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Abstract

This research examines the economic well-being of nonmetropolitan low-income
households through an analysis of their objective economic outcomes and subjective
experiences of poverty. Despite a large body of scholarship aimed at urban poverty,
comparatively little research examines economic hardship among impoderishe
nonmetropolitan families. This research contributes to existing work through lgsisna
of nonmetropolitan low-income households’ employment experiences and short-term
economic trajectories. Additionally, this research uses fine-graingdudmal data to
address how families subjectively experience poverty and economic imitgnoltile
analyses use ethnographic data from a sample of households (n=71) in the Hamily Li
Project, a multi-method, longitudinal study conducted in six counties within Pennsylvani
and North Carolina. The analyses reveal that families across thesayjtarsrexperience
a high level of constraint with respect to their employment choices and eiconom
mobility outcomes. The analyses also present alternative metrics for jiily god job
satisfaction which explicitly include criteria from the perspectivdswfwage
nonmetropolitan workers. Most households experience little or no upward economic
mobility throughout their participation in the study, and family members express
conservative expectations for their long-term economic well-beimg study concludes
with suggestions for continued research in the nonmetropolitan U.S. This work
contributes to existing scholarship in the areas of economic mobility, wudrRaverty.

These analyses reveal scholarly assessments of work, poverty and tionslecis
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economic actors can be improved through the inclusion of subjective household
perspectives. Additionally, these analyses should motivate scholars atusgethe
effectiveness of employment for promoting upward economic mobility, espeamtng

contemporary nonmetropolitan low-income households.



To my folks —

Without you, I'd be up a crick without a paddle.
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1. Introduction

This dissertation examines how nonmetropolitan low-income families experienc
employment, poverty and economic immobility. Two major questions motivate these
analyses. Like other scholarship addressing the economic well-being of nispede
households, | seek to understand how nonmetropolitan low-income families can improve

their economic status over time. To that end, this dissertation project witisadtie
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objective economic outcomes of families including their un/employment and the
direction and degree of change in their economic trajectories. These anlyseEseh to
understand how families’ subjective experiences of poverty and im/mobiliteirde
their subsequent choices or strategies about employment. What do thesss fdninik of
their employment opportunities, and by what criteria do they differentiate gbsdrpm
bad ones? What do families think about being impoverished? Do they have an
expectation of upward mobility, or of some alternative trajectory?

Much more scholarly attention has focused on minority poverty and welfare
receipt in urban areas. By contrast, there has been a relative neglecey outside
such settings. In turn, an overarching contribution of this study is to offersasaly
focused on a nonmetropolitan sample of white and African-American fahiviieg in
six U.S. counties in 2003-2006. The nonmetropolitan perspective is essential for
understanding the evolving challenges of American poverty, as the poverof rat
nonmetropolitan U.S. counties has exceeded the metro rate every year sifitOghe

(ERS 2004).

1.1 Research Questions

This research investigates the economic outcomes of nonmetropolitan, low-
income families through two central questions: How do nonmetro low-income
households experience employment? What do families think of their prospects for
employment and upward mobility, and how do these assessments affect thes choice

and/or actions? Somewhat unique to the literature, | measure employment andieconom



trajectory at the household level, as decisions about employment include, rdfecea
influenced by all household members.

Given the characteristics of nonmetropolitan jobs and the study sample, $Kirst a
what kinds of jobs these families obtain. | address the objective and subjective
characteristics of employment, including jobs’ wages, hours and bendifién évaluate
employment from the household perspective. How do families think about these jobs and
what criteria do they use to make choices about their employment? How dedamil
distinguish between good and bad jobs? Through an assessment of nonmetro low-income
households’ perspectives on employment, these analyses establish meanfarijeb
guality and job satisfaction among low-wage nonmetropolitan workers.

To address households’ economic status and mobility, | objectively assess
households’ economic well-being over the period of their participation in the study,
including families’ income, employment stability and their overall econdrajectories.
| also include households’ subjective perspectives, such as families’ te@loghit their
mobility prospects, and how their goals and/or dreams factor into tbekrdecisions. |
argue that nonmetropolitan, low-income families generally experiengeastaeconomic
trajectories. However, families develop adaptive economic strategiégyasxpress a
desire for economic stability rather than mobility. Families also conesideria beyond

the strictly economic, such as wages and benefits, when selecting eraptoym

1.2 Gaps and Contributions

This research will address three gaps in the poverty literature.tRissstudy

provides much needed attention to an understudied segment of the American poor. By
3



virtue of sampling and analytical approaches, current research hated lim
understanding of the differential experiences of nonmetropolitan low-income and
impoverished families. The public policy research tradition, for example, hasefibc
mostly on urban families’ transitions from welfare, particularly sineare reform
(Lichter, McLaughlin, and Ribar 1997; Lichter and Jayakody 2002). The omission of
non-welfare families overlooks the sizeable population of impoverished families
currently not on welfare, working poor families living at or just above the poveety |
and families who have failed to exit poverty but have surpassed their 60-mointielifet
limit for social support (Ellwood 2000). Additionally, families who do exit welfaee ar
often likely to return through multiple iterations of welfare receipt, as sessarch of
single-parent households suggests (Harris 1996).

Second, this study provides a unique longitudinal perspective through a frequent
interview tempo and fine-grained, household-level data. Poverty research idyypical
conducted with survey data and longitudinal studies which collect data annuadiy rat
than on a more frequent basis. Although survey data allow researchers to conduct
analyses on large samples, consistent weekly or monthly data collection lhmiter a
researchers to understand how individuals interact with social institutioke, ma
decisions about employment and experience economic hardship in their daily lives. A
large body of ethnographic work has sought to provide this depth of analysis by including
more years of interviewing (Duneier 1999; Newman 2006), more frequently-spaced
interviews, constant access to respondents (Anderson 1990; Anderson 1999), or by

sharing respondents’ living spaces (Stack 1974), neighborhoods (Edin and Kefalas 2005)
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or jobs (Newman 1999). Even among the rich body of ethnographic literature, few
studies of impoverished or low-income populations have incorporated a frequent and
consistent interview tempo, the depth of ethnographic methodology and a household-
oriented research design that would be required for a comprehensive study of household
poverty and economic mobility (Edin and Lein 1997; Three City Study 1999).

Finally, this study provides a rare inclusion of the subjective perspectives of
nonmetropolitan low-income households and of low-wage workers embedded in these
households. The subjective experiences of families can help enhance scholarly
understanding of families’ economic actions or decisions involving their employment
education and economic well-being. An explicit focus on low-wage workersttigihs
about their jobs also reveals which job characteristics matter most tombeszs. Low-
wage work and workers are not a central focus within the job satisfaction and jity qual
literatures, and as a result, scholars have limited knowledge about whattesmatgood
job among this population. As this project will discuss in the analyses below, low-
income, nonmetropolitan households consider a different and unique set of criteria when
evaluating the types of jobs available to them in a nonmetropolitan setting.

The results of these analyses make several other contributions to poverty, work
and mobility scholarship. First, these analyses call into question theéveffess of
employment for motivating low income or impoverished families’ upward economic
mobility. These analyses reveal the very high level of constraint nonméetaopol
households face when making choices about employment, both in terms of the absolute

number and types of work available. Due to shifts in the nonmetropolitan economy, there
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has been a reduction in the availability of high-skill, high-wage jobs. Cochpatbeir
urban counterparts, nonmetro areas are also categorized by a higher proportion of
nonstandard, contingent and part-time work. A lower level of educational attdinme
among these households further constrains their work opportunities and income.

The economic trajectories of nonmetropolitan households are likewise
constrained, as households experience little upward or downward economic mobility.
Instead, most economic trajectories consist of no net change in household income or
economic well-being over the 24 to 36 months of families’ study participation. However
these families’ trajectories are categorized by frequent and conisptdls of poverty
and increased economic hardship due to fluctuations in work schedules and periodic
unemployment.

Existing poverty literature emphasizes the crucial role of employroent f
motivating families off welfare and promoting their upward economic mob¥igy, the
FLP’s monthly interview tempo reveals the degree to which nonmetropolitan lowencom
families experience employment instabilities. As this researdtsmolv, it is not the act
of finding a job in and of itself that leads to economic mobility, or even stabiigiead,
economic “success” entails keeping a job or obtaining one of a limited number ef-high
wage jobs while also negotiating a range of uncertainties and fluctuationstmdtatus,
childcare arrangements and access to reliable transportation. Diespitegh level of
workforce participation, employment instabilities limit these householdseletegm

potential for upward economic mobility.



Findings from this analysis further contribute to scholarship about the precarious
nature of low-wage workers’ employment. This theme has emerged through mate rece
research on working poverty. Low-wage workers’ access to jobs is staurtaatggiin
the lower segment of the labor market, even in times of relative natiasalgity
(Newman and Massengill 2006). Restricted access to better jobs and higivege
sometimes continues well into adulthood, particularly for workers with ledecational
attainment or certain family obligations (Newman 2006). Despite jobs’ diggdaor
“dead-end” status, prospective workers’ access to work in low-wage |avkets is
competitive and often necessitates a personal or family connection (Newman and
Massengill 2005). This literature has also noted the degree to which theepgpsiof
the working poor are dictated by national labor, health and social investmengspoli
(Zuberi 2004, 2006) and by welfare state generosity (Brady 2009). This piagiscioa
the growing scholarly dialogue about the working poor through an emphasis on the
frequency and degree of nonmetropolitan low-income households’ employment
instabilities.

Second, this dissertation contributes to the job quality and job satisfaction
literatures, and in particular, addresses the importance of amending thesptsdo
improve their applicability to the employment experiences of low-wagkemarExisting
scholarship has overwhelmingly emphasized the positive correlation between the
economic rewards of work and job quality or satisfaction. Workers with high salary or

high wage jobs are more likely to have high levels of job satisfaction. Thuspi$oll



that low-wage workers cannot possibly be satisfied with their jobs becaus#fareypy
definition, low rates of pay.

However, these analyses suggest that low-wage workers in low-income
households do experience high levels of job satisfaction, and contrary to predominating
discourse about low-wage work, actually like their jobs. Although a job’s wage and
benefits maintain importance, nonmetropolitan low-income families consideraive
characteristics of work, such as a job’s degree of affirmation, when chogsingSome
low-wage jobs provide a comparative advantage over others due to the alternative
benefits they offer, such as increased schedule flexibility or “falkéy-familiarity with
coworkers. Thus, nonmetropolitan low-income households define job quality, gain job
satisfaction and make decisions about employment using both economic and
noneconomic criteria. Future scholarship should prioritize noneconomic cniteria i
addition to employment’s wages and benefits when addressing job quality and job
satisfaction among nonmetropolitan low-wage workers.

