation.
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by comments like the following: “I always use people that I know, you
know, if they have a way to get in or whatever. They’re the first ones I
go to actually.” And “[Using friends, relatives, and acquaintances is]
very important, because they usually have the inside scoop. So, yeah, I
use all the resources I can.” These comments contrast sharply with
those of reluctant personal contact users, the 26 percent of job-seekers
who were against relying on friends and family members for help find-
ing work. These job-seekers made comments such as, “I try not to use
people to get a job mostly,” and, “I mean, if you can network like that
you can get a plug in that way. That’s fine, but I wouldn’t necessarily
say that that would be my way of getting a job, you know. Because I like
doing things on my own.” Or, “I’m usually out on my own doing my
own thing, trying to find my own line of work. I’m not saying they in-
put won’t help, but I’m usually on my own.”

When queried about their reluctance, two concerns emerged as cen-
tral. As with job-holders, both concerns implicated reputation and
trust, or the lack thereof. First, reluctant job-seekers expressed concern
that they would be unable to fulfill the obligations associated with re-
ceiving job information, but they were especially concerned about in-
fluence. Specifically, they were concerned that their behavior on the job
would almost certainly have a negative effect on the status and reputa-
tion of their job-holding relations and that in the end such an outcome
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Table 4.1 Views of and Engagement with Personal Contact Use as a Job
Search Strategy

Views/Personal Contact Use

Personal contacts used for finding work in the past 89%

Found current or most recent job through personal contact 50

Job search strategies that respondents would recommend to 
young job-seekers
Personal contacts 33
Employment agencies 37
Walk-in 37
Local newspapers or Internet 77

Job search strategies of unemployed job-seekers (N = 37)
Personal contacts 27
Employment agencies 38
Local newspapers or Internet 60
Walk-in 68

Reluctant to use personal contacts to find work 26

Source: Author’s compilation.



ability to carry out an often-explicit component of the exchange to
avoid trouble that would embarrass or hurt their job-holding contact.
Instead, they considered themselves magnets for the very situations
they wanted and tried so desperately to steer clear of. And their con-
cerns were not unwarranted. Their reputations had been so sullied by a
series of personal and labor market failures and disappointments that
their sense of personal efficacy in both realms had been profoundly di-
minished, assuming it had developed at all.10 Whereas 15 percent of
willing personal contact users explained that past delinquency, such as
drug or alcohol abuse and felony convictions, made finding work diffi-
cult for them, 26 percent of reluctant personal contact users provided
this explanation. Also, reluctant contact users were far more likely to
have been fired from their last job than were willing contact users.
Whereas 20 percent of willing personal contact users reported that they
had been fired from their last job, 42 percent of reluctant contact users
did. Among those who had used a friend or relative to find their last
job, 30 percent of the willing had been fired, compared to 57 percent of
the reluctant. Although none of the willing shared doubts about their
ability to fulfill their obligations, one-quarter of the reluctant (six) ex-
pressed concern about their ability to fulfill obligations toward their
personal contacts, pointing to their own sullied personal and work rep-
utations to explain (see table 4.2). Not surprisingly then, reluctant con-
tact users were less likely to feel that their job-holding ties would or
should put their names and reputations on the line for them, and so they
would not ask. Given the pervasive distrust and noncooperation re-
ported in the previous chapter, even if these job-seekers had been will-
ing to accept assistance, their reputations were so problematic that it is
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Table 4.2 Orientation Toward Personal Contact Use, by 
Reputational Concerns

Willing Reluctant
Personal Personal 

Total Contact Users Contact Users

Concerned about ability to 
fulfill obligations 6 0% 25%

Past delinquency made 
finding work difficult 18 15 26

Fired from last job 26 20 42

Fired from job a relation 
assisted with 34 30 57

Source: Author’s compilation.



ing established very questionable public and private reputations, will-
ing contact users like Salima, even while frustrated by the hardships of
life, remained hopeful about the future because they had established a
great work reputation or had worked hard and succeeded at repairing
a sullied reputation.