In sum, the results of the analyses challenge existing measuremettsjof|ity
and job satisfaction, especially as they pertain to the employment of low-wage
nonmetropolitan workers. This research also provides insight into households’ subjective
experiences of poverty, including how regional context shapes household’s perspective
on employment and their potential for economic upward mobility. Additionally, these
analyses show the utility of measuring job quality and satisfaction at thehuddisevel,
as employment decisions affect and are affected by the family as. Wiraéy, this

study adds to the modest but growing body of literature aimed at understanding the
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experiences and economic outcomes of nonmetropolitan workers in a transitional

economy.

1.3 Data and Method

This dissertation uses a modified grounded theory method and ethnographic data
from a sample of 71 nonmetropolitan low-income households. The Family Life Project
(FLP) is a longitudinal study of low-income families living in small &titowns and
rural areas in central Pennsylvania and North Carolina. The FLP exarmacealky-
mixed, non-urban population, which provides the opportunity to examine the
heterogeneity of impoverished families beyond the oft-targeted urbanmaoaity
population. Although some FLP respondent families utilize social services #adewe
and are clearly below the official U.S. poverty threshold, others are working pibor wi
incomes up to 200% of the poverty level. The study also incorporates a household-
oriented, longitudinal research design with the frequent collection of fine-grained
interview data. Thus, in addition to the aforementioned advantages, this project provides
an opportunity to understand families’ lived experiences, or how families’ caatext
meanings and shared understandings of local norms, practices and bepetcadyi
influence their behaviors (Burton and Skinner 2005).

Through a modified grounded theory approach, | am able to scrutinize FLP
households’ employment and economic trajectories over time and across both objective
and subjective perspectives. This approach is modified from the original (QGldser a

Strauss 1967) to incorporate the use of existing literature which providesvigflax



the analysis procedDespite the author’s project involvement as a member of the
ethnographic research team, and later, a research assistant, thess atsdyely
largely on secondary, rather than primary, ethnographic data. The use afuthdegt
theory method promotes the discovery of emergent themes, and is the mos suitabl

method for understanding the subjective experiences of households over time.

1.4 Chapter Outline

This study begins with a discussion of the demographic and economic
characteristics of the nonmetropolitan United States. Chapter 2 estabbshebanges
in rural economies and the chronic nature of nonmetropolitan poverty have affected
nonmetro households’ opportunities for employment and economic mobility. This
chapter also highlights the need for increased scholarly attention to thetisebje
experiences of low-income nonmetro families, especially as the majbagysbing
research has addressed urban poverty. Finally, this chapter also presédats deta
information regarding the Family Life Project data, respondents and dréstcs of the
six study counties with comparison to both national demographics and comparable urban
datasets.

The next three chapters present three sets of analyses, with each adadiptded
to a particular aspect of low-income nonmetropolitan households’ employment and
economic mobility. Chapter 3 addresses the characteristics of FLP households’

employment. | assess households’ level of employment quality with objedtamac

! Traditional grounded theory does not advocateutieeof prior literature, as it may adversely infice the
ethnographer’s identification of emergent themes.
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such as wage, tenure and hours worked alongside families’ subjective assesgment
their employment and employers. Using a modified grounded theory approach, also
outlined in more detail in Chapter 3, this analysis combines emergent themesrfibm fa
interview data with existing scholarly metrics to present five sepdnatensions of job
quality. These five dimensions — affirmation, consistency, rewards, costspudory —
assess job quality with criteria explicitly informed by the perspesof nonmetro low-
income workers. Due to their use of existing job quality criteria, the fiverditoes also
allow for potential comparisons of job quality across existing studies.

Chapter 4 continues to examine FLP families’ employment through an extende
discussion of the affirmation dimension and its influence on how households make
choices about employment. The chapter profiles two types of jobs in particular that
present high levels of affirmation, including self-employment and jobs thdilare
family”. | contend that the affirmation dimension is a succinct and effestaasure of
low-income workers’ job satisfaction, as families consider affiromatitd be nearly as
important as jobs’ wages and other monetary rewards when deciding to remain
employed, become unemployed or when navigating their employment options ofderef
approaches which emphasize the economic compensation or rewards dimension of
employment fail to fully account for the employment decisions of low-incoor&ers
and their households.

The third and final analytical chapter (Chapter 5) addresses the economigymobil
of FLP households. Through a detailed assessment of families’ trajectioeiss

analyses show that significant changes in households’ economic status aredrtre, a
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majority of households experience no net economic change throughout the duration of
their study participation. However, despite a lack of overall net change ile&mi
economic status, many families experience regularly-occurringssgalnemployment

and economic volatility which preclude households’ upward economic mobility and
wealth acquisition. The chapter concludes with a discussion of families’ ptvegeon

their economic mobility prospects, including what it means to “get aheadnaove up

in the world”. The final chapter will summarize the study, its contributions and

limitations and will offer suggested avenues for future research.

12



2. Nonmetropolitan Low-Income Families in ContextThe
Family Life Project and Study Setting

Rural America has undergone many changes over the past 40 years. Substantial
shifts in population size and composition have transformed rural people and places.
Changes to the rural economy, including the waning prevalence of traditionalecoen
such as agriculture, call into question the static images of rural placesfasiotthed,
idyllic farming communities. Rural families are not immune to thesetstral
alterations. They have also transformed and are no longer defined by theilyorm
distinctive characteristics. Although the vast majority of the U.S. populatiaihve
urban areas, over 52 million people, or nearly a fifth of the total population, lived in rural
areas in 2000 (Brown and Swanson 2003). Despite the colossal metropolitan population
shift of the last century, almost 75 percent of all U.S. counties remain @dsssfrural
(Brown and Swanson 2003). Given the strong residual presence of rural people and
places, as well as the substantial changes facing nonmetropolitan &mdrat do these
social landscapes actually look like? The following section will addressdig in
which contemporary rural people and places are different than they wergdarsyago,

as well as to the degree they now resemble their urban counterparts.

2.1 Rural/Nonmetropolitan Population Composition drChange

Because the technical distinction between urban and rural is largelydlicyate

dichotomous measures of population size and/or density, it is important to understand
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each designation’s criterfaThe U.S. Census classifies areas as urban or rural using a
population cutoff of 2,500 persons. Thus, rural places include areas with populations
under 2,500 or containing “open country” (Weber et. al 2005:409). Alternatively, the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) uses a more detailed, county-based afyste
classification which better accounts for population variability in rural plateis
definition designates metropolitan counties as such if they contain or are in the
commuting proximity of a “core” city exceeding 50,000 persons (Weber 2008);
Mackun 2005; Brown and Swanson 2003). Nonmetropolitan counties are simply those
not meeting the above metropolitan definition. However, the rural/urban and
non/metropolitan system of county classification does not account for hetetpgene
population size within counties. For example, nonmetropolitan counties often contain
sparsely populated places as well as smaller central cities and townsesdhid
system account for population size differences across nonmetropolitan counties.
Beginning with the 2000 Census, nonmetropolitan counties could also be
classified as micropolitan, which are nonmetropolitan areas integratedemiers of
population sized 10,000 to 49,999 persons (Brown and Swanson 2003). Nonmetropolitan
counties lacking core cities of at least 10,000 persons were designatédriteuiside
core based statistical areas,” or CBSAs (Mackun 2005). The addition of micro and CBSA
designations introduced a means of capturing the variable population size of

nonmetropolitan places. Despite this recent advance in population measurement, thes

1| use the terms “rural” and “nonmetropolitan” (fmetro”), and “urban” and “metropolitan” (“metro”),
interchangeably, despite the limitations associatigll this approach (Weber et. al 2005).
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definitions continue to present classification issues. For example, metropolitatres
often contain residential areas technically falling under a rural désigr{sVeber et. al
2005). Conversely, rural classifications sometimes fail to recognizeginagraphic
proximity to large city centers in neighboring areas.

Despite the continuing challenges of classification, what are the average
characteristics of the U.S. nonmetropolitan (rural) population? In terms otisbsol
population change, nonmetropolitan areas have experienced several notable cycles of
population gain and loss over the past 40 years (Johnson 2003). Shifts in rural population
size are due in large part to changing patterns of in- and out-migration, although not a
rural regions of the U.S. have been uniformly affected. Throughout the 1970s,
nonmetropolitan areas gained more than 3 million persons due to the relocation of
metropolitan Americans (Johnson 2003). However, this rural population increase was
short-lived, as the 1980s were accompanied by rural out-migration and populatiae decli
(Johnson 2003). From the 1990s through 2000, it appears many nonmetropolitan areas
recouped population lost during the 1980s, although population losses continued
unchecked in the Great Plains, the Corn Belt and the Mississippi Delta (Johnson 2003).
Although more recent rural population gains can be attributed in some part to natural
increase, the primary driver of changes in rural population size has beéegration
(Johnson 2003).

It is important to note that population gains to rural areas peaked around 1994-
1995 only to slow again in the late 1990s (Beale 2000; Cromartie 2001, irndd0GS).

Thus, rural population size may once again be in decline (Johnson 2003). The rural
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population does appear to have declined from 2000 to 2003, as the combined population
of newly-designated micropolitan areas and CBSAs did not quite reach 50 million
persons (Mackun 2005). However, rural population size has fluctuated across these three
years as well, as the Census reports modest growth in both micro areasdgné) ped

CBSAs (0.5 percent) for 2003 (Mackun 2005).

Despite the ebb and flow of nonmetro population size, rural racial and ethnic
diversity is inarguably increasing. From 1990 to 2000, non-white minorities drove
approximately 40 percent of the population increase in both adjacent and non-attacent (
a metro area) counties (Johnson 2003). Non-white minorities accounted for 18.3 percent
of non-metro residents in 2005, with Asians and Latinos comprising the two fastest-
growing and widely-dispersed minority groups (Cromartie 2009). Between 1990 and
2000, the Latino population even grew faster in some nonmetropolitan areas than in
metropolitan areas, including those in the South, Northeast and Midwest (Saenz and
Torres 2003).

In contrast, other minority groups remain relatively static and immobheo
actually retreated from rural areas. Rural African-Ameridargely remain confined to
the Black Belt, a band of impoverished counties in the Southeast. The Black Belt contains
79 percent of all nonmetropolitan African-Americans and 45 percent of all Africa
Americans (Harris and Worthen 2003). Nonmetropolitan areas have also seenaidecli
Native American populations. Ninety percent of all Native Americans lived in ewam
areas prior to World War 1, yet as of 2000, only 50 percent lived in these areas

(Gonzales 2003). However, the dispersion of Native Americans may be attridotable
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changing racial/ethnic identification questions in the U.S. Census and to uridas Na
Americans’ increasing willingness to identify themselves as such.

At the household level, the composition of nonmetropolitan families has been
subject to the same dynamics affecting the metro U.S. population. The formerly
distinctive features of rural families such as larger household sizes ditidtia two-
parent households have been on the decline. The in-migration of metro familiesohas al
influenced rural household structure, resulting in less divergence between the
composition of rural and urban households (Snyder and McLaughlin 2004). Changes to
rural family structure include the growth of single-headed households due to isdgrease
divorce and nonmarital childbearing. Nonmarital childbearing rates are nolarsi
across rural and urban areas (Lichter, Roscigno and Condron 2003). Median rural
household size is also currently similar to, and perhaps even smaller than, that of
metropolitan households — 3.02 versus 3.14 persons according to the 2000 Census
(MacTavish and Salamon 2003). Between 1980 and 2000, the percentage of single parent
families with children rose across central city metro, suburban metrocoanaetro areas,
with approximately 50 percent increases in both suburban and nonmetro areas (Snyder
and McLaughlin 2004). During this time period, the proportion of single parent families
in nonmetro areas rose from 9.1 to 13.6 percent (Snyder and McLaughlirf2004).

Although metro areas have led the way in terms of household compositional changes,

% These percentages are similar for suburban areaste same time period. Within urban areas, sing|
parent families rose only 17 percent, from 17.81®3 percent of all families.
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rural households have become more similar to suburban and urban households over the
past few decades.

In sum, nonmetropolitan areas have experienced notable transitions in population
size and composition over the past 40 years. Although rural areas experiencald sever
waves of population change driven primarily by in- and out-migration, the relatevefsiz
the rural population continues to be significant and has held steadily at approxbately
million persons. Nonmetropolitan areas have continued to become more diverse both in
terms of their racial/ethnic composition and household structure. Rural areasimgie
resemble their urban counterparts, as they have experienced an increaseityg mi
populations and in the prevalence of nontraditional households. The transformation of
nonmetropolitan areas discussed above is linked to changes to the rural economy. The

next sections will discuss relevant aspects of economy and poverty.

2.2 Shifts in the Nonmetropolitan Economy, Employnte Job
Characteristics

Changes in the nonmetro economy can be summarized by two major categories —
the shift from traditional rural economic sectors to a service-sector ecaruripe
polarization of wages by differential educational attainment. Rurasdrave undergone
a post-agrarian transition, as fewer than 1 in 10 rural families now earn thearpr
livelihood from farming or similar work (MacTavish and Salamon 2003) compared to the
42 percent of the population who lived on farms at the turn of the last century (Murray
1984, 1994). In the last century, traditional rural industries such as natural resource

extraction, agriculture and manufacturing have declined by half (Freuget®@? in
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McGranahan 2003; Tickamyer and Henderson 2003). Emergent new industries, such as
those in the high-tech sector, have settled disproportionately into urban areas
(McGranahan 2003). Although this deindustrialization is principally due to technology
and improved worker productivity (Brady and Denniston 2006), the globalization of
production has also exacerbated this situation. Markets like the U.S. South are no longer
as competitive to manufacturers seeking a source of low-skilled labor éviakzan
2003). The loss of manufacturing to overseas firms and workers has resulted in less
domestic job opportunities for individuals with lower levels of educational attainment

The decline in traditional rural economic sectors and manufacturing éillemis
accompanied by an expansion in service-sector jobs, including those in communications
and business, professional and financial services (McGranahan 2003). Although some of
these service-based employers settled in rural areas (McGranahant2€83higher-
paying, high-skill service sector jobs require post-secondary education avat are
attainable options for low-skilled rural workers. Rural-to-urban comnretpsre access
to reliable personal transportation (MacTavish and Salamon 2003), as public
transportation is largely not available in these areas. Thus, well-edugetkedksidents
with reliable transportation have access to a greater range of sentmeeseployment
opportunities within both the metro and nonmetro markets. In contrast, lower-income,
less-educated rural residents without the means to commute have less hig-earni
opportunities in the rural service sector and are at a distinct disadvagittgeito their

highly-educated counterparts.
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Rural areas are themselves characterized by reduced accesswadpglnigh-
skill standard employment, meaning rural households in general have lesstacce
“good” jobs. Nonstandard work is much more prevalent in rural areas as compared to
urban or suburban areas, and nonmetropolitan workers are more likely to be employed in
contingent or varied-hour work (McLaughlin and Jensen 2008). Nonstandard work is
characterized by part-time hours, short-term, tenuous or temporary schedules and
locations (such as in contract work or work mediated through a temporary agency) and/or
by little expectation of continued employment (McLaughlin and Jensen 2008b&ajle
Reskin and Hudson 2000). These types of jobs often include work in construction,
factories, retail and food service.

Explanations for the prevalence of “bad jobs” in rural areas vary, including
mechanisms such as the push of market forces and intentional worker exploitation
(Jensen, McLaughlin and Slack 2003). Despite the cause, the end game means less
“good” jobs for rural workers. Benefits and wages also tend to be lower for ndasda
workers, which creates further financial hardship for those rural famdigged to
these types of jobs (Haynie and Gorman 1999). Holding human capital and job type
constant, rural workers experience less economic returns from employae ot their
urban counterparts (McLaughlin and Perman 1991 in Jensen, McLaughlin and Slack
2003).

The transformation of the rural economy has disadvantaged rural workers,
particularly those with lower levels of educational attainment and the iyabili

commute to urban areas for high-skill, high-wage service sector jobs. Without the
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resurgence of traditional rural industries or the creation of employment optiicts

offer a living wage to low-skilled workers, rural workers with low edurel attainment
seem confined to contingent, part-time, lower-paying positions in the rural service
economy. As rural areas have traditionally experienced higher rates ofypovieegin

with, how does this shift in the rural economy influence rural poverty? How do people

experience poverty in contemporary nonmetro areas?

2.3 Poverty and Welfare in Rural Environments

Rural areas have long been noted for their predisposition to poverty (Weber et. al
2005). Traditionally, rural studies have investigated the prevalence and peesiste
poverty in specific areas of the U.S. including the Appalachian mountain regimkéR|
and Bowman 1973; Billings and Blee 2002). More recent studies of rural poverty have
included regional poverty in the South and Northeast (Duncan 2000), and in counties
classified as rural according to population density measures (Grinsess;Wurley,
and Charles 2007; McLaughlin and Coleman-Jensen 2008). Although rural poverty has
not received as much scholarly attention as urban poverty (Cotter 2002), loroé-fiife
nation’s poor live in nonmetropolitan areas where poverty is more likely to be
disproportionately high (Weber et. al 2005) and chronic (Lichter, Roscigno and Condron
2003). [Please see Appendix A for a comparison of metro-nonmetro county poverty
statistics.]

Poverty rates have been consistently higher for nonmetropolitan residents as
compared to their metro counterparts for the past 50 years, although céyntoalverty

has reached slightly higher levels than rural poverty (Jensen, McLaughlinaahkd Sl
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2003). Not unexpectedly, nonmetropolitan children are more likely to be poor than their
urban counterparts (Lichter, Roscigno and Condron 2003). Despite a decline in poverty
rates for rural children since the late 1980s, rural African-Amegbddren continue to
experience rates of poverty three times higher than that of comparable wBiet
percent versus 10.9 percent in 2000 (Jensen, McLaughlin and Slack 2003:120; Lichter,
Roscigno and Condron 2003:99).

Several notable factors differentiate the rural poor. The rural poor hawer high
rates of labor force participation and are slightly more likely to be workiihgjrhe
compared to the urban poor (Jensen, McLaughlin and Slack 2003). In 1984, two thirds of
impoverished rural households contained at least one worker compared with just over
half of all impoverished urban households (Duncan and Tickameyer 1988). Additionally,
working more hours has less of an effect on the reduction of poverty in rural areas,
although recent contradictory findings have been noted (Weber et. al 2005; Cotter 2002).
Low-income and impoverished households in rural areas are more likely to be white, live
in traditional nuclear families, and be elderly (Cotter 2002). Although whites cganpri
the greatest absolute number of rural poor, minorities are statisticaiylikely to be
poor in nonmetro than metro areas (Cotter 2002). Proportionately, there are fewer fema
headed households in rural areas, although as discussed above, this trend is changing in
recent years (Duncan and Tickamyer 1988).

Rural single-mother households, a growing segment of the rural population, often
find themselves doubly disadvantaged by their gender and rurality. The relatiohshi

single mother households to poverty is already well-documented (Ananat andIMichae
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2008; Lieb and Thistle 2006; Thomas and Sawhill 2002; Seccombe 2000; Bianchi 1994,
1999). Rural mothers experience higher rates of poverty and lower wages than their
metro counterparts. Even when controlling for education level, marital hisiog/and
number of children, rural mothers do not experience the same amount of economic
benefit from full-time work as compared to urban mothers (Brown and Lichter 2004).
Correspondingly, rural mothers also have higher income-to-poverty ratios aed high
rates of poverty by the official poverty line measure when compared to theapaigan
counterparts (Brown and Lichter 2004).

The persistence of rural poverty is influenced by shifts in the rural ecohmmy,
levels of educational attainment and the limited and differential effeciseared use of
social welfare programs. A shortage of living wage jobs and the socialasaddimany
rural communities have created “rural ghettos,” much in the same naturésas’sVi
(1987) urban work discusses (Duncan 2000). Rural children lag behind national standards
on standardized tests and experience substantial high school dropout rates (Lichter
Roscigno and Condon 2003). As of 2000, the urban-rural gap in high school completion
rates had all but closed, although no progress has been made in closing the gap on
baccalaureate-and-higher degree attainment (Beaulieu, Israel armeieéy2003). A
high school diploma continues to be the modal degree achievement in rural areas
(Beaulieu, Israel and Wimberley 2003).