The Job-Seeker’s History of Responses

In addition to their own reputations, job-seekers determined whether
to assist by looking back at the history of responses to their past re-
quests. Compared to willing personal contact users, the reluctant were
far more likely to report that their contacts had responded to their re-
quests or offered assistance in a way that left them feeling ridiculed and
diminished. As shown in table 4.3, whereas 58 percent of reluctant per-
sonal contact users expressed this concern, only 22 percent of the will-
ing did. Abigail Tyson fell into the former category.

Disparaged into Reluctance

When Abigail and I sat down to talk in the living room of her close
friend, she was a thirty-two-year-old single mother of two daughters
who for two months had been making $8.50 per hour working full-time
on the assembly line of a local manufacturing company. Abigail ex-
plained that in the past she had not had problems gaining employment
on her own; she could approach any employer, convince him or her of
her worth, and leave with a new job. Indeed, she had found both of her
prior steady jobs through a walk-in job search strategy. However, after
being convicted for retail fraud, a felony for which she received two
years’ probation and a hefty fine—she had shoplifted two shirts and a
jacket from JCPenney three years before our meeting—Abigail had
found it exceedingly difficult to find work. Like Anthony and John, she
hypothesized that her conviction rendered her unattractive to employ-
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Table 4.3 Orientation Toward Personal Contact Use, by History of
Responses to Past Requests

Willing Reluctant
Personal Personal 

Total Contact Users Contact Users

Was rebuffed in the past 31 22% 58%

Withheld unemployment 
status from relations 13 10 22

Source: Author’s compilation.



last job than were women (35 versus 16 percent), but a higher percent-
age also reported that their prior delinquency—drug and alcohol abuse
and felony convictions—interfered with their ability to find work (23
versus 13 percent). Thus, because of their more disreputable pasts, men
would have a far more difficult time protecting their face than would
women. As a result, they were less inclined to seek assistance, because
seeking assistance would make them vulnerable to disparagement.
They would also be disinclined to accept help when offered because ac-
ceptance put the reputations of their sponsors at risk if their perfor-
mance was found lacking for any reason. Receiving assistance also in-
creased the likelihood that job-seekers’ failings would become public.

We should not, however, locate reluctance solely in poor reputations.
I contend as well that men’s greater reluctance in seeking or accepting
assistance has as much to do with having a narrower set of discourses
available to them that legitimate their claims to assistance while also le-
gitimating their claims to masculinity. Almost without exception, they
cannot make claims to both. Indeed, how do men justify claims to as-
sistance without also making themselves vulnerable to emasculation?
To seek assistance when they sense great threat to their masculinity be-
cause normative paths to achieving masculinity (West and Zimmerman
1987) have been blocked and they have few tools, discursive or other-
wise, with which to defend their masculinity effectively means that, for
men in this context, the only appropriate response to a high risk of fail-
ure and to being rebuffed may very well be a declaration of individual-
ism, an embrace of autonomy and self-sufficiency, even in a labor
market context where this particular approach to job search yields rela-
tively few fruit. Thus, the act of declaring itself can be interpreted as a
“performance of masculinity,” a way in which the disreputable and re-
buffed, the low-income and lesser-skilled, can still be men.

John Richards is a prime example of someone who forsook assis-
tance from personal contacts because that was the only way he felt he
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Table 4.4 Orientation Toward Personal Contact Use, by Gender

Total Women Men

Feared threats to face 31 32% 30%

Reluctant to use personal contacts 26 15 36

With fears, reluctant to use personal contacts 32 29 67

Past delinquency made finding work difficult 18 13 23

Fired from last job 26 16 35

Source: Author’s compilation.



nections to lesser-skilled workers were less likely to be personal and
characterized by frequent contact—the types of relationships that best
facilitate assistance in time of need.