The rural particularities of public assistance and social welfagragms likely
add to the prevalence of poverty. Rural families have different patterns qfeenegat

and take-up rates with social services, including historically lower oatessh assistance

23



receipt (Grinstein-Weiss, Curley and Charles 2007), but higher ratesa&apiport

from noncustodial fathers (Bartfield and Meyer 2001 in Lichter, Roscigno and Condron
2003). Although rural families’ rate of welfare receipt is now approaching thefat
receipt by urban families, rural families typically receive lowapants of cash

assistance due to states’ differential generosity in welfare ke(@fHare 2009).
Furthermore, although many rural households would qualify for various kinds of social
assistance programs, a lack of public transportation may prohibit households from
reaching the county office to apply for services in the first place (&’'2a09).

Despite rural areas’ much smaller absolute population size, the arrayngesha
and challenges affecting rural places makes them an interesting asgang&ibject of
study. Although poverty seems to be one of the few constants faced by ruraireeas
is a surprising dearth of rural poverty research compared with the tremendgus bod
work investigating urban poverty. Research has increasingly addresdeateas yet an
urban bias continues to dominate poverty and welfare scholarship (Duncan and
Tickamyer 1988; Cotter 2002). Due to the particular limitations of the rural ecomodny
the isolated nature of some rural communities, rural low-income famiteségource
challenges that comparable urban families do not.

For these reasons, it is important to understand how rural families, egpeciall
those who are low-income and resource-poor, make sense of their changing rural
communities. Research incorporating their everyday experiences isinasdee
solutions to the challenges rural populations face (Lewis 2000; Katras, Zuikeaaed B

2004). Through the examination of qualitative, longitudinal data from low-income
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families in central Pennsylvania and eastern North Carolina, this digsextét explore
and evaluate how nonmetro families are “making do” with their contemporary eanomi
prospects in their respective, transforming rural environments.

Given the above discussion of the rural social landscape, it is also important to
note the particular nuances of the two regions investigated in these analyses — thr
counties each in Pennsylvania and North Carolina. Although it is useful to categorize the
patterns and trends of rural places, it would be irresponsible not to acknowledge the
regional contexts that make these places unique to each otherwlarttseeof one scholar,
“When you've seemnerural community, you've seemmerural community” (emphasis
in original) (Daryl Hobbes in Swanson and Brown 2003:397). The next section will
briefly discuss the contemporary economic and demographic context of Central
Pennsylvania and North Carolina, followed by a discussion of the Family lajecPr

and participants.

2.4 The Family Life Project Study Setting

Both Pennsylvania and North Carolina have experienced shifts in their primary
economic industries over the past several decades. In western and centrdv&eians
local economies have transitioned from traditional agriculture, resourcet@sxirand
manufacturing to more serviced-based occupations. Coal mining, for whichirweste
Pennsylvania and other parts of Appalachia are partially infamous (Tickamye
Henderson 2003), has declined and given way to the dominance of other industries
including education, healthcare, retail trade, manufacturing and cormtrudtrth

Carolina has experienced a similar transition, suffering decline in sanuessef
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agriculture, namely tobacco production, and in manufacturing. For example, central
North Carolina has experienced sizeable declines in furniture and textileattaminiy,

but continues to experience notable growth in hog farming and biotechnologies
(Denniston 2006). Figures 1 and 2 below depict the Family Life Project counties withi

in their respective states.

Counties and County Seats of

Pennsylvania

Figure 1: Pennsylvania Study Counties

Throughout the Pennsylvania study counties — Blair, Cambria and Huntingdon —

and their micropolitan areas, educational services, healthcare and sasiahass
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comprise the predominant sector, accounting for about one quarter of total industry type
(ACS 2011). At approximately 12 percent, retail trade is the second most dominant
industry in in Blair and Cambria counties, with manufacturing maintainingse ¢hird.

In Huntingdon County, manufacturing is the second most prominent industry, with
construction and retail trade vying for third. Manufacturing presence in thestes

includes the production of paper, woodcraft and paperboard products, circuit boards,
forged steel products and food items, among other goods. Traditional sectors including
agriculture and mining account for less than 2 percent of industry in Cambria and Blai
counties. The agricultural sector accounts for 4 percent in Huntingdon. Unlike the other

two PA counties, Huntingdon does not contain a micropolitan center.

Kentucky Virginia North Qér'OI ina

r -
t Alleghaiif o — =
Sl Uy Stokes CaswelPerson Vanceyyaren  Marthampion G““Eca'“d“"ns uatank
o RocHRSHEN Granville Hertford Cul
. ANatauga Wilkes Wadkin Forsyth Hulfred Pol'ml[ﬂ!ﬂ\ =1
] - i: Avary SN Gliford  Crange Frasklin msman«- %
UL MRl el Davie Alamance  [yrham Mash AL
hadisanYancey Alexander e i A
P McDowell Iredell  Davidson Chatham Martin l\m!bm!
T Buneonike Burke Catawba  Rawan Randolph {5‘“‘5‘-“ o
e J
J Swain Rutherford H0Sall oy oe Wontiirien Lee | j—‘ =L
ﬁ“m Jackson chdmugﬂk el Em.q 5 Moors - /\-? iy [
e X ) M:l:klenburu e s
Gherokee _ Macon Transyl'eanla’ Sy Richmond . Cumberia) _:qq_f'an‘l‘@ . —
— . Unian gnzon & an_ otk 5 (“LV
a I Scotland Onsz Ca ‘/'
/ ik
. Robeson fg)k"'_ ¥
\'.._\ \ Edaden Fender ”
Georgia \ South Carolina N Columbus  New aGver

", Brunewick!

Figure 2: North Carolina Study Counties

The North Carolina counties embody a slightly different composition of economic

sectors. Across Wayne, Wilson and Sampson counties, educational servicesateealthc
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and social assistance account for one quarter to one fifth of all economic se€rs (A
2011). In a slight departure from the general Pennsylvania county pattern, chanmga
is the second largest sector in each of the three NC counties and micropolsai\ditea
the exception of Wayne county and its micropolitan area, Goldsboro, the margin between
these first- and second- most dominant industries is approximately 21 perceatedm
to approximately 17 percent, respectively. Manufacturing in these NC countiesemc
metal stamping and manufacture of metal products, fiberglass and wood products, rubber
tires and food products (most notably of hot sauce, pickles and Coca Cola bottling).
Retail maintains a position as the third most dominant industry across alNtGree
counties. Sampson — like Huntingdon County in PA — does not have a micropolitan
center and maintains a relatively high presence of agriculture at 11 percent.

Both Pennsylvania and North Carolina display some interesting contemporary
demographic patterns which are, in some cases, notably different from hationa

characteristics. Table 1 below contains some of these statistics.

Table 1: County Characteristics and U.S. Comparison — US, State & County American
Community Survey (ACS 2005-2007) Estimates

us PA PA PA NC NC NC
Blair = Cambria Huntingdon Wayne Wilson Sampson

% Two food processing companies — including therivdas producer of pork products, Smithfield Foods —
claimed to be responsible for 12 percent of Sam@mmty’s workforce in 2009-2012 (Sampson County
Economic Development Commission 2012).
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Population| 301,621,157 125,527 144,995 45,556 113,590 76,754 63,641
%Population 7.2 -2.8 -5.0 -0.1 0.2 4.0 5.8
Change*
%<5 years 6.9 5.7 5.1 4.7 7.7 7.0 7.3
%<18 years 24.5 21.2 19.4 194 26.0 25.0 25.9
%65 years & 12.6 171 18.7 15.7 125 134 13.0
>
%Female 50.7 51.8 51.1 47.5 51.4 52.1 50.6
%White 80.0 97.2 95.2 93.3 64.7 58.8 67.9
%Black 12.8 1.6 3.4 5.6 32.9 394 28.8
%Hispanic 15.1 0.7 1.1 1.3 6.8 8.6 155
Origin
%H.S. Grads 84.0 87.6 85.7 85.1 80.2 75.2 73.2
25+
%Bachelors 27.0 16.7 17.2 13.6 15.6 16.8 11.4
25+
%w/Disability 15.1 19.4 20.1 20.1 21.0 18.2 21.8
ages Syearst
%Persons 13.3 12.7 12.4 10.6 17.4 19.3 20.1
Below
Poverty
Median 50,007 40,196 37,030 39,044 39,316 36,740 33,331
Household
Income ($)

*From the period April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2007

Across the six counties, only three — Blair and Cambria in PA and Wayne in NC —

have a population surpassing 100,000 perédtme three remaining counties have

* In an effort to be contemporaneous with the Fartily Project data collection period, these datmeo
from the 2005-2007 American Community Survey (ACB)ese data do not provide information from any
one point in time. Rather, the ACS estimates pmwaderage characteristics over the years in quedtio
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populations roughly half the size of the three largest counties. The Pennsylvaniastounti
possible tendency toward an aging population is evidenced by their comparatively low
proportions of children and higher percentage of older residents. All three PA counties
have proportions of children under 5 and children under 18 slightly lower than the
national average, and the percent of the population aged 65 and older is approximately 5
percentage points greater than the national average. In contrast, all thceamni€s
have youth and elderly populations on par with the national average. These patterns may
reflect larger trends in regional population change, as the three PA coupteseced
population loss from the period 2000 to 2007 while the NC counties experienced
substantial population growth (ACS 2009). Population change ranges from 5 percent
population loss in Cambria County, PA to nearly 6 percent growth in Sampson County,
NC.

According to population density measures, all six counties are cldsasfie
nonmetro (Rural PA 2003; NC Rural Center 2009), although their respondents live in
towns of sizes ranging from several hundred to approximately 46,000 persons (ACS
2011). None of the largest towns in each of the six counties surpasses the 50,000-person
metropolitan population criteria. However, Blair and Cambria in PA and Wayne and

Wilson counties in NC contain at least one micropolitan area with sizes rdraimg

some cases, which will be noted, data are onlylaai from the 2005-2009 ACS. Due to the recent and
rapid demographic change in these regions, the églifiates provide more timely area characteristics
than either the 2000 or 2010 Census.
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22,000 persons (Johnstown, Cambria County, PA) to 46,000 (Wilson, Wilson County,
NC).

In terms of their racial composition, all three Pennsylvania counties eahibi
white population proportionately larger than the national average and have a lower than
average proportion of African-Americans and Latinos. The North Carolina counties
exhibit the opposite pattern. Due to a potential undercount of Mexican migrants in
particular, the proportion of Latino persons may be significantly underestrnmaNorth
Carolina. The most striking difference between the Pennsylvania and Noolin€a
counties is the lack of racial diversity across the Pennsylvania counties.

As discussed above, rural areas generally have lower levels of educational
attainment. Interestingly, the three PA counties display high school conmplates on
par with the national average. However, the proportion of the NC population completing
high school across these three counties ranges from 4 to nearly 11 points lowee than t
national average (73.2 — 80.2 versus 84 percent). Compared to the national average at 27
percent, much lower proportions of PA and NC residents have completed their 4-year
degree. Completion percentages range from a low of 11 in Sampson County to 17.2 in
Cambria County. College completion rates remain low across these counties’
micropolitan centers as well, the city of Wilson being the one exceplibese counties’
college-completion rates are comparable to rates across the nonmetrop&itan U

(O’Hare 2009). Although gains have been made in high school completion rates, rural

® According to the 2005-2009 ACS, 21 percent of Wfilsesidents have baccalaureate degrees, which is
the highest proportion across the entire sample.
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areas have not yet achieved college-completion rates comparable to edsn ar
Educational attainment across the PA and NC counties reflect this regioaalatios.
Furthermore, although educational attainment trends are similar atmsalaareas,
some rural places maintain exceptionally low levels of education, including ttie Bla
Belt and Appalachia (McGranahan 2003).

Median household income in these counties is modest, on average about $12,000
less than the 2005-2007 national median household income. Across Pennsylvania, the
percentage of impoverished individuals for each county falls slightly below the
comparable figure for the U.S., around 12 and 13 percent, respectively. In contrast,
impoverished individuals comprise nearly a fifth of the population in each of the three
North Carolina counties. Poverty rates appear to be relatively simitessaihe counties
and their largest micropolitan areas, although micropolitan areas disglatyystigher
proportions of individual poverty for 2005-2009 (ACS 2011). Notably, all six counties
report a much higher proportion of disabled individuals, approximately 25 percent larger
than compared to the overall U.S. percentage.

In sum, the FLP study counties in Pennsylvania and North Carolina folloVarsimi
patterns in terms of their economies, population sizes and most demographic
characteristics. Both PA and NC have experienced shifts in their regpectimomies
such that educational services, healthcare and social assistance, mangfaod retail
sales are the most prevalent sectors. The six counties share similar popatterns
and sizes. Two out of each state’s three counties have micropolitan centees. Thes

counties’ residents also have similar levels of educational achievemdnhig¥itschool
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being the modal degree obtained. Household incomes are generally similartathos
sets of counties, ranging from a high of ~$40,000 in Blair County to $33,000 in Sampson
County (in 2012 dollars, about $48,000 and $40,000, respectively).

However, Pennsylvania and North Carolina differ on some demographic
indicators. In terms of racial/ethnic composition, the NC counties display tyinori
population compaosition comparable to or proportionately larger than nationakfigure
contrast, the racial majority in PA is by a far margin, white. The NC ca&lpgecentage
of the population in poverty falls several points above both the PA counties’ and the
national average. All three PA counties exhibit an older population and negative
population growth, while the NC counties have positive growth trajectories and youth
and elderly populations on par with national proportions.

Given these characteristics, the residents in Blair, Cambria and Hiorting
counties are likely to be employed in service, retail, or manufacturingahaigs school
diploma, are white and are live in households with gross annual incomes under
$47,000/yeaf.Residents of Wayne, Wilson and Sampson counties are likely to be
employed in service, manufacturing or retail, and are slightly lesy likah PA
residents to have a high school diploma. They are also more likely to be Blacknot Lat
be impoverished, and live in households with annual incomes at or under $42,500.
Details regarding the Family Life Project families, their cheaastics and how they

were selected from these counties follow below.

® Throughout all chapters, all dollar amounts aporeed in 2012 dollars and have been adjusted for
inflation unless otherwise indicated.
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2.5 The Family Life Project Participants

Data for this dissertation come from the ethnographic component of the Family
Life Project (FLP). The FLP is a 5-year longitudinal, multi-site, mmakthod study
conducted in partnership by The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and The
Pennsylvania State University at University Park. The FLP’s primaayis to develop a
better understanding of how community, employment, family economic resowcely, f
contexts, parent-child relationships and individual differences among childheenicé
development and competencies in children during their first five years. Tenthishe
FLP consists of two parts: a study of children’s lives and development vies cle
home visits, childcare visits, and phone calls (h=1200) and an ethnographic component
(n=93) of families distributed evenly across the six study counties.

Both components of the FLP aim to assuage the deficit of nonmetropolitan data
that exists with respect to the influence of environmental factors ang fdymamics on
child development. Most comparative data is collected in urban areas (EvansishEng|
2002), although studies are increasingly collecting more rural data (Bratiy2602)’
Although the FLP included two components, this dissertation utilizes the ethnographic
data only. The ethnographic component was established to inform the larger component
of cultural beliefs and practices in rural areas, as well as any upateat complexities

associated with small-town and rural life (Burton and Skinner 2005).

" Please see Appendix B for a comparison of FLPament characteristics to those in comparable rurba
studies.
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Recruitment for the ethnographic component began in the spring of 2003 and
continued throughout the spring of 2006. Participants in this component matched
participants in the larger component on some, but not all, demographic charesterist
However, participation in one portion of the study permanently prohibited participation in
the other component. Respondents for the larger component were recruited exdlusively
NC and PA county hospitals shortly after giving birth, while respondents in the
gualitative portion were typically recruited when 5-8 months pregnant. Queditati
interviewers recruited respondents at grocery stores, WIC offices, seniales offices,
and by posting flyers and handouts in the same locdtiBnswball sampling was also
utilized to recruit respondents in selected instances, such as to add racidlydivéns
study sample. Unlike the larger study’s sample, all of the qualitative rspisncould be
classified as low-income, with reported earnings and income at 200% of the pevelty |
or below.

The combination of longitudinal design and monthly interview frequency is a
particular advantage of these dataterviews continued on a monthly basis until all
interview protocols were completed, although some families withdrew pribeto t
completion of all protocols due to scheduling issues or other corfflibise to this and

to the variable timing of families’ recruitment to the study, the dataatmfeperiod per

® The interviewers combined recruitment strategiesriler to increase the likelihood of identifying
potential respondents. These strategies also iedlpdssing out project information to patrons oélo
establishments and asking even visibly pregnantaevoifithey knew anyone currently 5-8 months
pregnant who might be interested in participatmghie FLP.

® The FLP data offer distinct advantages over coatglar longitudinal studies such as Fragile Famibes
FLP interviews were conducted on a monthly, rathan yearly or tri-yearly basis (Fragile Famili€309).
19 A comprehensive list of interview protocols appsarAppendix C.
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household ranges from several months to several years [please see Appendix D for
descriptive statistics regarding data collectitrih addition to the demographic data
collected for each family at the intake interview, every monthly famtirview includes
the interviewer’s fieldnotes and a transcript (verbatim or targeted) ofualiy-eecorded
material.

Most interviews were digitally recorded, the exception being when respondents
did not consent to the tape recording, or due to sporadic recorder malfunction or
interviewer error. Interviewers also provided fieldnotes describirghberhood
characteristics and any participant observations with the familibésasudoctor
appointments, social services visits, on grocery shopping trips and to fanmtg sueh
as weddings and baptisms. Other forms of data collected for some familieke ifaamily
photos and GIS coordinates or maps of important family landmarks (childhood homes,
schools, and the like).

Because of the sampling strategy used to recruit respondents, the FLP
ethnographic sample is not statistically representative of the courigyostairal U.S.
population. Although respondents range in age from late teens to late thirties, the mea
age of the FLP sample is nearly 20 years lower than the average age oftrengtotly
counties, and is over ten years below the national average (ACS 2011). Despitd targe
efforts to recruit Black and Latino respondents in PA, the racial compositieA of

respondents largely reflects the predominately-white composition of thoseesoumti

1 For this reason, a traditional attrition meassrdifficult to calculate. Although some respondedrisp
out of the study prematurely, their “incomplete'talare still incorporated into the overall analyses
Grounded theory methodology, discussed in Chapbsi@v, appropriately addresses this issue.
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terms of educational attainment, the majority of respondents have completedhoigh sc
or a GED equivalent. The ethnographic sample has a higher proportion without a high
school diploma and a much lower proportion of college graduates than the regional or

national population&’ Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of the PA and NC

respondents.

Table 2: Selected Family Life Project Demographic Characteristics
(Ethnographic Sample Only)

FLP — PA FLP —NC
N=50 N=43
Age* | (n=42) (n=42)
Mean| 23.6 24.5
Median| 23 25
Range| 18-35 16-39
Race/Ethnicity
Black (%) | 10.0 45.2
Latino (%) | 12.0 14.3
White (%) | 76.0" 40.5
Education*
Some college (%) 24.0 45.2
High School/GED Only (%) 30.0 28.6

12 A high proportion of study respondents have atentbllege or secondary school, but did not hatd th
respective terminal degrees at the time of thaitiggpation in the study. It is possible respondenent on
to complete these degrees outside of the studynedisen period, although a notable amount of
respondents had already withdrawn from their pnogrduring their participation in the FLP.
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Less than high school (%) 22.0 26.2
Unknown (%) | 24.0 --

Work Status (Age >18)*

Not working or in school (%) 44.0 34.9
Working (%) | 42.0 60.5
Unknown (%)| 14.0 4.7
Marital Status*
Single/unmarried (%) 64.0 60.5
Married (%) | 22.0 25.6
Divorced (%)| 4.0 6.9
Separated (%) 2.0 4.6
Widowed (%) | 2.0 0.0
Unknown (%)| 6.0 2.3

*Reflects respondent status at intake.
"Total does not add to 100%, as there is onevBla&merican respondent not included in
the listed racial categories.

In terms of family composition, a quarter of the respondents are curremtigana
compared with roughly 50 percent in the U.S. and county populations. Cohabitation
across the FLP mothers in both states is both high and inconsistent over time. The
respondents’ younger average age may help account for the high incideoce of
marriage in the sample. As respondents were recruited while pregnantsa ihpbrtant
to consider how the presence of young children in these families might inflinrenrce t
economic and employment decisions. In addition to respondents’ average ageitatd mar
status, their status as the parents of young children and/or infants distingfaeshdsom
older families and individuals. Still, due to the 20-year age range of EpBndents and
the variation in household composition across the sample, these data can speak to a
variety of rural families. The sample includes young, first-timelsingthers and older
married- or partnered- households with multiple children. Additionally, some FLP

families’ living arrangements include multiple generations and/or extdadebh these
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ways, the FLP sample reflects past and present trends in the composition of
nonmetropolitan households.