As further evidence of this relative lack of access, reluctants reported
significantly fewer people with whom they spoke on important mat-
ters. Whereas willing personal contact users reported 2.4 such people
on average, reluctants reported just 1.7. Categorically, whereas 13 per-
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Table 4.5 Orientation Toward Personal Contact Use, by Access to 
Social Capital

Willing Reluctant
Personal Personal

Total Contact Users Contact Users

Number of positions known 8.2 8.2 8.1
Zero positions known 1% 0% 3.8%
One to five positions known 25 24 27
Six to nine positions known 34 35 31
Ten or more positions known 40 41 39

Access to positions by skill level 
(number of positions)
Unskilled 3.1 3.2 2.8

Personal 2.7 2.8 2.4
Frequent 2.4 2.5 2

Skilled and semi-professional 2.9 2.8 3.1
Personal 2.1 2.1 2.1
Frequent 1.7 1.7 1.9

Professional 2.3 2.2 2.5
Personal 1.6 1.6 1.7
Frequent 1.2 1.1 1.4

Shares by skill level
Unskilled 39% 41% 34%

Personal 35 37 28
Frequent 31 33 24

Skilled and semi-professional 35 34 38
Personal 25 25 25
Frequent 22 21 23

Professional 25 24 27
Personal 18 17 19
Frequent 13 12 16

Number of discussion partners 2.3 2.4 1.7
Zero discussion partners 18% 13% 35%
One to two discussion partners 41 43 35
Three or more discussion partners 41 44 31

Source: Author’s compilation.



erty status. One-quarter of residents from both low- and high-pov-
erty neighborhoods described themselves as reluctant. However, as
with job-holders, employment status mediates this relationship.
Among the employed, there is little difference in reluctance between
those who lived in low-poverty neighborhoods (27 percent) and
those who lived in high-poverty neighborhoods (30 percent). But
noteworthy differences emerge among the unemployed. Among this
group, 27 percent of unemployed job-seekers from low-poverty
neighborhoods expressed reluctance compared to just 11 percent of
the unemployed from high-poverty neighborhoods (see table 4.6).
No doubt a dearth of institutional and social resources prevents the
unemployed in high-poverty neighborhoods from forsaking what-
ever assistance they can get.

Local labor market conditions mattered as well, if only a little. The
first two years of data collection coincided with the tail end of the pe-
riod of economic expansion. As stated in the previous chapter, in 1999
and 2000 the average monthly unemployment rates in Michigan were
3.9 and 3.7 percent, respectively. By 2001 the period of great prosperity
had clearly ended. That year Michigan’s average monthly unemploy-
ment rate had risen to 5.2 percent, and it increased again in 2002 to 6.2
percent.26

Job-seekers’ reluctance to use personal contacts also seemed to de-
cline, if only slightly, as the economy soured. Among those interviewed
in 1999 and 2000, one-quarter expressed an unwillingness to rely on
personal contacts to find work. However, a slightly lower proportion of
job-seekers interviewed in the two years that followed—one-fifth—ex-
pressed the same unwillingness to seek assistance or accept it when of-
fered. A good economy appears to embolden otherwise extremely vul-
nerable job-seekers to seek work on their own. But it appears that as
labor market conditions worsen and work becomes that much more
difficult to find, job-seekers become slightly more open to receiving
help from friends, relatives, and acquaintances in finding work. Unfor-
tunately, their resistance declines somewhat during a period when job-
holders’ distrust and reluctance grows.
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Table 4.6 Reluctance to Use Personal Contacts, by Neighborhood Poverty
and Employment Status

Low-Poverty High-Poverty

Reluctant 25% 25%
Employed 27 30
Unemployed 27 11

Source: Author’s compilation.



the likelihood of their working declined significantly. While 82 percent
of women with no major barriers worked, 62 percent of women with
two to three barriers worked, and 40 percent of women with four to six
barriers worked, an astonishingly low 5 percent of women with seven
or more major barriers to employment worked (Danziger et al. 2000).7