What makes the FLP families unique is their limited residential mphitid their
status as “stayers”, or individuals who do not move out of or far from their childhood
communities. In their discussion of the “brain drain” taking plaress small town USA,
Carr and Kefalas (2009) establish a set of criteria that set “staymag’ from those
young individuals who leave and achieve away from their rural hometowns. Fgplexam
“stayers” are more likely than their counterparts to actively maiht@ametown pride and
be unwilling or unable to leave their family and the familiarity of theildttod
homeplace (Carr and Kefalas 2009). Stayers prioritize the traditional nofiamiby,
often forgoing an extended period of independent young adulthood to marry and/or begin
their own families (Carr and Kefalas 2009). Stayers are also likely toamasssed
extensive work experience while still in high school, which may contribute tarpngfe
full-time employment over post-secondary education.

In addition to these personal characteristics and priorities, Carr andd<also
identify a series of processes maintained by community elders, edwadgparents that
specifically promote the mobility of academically gifted students arfd $tagus youth.
The authors conclude that the differential encouragement of high-achiexitigcauses
them to leave their rural communities while discouraged, under-achievingchigbl s
dropouts stay behind. These processes thus contribute to the “brain drain” of these
communities (Carr and Kefalas 2009) and the lower educational achievement of the

remaining youth. Carr and Kefalas suggest this combination of personal chistiaste
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and years of influence from community members produces a group of young people who

“simply wouldn’t be happy ‘making do’ ” in their home communities (2009:50).

Given the differential experiences and characteristics of “stagas”leavers”, it
is important to note the FLP respondents are, in large part, “stayers” who rerogin i
close to their home communities. The FLP families exhibit some of the same
characteristics and experiences as the families in Carr and Kefstiady, including
similar patterns of engagement with school, work, family and homeplace. ThusRhe FL
respondents are likely to have more characteristics in common with othersStiga
their “leaver” and “achiever” counterparts. However, despite the partideraographic
characteristics displayed by the FLP ethnographic sample, theseaatk @n
advantageous, detailed, longitudinal view into how low-income rural families are
“making do” with their current and future economic prospects.
3. The Employment of Low-Income Nonmetropolitan Farniies:
Five Dimensions of Job Quality

In recent decades, social welfare programs for low-income familieskesan
reoriented to emphasize self-sufficiency through employment. From ¢h£9&0s to
1996, federal spending increased dramatically for programs meant to support and
incentivize employment such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITi@p¢E 2000).
Spurred on through Welfare Reform, employment likewise became a policyyptaori
families receiving public assistance. Social service offices promatptbgment with
banners bearing slogans such as, “Life Works if You Work First”, and encouraged

caseworkers to go for “100 percent employment” among their clieras (Sathan,
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Lurie and Kaplan 2001:46). Correctly or not, this shift in social policies has beerdredit
with making progress against poverty, most notably through a reduction in the rafimber
families seeking cash assistance (Loprest 1999; Ellwood 2000; Haskins 2001, &nchte
Crowley 2004). This tremendous decrease in welfare caseloads is accahipyaaieell-
documented increase in rates of employment among unmarried mothers (Lichter and
Jayakody 2002) and single mother households (London, Scott, Edin and Hunter 2004;
Destro and Brady 2011).

However, the dubious quality of employment available to low-income families
has caused many researchers to question the real success of this policesite. D
growth in rates of employment among low-income mothers, familiesivelatonomic
circumstances have not improved since 1980, particularly for female-headed households
and families in non-metro areas (Snyder and McLaughlin 2004). Becauseypana
children live in married-couple households as do not (Lichter and Crowley 2004:388), the
effectiveness of employment as anti-poverty strategy seems to be ioquBsie in part
to the declining availability of “good” jobs (Loveman and Tilly 1988; Tilly 1996;
Kalleberg 2011) and the consistently low educational attainment of low-income
households, the jobs impoverished families can obtain often do not provide economic
security (Raver 2003). Many families remain entrenched at or below theyplwvert
despite transitioning from welfare to work (Lichter and Jayakody 2002). Addityonall
evaluations of workforce intermediary programs find that low-income individuals
continue to face barriers to stable, high-paying employment (Poppe, Strawn and

Martinson 2004).
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Such challenges of a social policy context focused on employment have mrompte
scholars to pay more attention to the type and quality of jobs available to low-income
families. In order to gauge job quality, researchers use specifidgataatistinguish
“good” jobs from “bad” ones. Currently, these evaluations are dominated by wbjecti
indicators of jobs’ financial rewards such as wage amount, wage growthlaroa part-
time status (Kalleberg, Reskin and Hudson 2000; Lein, Schexnayder, Douglas and
Schroeder 2007). Under this rubric, “good” jobs offer higher wages, consistentrie]l-ti
non-seasonal schedules and potentially include retirement, medical or other msuranc
benefits (Kalleberg 2011). Certain “good” job characteristics are raodust as benefits,
opportunities for autonomy and intrinsic rewards, which maintain their salience
regardless of workers’ age (Kalleberg and Vaisey 2005). In contrast, jtizprovide
little or no stability and limited benefits, and offer wages at or under appateadiy
$9.64/hour (or $7/hour in 1999) (Poppe, Strawn and Martinson 2004; Kalleberg 2011).

Evaluating jobs exclusively by their economic rewards provides some informat
about which job types, sectors, or characteristics are more likely to provide hiigy qua
employment. For example, part-time workers cannot anticipate muchiageg/ growth
at their jobs, even if they maintain these jobs over time (Poppe et. al 2004). Some
economic sectors uniformly provide workers with lower wages (i.e. service versus
manufacturing) meaning there are less “good” jobs in those sectors esgavtithe
characteristics of workers who occupy the positions (Loveman and Tilly 1988).
Scrutinizing low-income families’ work experiences across thesepiart criteria

indicates which jobs do and do not provide families with earnings sufficient to bring them
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out of poverty. However, despite the advantages of objectively evaluating ereplpym
these criteria fail to fully distinguish levels of job quality from the perspe of low-
income workers.

Low-income families face a variety of unique constraints that presentvitam
distinct work-family challenges. Given such constraints, it is reasonabhticgpate
these families will find different configurations of work beneficial desgiggrteconomic
reward. For example, low-income families have limited affordable chédmations
compared to higher income families, and must often negotiate childcare to cowtbide
irregular and non-standard work schedules (Henly & Lyons 2000). Low-inconileetam
disproportionately rely on informal or familial resources to meet thduladre needs,
which may in turn be tenuous or otherwise unreliable (Henly & Lyons 2000).

Additionally, low-income families face schedule constraints unique to their
impoverished contexts (Roy, Tubbs and Burton 2004). Low-income families reliant on
public health or social services must conform to those institutions’ hours of avigilisbil
order to meet their required appointments, rather than rely on more accommodating
private service providers (Roy, Tubbs and Burton 2004). Although families at all income
levels increasingly face constraints on their “free” and “family” titbe-income
families especially lack the discretionary income necessary atedfgese opportunities
(Tubbs, Roy and Burton 2005). With some exceptions (e.g. London et. al 2004), few
employment quality evaluations have sought to incorporate low-income famaieg’s,
motives or perceived needs. Incorporating families’ subjective assatssofigvork in

addition to objective metrics may provide a deeper, more accurate and more complete
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understanding of employment and, subsequently, families’ economic outcomes. One way
to generate additional insights like these is through qualitative resewatclata
collection.

This paper contributes to prior work on low-income families’ employment,
economic mobility and self-sufficiency through the analysis of qualitatwgitudinal
data from the Family Life Project (FLP). These analyses utilizefdatn interviews with
71 households in 6 nonmetropolitan counties across North Carolina and Penngylvania.
Using a modified grounded theory approach, the analyses identify and classifgd’
experiences with employment throughout their participation in the study.

The analyses generate five dimensions — affirmation, consistency, reeestis
and trajectory — that interpret families’ work criteria into scholarbtrics. These five
dimensions provide a novel framework for evaluating the quality of low-income familie
employment, as they combine subjective and objective metrics. Before¢inoceea
discussion of the five dimensions, | will first review existing researcheiratba of low-
income work and employment evaluation. Second, | will describe the FLP data and

grounded theory methodology. | will follow with a presentation of the results and a

! These analyses restrict the overall sample (nt98frican-American and white respondents only. The
FLP ethnographic sample also includes Latino/a élooisls (n=13) and one Native American household.
These families are omitted from the analyses foeisd reasons. First, there are striking differsrice
Latino/a families across both states due to respatstdmigration status and country of origin. NGiha/a
families were much more likely to be first genesatmigrants from Central America. In contrast, PA
Latino/a families were longer-term or native-bor8 tésidents. Additionally, these families’ data
collection was not contemporaneous with that oftevand African-American families’ data and extended
beyond the 2006 timeline. Future analysis will &$drthe particularities of these households’ data.
Additionally, | have excluded families from the &yses if they dropped out of the study before aoykw
data could be collected (n=8).
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discussion of the five dimensions listed above. Finally, | will offer implicatiorisesfe

analyses.

3.1 Relevant Characteristics of Low-Wage Work

Because low-income families’ employment is typically limited byrthe
educational attainment, it is useful to understand the major characteridteswage
work. The following section will discuss characteristics of low-wage \asrthey pertain
to low-income families, including how these jobs potentially limit familieag-term
economic prospects.

Low-income households make up one quarter of the U.S. population, have median
hourly wages of $7.29 and median family incomes just under $15,000 (reported as 2006
dollars) (Blank, Danziger and Schoeni 2006)espite public and scholarly attention to
single mother poverty, there are more than twice as many people in working poor
households in the U.S. (Brady, Fullerton and Moren Cross 2010). The presence of the
working poor is both demographically and theoretically salient. Work is often posited a
a means to escaping or preventing poverty, so the fact that poverty would accompany
employment “represents a critical puzzle” (Brady, Fullerton and Moreas(2010:560).
Due to lower levels of educational attainment, low-income families’ empay options
are often constrained to low-wage jobs within the service sector that do not requéne hig

degree attainment or specialized skills. Such jobs include work in retail sucdckiag

2 Approximately $8.30/hour and $17,075 in 2012.
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or clerking, fast food or restaurant work such as food preparation and serving, jobs in
medical transcription, clerical work, farm-based labor, and construction.

Low-wage jobs exhibit high levels of job instability, high variability in scheslul
nonstandard work hours, little to no medical or retirement benefits, and little jottyec
(Seccombe 2000). Even when employed full-time, the low wages offered by these ty
of employment are often not enough to pull families out of poverty (Lambert 1999, Kazis
and Miller 1991). Thus, to make ends meet, families often combine earnings from low-
wage work with the receipt of social services such as welfare and Medicaidh
informal support from familial networks providing money, housing or childcare (Edin
and Lein 1997; Henly 2002). Researchers also note vast amounts of stress in low-wage
work environments that result from the demands of a fast-paced, highly-monitored
workplace (Buchanan 2002) and lack of any autonomy in creating one’s own schedule
(Lambert 1999). Although economic mobility opportunities in these jobs are not always
limited, wage growth is often stagnant or very low (Buchanan 2002).

In addition to the relatively low stability and wage sustainability etfen these
types of employment, job availability within certain sectors of low-wagek\wave
become increasingly limitetiDespite the growing demand for unskilled work relative to
jobs requiring intermediate skills and training (Sassen 2002), low-wage wor&giface
difficulties keeping or even finding available positions (Lambert 1999; Newif89;

2006). For example, studies of low-income teenagers in California and New York,

3 Recent research suggests the important role of institutional context, such as a country’s level of
unionization, for determining working poverty (Brady, Baker and Finnigan in progress).
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respectively, noted that a few openings for minimum-wage work at a fastdst@airant
elicited hundreds of applications (Stack 2002; Newman 2006).

Low-wage work also exhibits high variability in terms of the number of hours
offered per worker per week (Duncan et. al 1984). Despite having one or more stable
employers, low-wage workers’ hours are subject to weekly or monthly ftiarisa
ultimately resulting in inconsistent expected earnings and less hours of work $ivad de
(Duncan et. al 1984). As a result, unreliable and part-time employment optione requi
families to change their jobs frequently, sometimes on a daily basis (¥ehkzQ06,
2008). Additionally, part-time and temporary work opportunities are growing atea fas
rate than full-time employment (Sassen 2002).

As an adaptive strategy to the challenges of low-wage jobs, workergogy a
the “jack of all trades approach”, combining many different kinds of work opptéesini
to generate sufficient income (Harvey 1993). Other research finds low-énwonkers
adopt expectations of employment as simply “work” rather than “careatk2002).
Low-income workers may maintain low wages for many years becauseedtdneled
period of time required to find an available higher-paying job (Harvey 1993).

In sum, low-wage work offers several challenges to low-income families,
including high levels of schedule instability, low wages and wage growth asdfstre
authoritarian work environments with little control over one’s work schedule or hours.
Combined with family stress and the need to couple low wages with other restource
make ends meet, the types of employment low-income families obtain oéezly

sustainable and sufficient economic resources. Also, despite the growth of liea-skil
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jobs relative to other types of employment in recent decades, low-wage job opa@mngs c

be limited, leaving low-income families without access to any employmaeiit a

3.2 Evaluating Employment for Low-Income Families

Evaluating employment quality has become a means to assess the eksstive
employment as an anti-poverty, self-sufficiency strategy for low-irectamilies. An
established set of objective, economic criteria including wage amount, the presenc
health, retirement and/or other benefits, and hours worked per week allowshesety
assess whether jobs are of “good” or “bad” quality (Kalleberg, Reskin and Hudson 2000;
Lein et. al 2007). The modal finding of these studies is that high wages and consistent
work schedules are often concurrent (Loveman and Tilly 1988; Strawn, Greenberg and
Savner 2001), meaning families should have higher quality employment expgifence
they find a full-time job offering a consistent weekly schedule. Additionabyjective
measures of job prestige, such as those used in the General Social Survey, havelbeen use
to gauge how menial — and thus how high or low quality — jobs are (Raver 2003).

Other research has addressed job quality from a longitudinal perspective.
Evaluations of employment trajectories, common to longitudinal studies of enmgibym
are also based on objective criteria. These studies combine measures sagh as w
amount, wage growth, tenure of employment, number of jobs held and full/part-time
status over time to produce a range of economic outcomes or employment pathways
(Newman 2006, Yoshikawa et. al 2006). For example, Newman’s (2006) follow-up study
of teenaged low-wage workers in New York categorizes workers into threeofypes

trajectories based on their economic stability and wage success overdagberearly
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ten years. Yoshikawa and colleagues (2006) take a similar approach, notng vari
combinations of hours, job lengths, wages and wage growth to produce a set of “work
pathways”.

Longitudinal studies of low-income employment find significant heterogenei
across the economic mobility of low-income workers. There is a cle@laiion
between upwardly mobile trajectories and full-time work status, education and
participation in programs like New Hope (Yoshikawa et. al 2006). However, even low-
income workers with the most promising work trajectories fail to report annuashas
above the poverty level, as their wages remain relatively low (Newman 2006)isBeca
low-wage workers continue to earn low wages even while experiencing upward
economic mobility, it is important to consider what other job evaluation critericomay
directing families’ choices to engage with or disengage from the laboemark

Although these objective metrics contribute quite a lot to understanding what
kinds of job characteristics make up a “good” or “high-quality” job, these evaluations
mostly neglect families’ own values, concerns and subjective viewpointsoDiue t
constraints low-income families face with respect to finding and maintaemmpjoyment,
it is reasonable to ask how families make employment decisions based ongibjecti
criteria in addition to the objective employment measures used in current emeploy
evaluations. Thus, there may be important and consequential differencesbigjoa®
jobs as defined by scholarly, objective standards and a family’s subjective ptdgme

regarding what makes a job a good one.
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Low-wage employment presents conflicts particularly among low-iecgingle
mothers, as their work options fail to meet both their household’s financialeswrnts
and caregiving schedules (London et. al 2004). Difficulty locating safe, reliable
affordable childcare and scheduling work around conflicts arising fromt-carke
responsibilities often undermines single-mothers’ ability to maintain ermgot/(Harris
1993:1996; McCrate and Smith 1998; Corcoran 2001; Hennessy 2005; Lein et. al 2007).

Studies of low-income, single mother households note women who return to
public assistance from work do so because they are unable to negotiate the costs of thei
work environments given their family responsibilities (Raver 2003). Thus, lowwrac
single mothers evaluate potential employment circumstances with @ufzarset of
subjective criteria that might not be encompassed by scholarly measurest&oce,

London and colleagues (2004) provide an example of low-income single mothers’
assessments of the costs and benefits of work. Rather than adhere to objéstiae cri

such as wages or potential for promotion, mothers evaluated work in terms of the degree
to which it altered the household routine, their ability to effectively parehtreeir

children’s behavior (London et al. 2004).

Despite the apparent need for a broader perspective, with few exceptiong, qualit
assessments of low-income family employment are exclusively ecoameh objective.
Although longitudinal studies of employment often include data from in-depth,
gualitative interviews, these family narratives are not systemgtinabrporated into job
evaluations. For example, Yoshikawa and colleagues (2006) discuss the importance of

“prior characteristics” such as personal attributes and neighborhoodsdonohéng a
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family’s likelihood to follow one particular work pathway or another. Yet, these
characteristics are not included in their construction of employment path@tnes

studies use ethnographic data to describe the high degree of variabilityfaoriies’
comparable work experiences (Lein, Benjamin, McManus and Roy 2006). Again, these
data are not integrated with objective employment measures. Systdgatica
incorporating subjective and objective metrics would enhance the understanding of
families’ employment outcomes and trajectories.

Altogether, two key limitations to existing research on low-income family
employment exist. First, most evaluations of low-income family employnoersist of
strictly objective, economic criteria such as wage or full/part-tiiatels. Thus,
evaluations of employment quality are made without consideration of familigigctive
judgments, values, prior characteristics or the environmental context. Second,
ethnographic and qualitative data are often present in longitudinal studies, but are under
utilized. Qualitative data offer insight into the range of experiences é&mfive when
making decisions about employment and of the costs and benefits they weigh, but this
material has not been incorporated into objective evaluations of employment. This
chapter will present a means of addressing these particular limitatioiwjla
incorporate both objective and subjective measures into employment evaluations. The
analyses below will address the following questions — How do nonmetro low-income
families evaluate their past, current and potential employment options? \WthaioKi

criteria do families discuss, and how do those criteria differ or resemblesdghol
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evaluation metrics? Finally, what is the degree of variability between dudiviamilies’

employment experiences given these job evaluation criteria?

3.3 Data and Method

Data for these analyses come from the ethnographic component of the Family
Life Project (FLP). [Please see Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussimnsofidy
population, participant recruitment and study setting/context]. Qualitativetudiral
data like those available through the FLP provide the level of detail necessary f
understanding how daily processes and challenges influence a household’s emiployme
and related matters. As this analysis seeks to understand the heterogdoeitynobme
families’ experiences with employment, qualitative data provide andisidvantage over
guantitative data and longitudinal data collected on a less-frequent basis.

Because the range, quality and breadth of data depend on the interviewer’s
relationship with the family as well as on how long a family participatékddrstudy,
some individual families have richer and more comprehensive data than others. Due to
the gradual process of discovery (Burton, Purvin, and Garrett-Peters 2009) tisaihexist
ethnographic data collection, particularly complicated family circumetaoften take
months to emerge, meaning interviewers were unable to holistically document some
families’ complexities. Also, because the data collected are not consisteas families
(i.e. some families did not complete the full range of interview protocolsgregsic data
analysis techniques would be limited by missing data. However, the advantage of
gualitative data collection is that it maintains comprehensiveness and dgpth des

variable interview schedules across respondents. Although some familieschavelata
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than others, quality of data does not correlate perfectly to length of tenure indje st
Grounded theory methodology, discussed below, appropriately addresses the

particularities of qualitative data. Grounded theory also allows for the usissihg or

“incomplete” household data, as it systematically and holistically askbdke

comprehensive set of available data.