The welfare recipients in my sample reported 1.6 barriers to employ-
ment on average. Four in ten reported one barrier to employment, one-
third reported two, and one-fifth reported three. Just 7 percent reported
no major obstacles to finding a job. When asked what obstacles they
faced finding work, 48 percent referred to human capital deficiencies,
39 percent pointed to lack of transportation, 25 percent mentioned fa-
milial responsibilities like child care, 16 percent referred to a lack of
jobs, 13 percent identified employer discrimination, and 12 percent
listed substance abuse (see table 5.1).

Welfare recipients are not the only group for whom multiple barriers
to employment are pervasive and inhibiting. Among my full sample,
respondents reported 1.5 barriers to employment on average. Roughly
10 percent reported no major barriers. However, 52 percent reported
one, 24 percent reported two, 13 percent reported three, and 2 percent
reported four major barriers to employment. When reporting the ob-
stacles they faced during the process of finding work, 36 percent re-
ferred to human capital deficiencies, 32 percent pointed to lack of trans-
portation, 15 percent mentioned familial responsibilities like child care,
15 percent referred to a lack of jobs, 15 percent identified employer dis-
crimination, and 18 percent listed substance abuse as major hurdles to
employment. Individuals with these obstacles had an even greater
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Table 5.1 Barriers to Employment

Welfare Recipients Entire Sample

Number of barriers
No barriers to employment 7% 10%
One barrier 40 52
Two barriers 33 24
Three barriers or more 20 15

Types of barriers
Human capital 48 36
Lack of transportation 39 32
Familial obligations 25 15
Lack of jobs 16 15
Employer discrimination 13 15
Substance abuse 12 18

Source: Author’s compilation.



termine the family-level poverty status of their neighborhoods. Employ-
ing a variation of the categories of neighborhood poverty concentration
typically used in urban poverty studies, I found that 69 percent of re-
spondents lived in census tracts in which rates of family poverty were
low to moderate (0 percent to 29.9 percent), and 31 percent resided in the
type of neighborhoods characterized by much of the urban underclass
literature, with rates of family poverty that were high to extreme (30 per-
cent or higher). Not surprisingly, in terms of social and demographic in-
dicators, low- to moderate-poverty neighborhoods differed substantially
from the neighborhoods in which poverty rates were high to extreme. In
the low- to moderate-poverty neighborhoods, in which two-thirds of re-
spondents lived, 31 percent of residents were black (compared to 78 per-
cent of the residents in the high- to extreme-poverty neighborhoods), 11
percent had not completed high school (compared to 26 percent), 30 per-
cent were not in the labor force (compared to 43 percent), 13 percent lived
in poverty (compared to 43 percent), and just 5 percent received public
assistance (compared to 23 percent). Literally located just a stone’s throw
away from the southwest border of the neighborhood with the highest
rates of poverty, unemployment, public assistance receipt, and female
headship and, not coincidentally, the highest concentration of black resi-
dents is Southeast County’s job center.
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Table A.1 Mean Sample Characteristics by Data Collection Strategy

Center-
Random Recruited

Full Sample Sample Sample 
(N = 103) (N = 27) (N = 76)

Age 28.4 30.1 27.8
(5.9) (5.5) (6.0)

Gender (female) .52 .67 .46
Never married .78 .67 .83
Have children .75 .74 .75

Number of children (if parent) 2.5 2.6 2.5
(1.4) (1.1) (1.5)

High school graduate or GED .84 1.0 .78
Employed .50 .89 .36
Hourly wages $9.30 $8.57 $9.57

Public assistance
Currently receiving .31 .19 .36
Ever received .46 .58 .40

Neighborhood poverty rate
Low to moderate poverty .67 .37 .78
High to extreme poverty .33 .63 .22

Source: Author’s compilation.
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