3.3.1 Grounded Theory

In order to arrive at the analysis criteria for families’ emplayinhis paper uses
a modified version of grounded theory methodology to guide preliminary and subsequent
rounds of open and axial coding. This analysis seeks to understand employment
trajectories in the context of the interactions between household members and their
employment circumstances rather than categorizing a person or job by taadfof i
Rather than define and categorize families’ employment quality for these the
categories and criteria emerge from the family interview data. daisist of interview
transcripts and fieldnotes for 71 families in the FLP. Families wereeetan the sample
if they were unemployed, even for the entire duration of their participation ituihe s
Whenever possible, | attempted to include families in the analyses in order teeachie
more representative picture of the FLP families overall. However, faghlies from the
original sample of 79 were excluded from the analysis, as they quickly dropped out of the
study without any un/employment information given.

Grounded theory analysis focuses on developing theory from data rather than
empirically testing hypotheses (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2006 )ofaaditi

grounded theorists maintain scientists should refrain from reviewingrexiggrature
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before beginning research and analysis, as that allows them to enter tiege ‘veéth

as few preconceived notions as possible” (Glaser 1978:3 in LaRossa 2005). More recent
grounded theory traditions (Charmaz 2005; 2006) take a less stringent approach and
allow literature to inform the researcher’s relationship to the data witltoninating
theory-creation. More important than completely shunning any previous litersaithe i
researcher’'s commitment to a constructivist way of addressing data. (Ctimsm
dictates that the researcher be aware that they have a role in datancteatithey are
interpreting data and not merely relaying facts, and that the reseacas® should be
one of reflexivity (Charmaz 2006). Ideally, the reflexive process should include
simultaneous analysis and data collection, so any questions that arise datysgsacan

be clarified through further field research (Charmaz 2005).

Recent grounded theory traditions emphasize attention to certain key analysis
principles and practices that focus on phenomena and process rather than describin
series of covariates (LaRossa 2005; Charmaz 2006). Analysis begins with smusia
of data coding. Initial coding involves assigning codes to interview text adddiels by
section, line, or segment (Charmaz 2006). The first round of coding should be as open as
possible, as codes should and can be refined as the process is repeated. Subsequent
rounds of open coding should achieve more refined codes and should assign codes using
the language of the respondent as much as possible.

LaRossa (2005) identifies two stages of coding: open coding, which consists of
variable creation, and axial coding, which establishes relationships betwesbiesri

Coding should gradually become more relational, then theoretical (Charmaz 2006). Final
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stages of coding should emphasize the coding of actions, not themes, and should keep in
mind relationships between variables. Charmaz (2005; 2006) recommends the
incorporation of memo writing as a complementary means of analysisessaacher’s
memos to oneself help to facilitate reflexive thoughts about the data and make
connections between emergent codes. The endpoint of coding is theoretical saturation,
which is not merely the categorization of codes into a set number of patternstictakore
saturation happens when no new coding options emerge (LaRossa 2005; Charmaz 2006).
Grounded theory analysis’s end goal is to produce theory that is generalizagecréc
(Charmaz 2006) and can be applied to other social contexts (LaRossa 2005). Well-
constructed grounded theory should ideally also have credibility, originabtynaece,
and be useful (Charmaz 2006:182-3).

These analyses adopt this modified version of grounded theory analysis in order
to address families’ subjective criteria for evaluating past, preadriaential
employment. My approach is different from traditional grounded theory amalyhat
data collection has been completed. However, | participated in dataiooll&ettwo
years, was involved in data analysis and team meetings during the datéocofieabd,
and have been involved in ongoing analysis and processing of the FLP data. First, rathe
than avoid use of existing literature throughout the data collection and analpgis a
Glaser and Strauss, | have relied on existing literature to guide mygianafiyhe data.
Although I participated in data collection as an FLP ethnographer, | am alggedriga
secondary data analysis years removed from my time in the field. | lsaveoaitinued to

navigate my role as an “insider” and product of one of the Pennsylvania study counties.
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Thus, | have employed a constructivist approach to the analysis — althougargay |
involved in secondary data analysis, | am also aware of my role in data creation a
recognize | am interpreting data and not merely relaying facts. Rhatreemploy
reflexivity in data collection and analysis, | maintain a reflexive imrahip between
analyses and theory.

My analyses principally include verbatim and targeted transcripts assvisie
ethnographers’ fieldnotes. | have also relied on analytical and summary dostdionent
guidance during the coding process. These documents were created by menhigers of
FLP ethnographic research team, including myself, and include detailed aadiaieiolr
overviews of families (family profiles and narratives, respectivadpvell as family tree

and household diagrams.

3.4 Results: The Five Dimensions of Job Quality

Following this modified grounded theory approach, | exhaustively coded
household interview data including fieldnotes, interview transcripts, context notgly, fa
profiles and other summary documents. First, | identified portions of text contaimng
employment-related topic and applied subject codes to each text unit. Examipiés inc
but are not limited to current work, work environment, work history, looking for work,
coworkers, job loss, availability of work, reported wages, presence of benefiteeand t
like. After completing this “open” coding, | engaged in several rounds of “asaaling,
where | applied more specific subject codes to the topics present in the opérestde

also identified respondents’ feelings and sentiments, categorizing thpssitage,
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negative or neutral, i.e. “reported lack of employment options + respondent frustration”,
“job acquisition + respondent indifference”, “increased hours + respondent happiness”
Following several rounds of axial coding and consideration of themes present in
prior literature, | categorized the coded data into five separate dimensionsatdn,
consistency, rewards, costs and trajecfofjhese five dimensions are briefly outlined
here and in Table 4, but are discussed in detail below. Affirmation refers to the egree
which families express feelings of empowerment, validation and enthusiasm, or
conversely, have feelings of despair, indifference and frustration regamaiployment.
Consistency reflects the relative stability of families’ emploghagrcumstances
throughout their participation in the study. Rewards and costs refer to the benleitis
thereof, monetary and otherwise, families identify when discussing their pasttcand
potential employment. Finally, trajectory signifies families’ oMeeabnomic mobility
given their employment experiences over the period of their participation inuthe st
Through the incorporation of the most prevalent themes present in the coded data, these
dimensions include some important ways families evaluate employmentyveiowesse
dimensions also rely on evaluation criteria already established in tia¢uresuch as
wage amount, wage growth, length of employment tenure and full- or parttéitus, s
which are also criteria families use to assess and evaluate their ereptayptions.

These five dimensions incorporate a comprehensive set of measures feingsses

employment quality among low-income families.

* Again, families’ employment data come primarilprit mothers’ reports. In some cases, other household
members participated in interviews and field obagons, but the data reported here are largely from
mothers and their interviewers only.
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Table 3: The Five Dimensions (Axial Coding)

Affirmation Consistency Rewards Costs Trajectory
High High High High Upward
Low Medium Medium Medium Downward

Low Low Low No Change

In order to capture the heterogeneity of families’ employment, each of/éhe fi
dimensions is further categorized to capture the heterogeneity ofefsrakperiences. |
discuss each dimension and its subcategories in detail, drawing from the data to
exemplify each category. For each dimension, | provide its definition, ajgiatterns,
and examples. Table 4 lists each dimension by state, with the modal occurrence

highlighted and in bold text.

Table 4: The Five Dimensions by State & Subcategory

PA NC #Total
Families
36 35 71
Affirmation
High 8 5 13
Low | 27 26 53
N/A (unemployed) 1 4 5
Consistency
High 11 28
Med 9 10 19
Low 10 | 14 ‘ 24
Rewards
High 11 9 20
Med 13 16 29
Low 10 5 15
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N/A (unemployed) 2 4 6
Unreported 0 1 1
Costs

High 2 3 5
Med 7 13 20

Low | 26 16 42
N/A (unemployed) 1 3 4

Trajectory

Upward 8 11 19
Downward 7 5 12

No Change 21 19 40

Additionally, each dimension differs in how objectively or subjectively & wa
derived. For examplaffirmationis the most subjectively oriented, as it is defined
primarily from emergent themes identified by axial coding. In contraadfitonation,
trajectoryandconsistencyre informed by objective job quality metrics present in the
evaluation literaturelrajectoryandconsistencyneasures include a composite of
families’ monthly employment conditions which represents their overall freyuaf
employment and level of economic mobility within the study timeframe.rigaith the
middle of the spectrummewardsandcostsare influenced both by objective criteria and as
well as emergent themes found in the data. Incorporating objective and subjective
perspectives into job evaluation criteria prioritizes the viewpoints of low-iadamilies
while maintaining a standard of evaluation present in existing scholarship.tfiéses
five dimensions provide a set of job evaluation criteria that contamrparative elements,
yet also include additional, more nuanced aspects of employment that arenhfmrt

low-income families. A more detailed discussion of the five themes follows.
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3.4.1 Affirmation

The affirmation dimension relies heavily on the range of respondents’ sergtiment
regarding their employment or unemployment circumstances. Affirmatidresses the
degree to which jobs provide feelings of self-actualization and satisfactimmation
does not include jobs’ perceived financial benefits, but is instead confined toteeles
self-worth and other intangibles. Affirmation is further categorized irgb affirmation
and low affirmation, as the coded data revealed two distinct types of expsntite
respect to respondents’ employment. Details regarding these cateigutieting
examples from the data, are described below.

Employment experiences included in the high affirmation category provided
respondents with positive, non-monetary, benefits including but not limited to feefings
self-worth, achievement or autonomy. Respondents with employment experiettass i
category feel empowered by their jobs rather than constrained, hopelessictere
Employment is coded as high affirming when the respondent and/or others in the
household discuss their employment in a positive light, including feelings of pride,
encouragement and/or excitement about working or the workplace. This catégoigzat
also applied when respondents discuss preferring their current employrmenbstx
past or potential other kinds of employment.

Conversely, axial coding revealed additional experiences which can be
categorized as low affirmation employment. Respondents with employmimns i
subcategory referred to their work and/or work opportunities as demoralizintgy)diroi

offering little to no positive emotional returns for the time invested. Familiéow
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affirmation scenarios report high levels of stress and/or anxiety asardsalt of their
work or lack thereof. The low affirmation designation also includes respondents who
express feeling underwhelmed by their work or indifferent to opportunitiesabieatb
them.

Across both PA and NC families, the vast majority of families expezikwe-
affirming employment (n=53). Thirteen families comprise the highra#fiion category.
Five households are excluded from the affirmation measure due to unemployment
throughout duration of the studyHowever, the experiences and sentiments of
unemployed families (and of unemployed family members within employetidam
were also coded, and they inform the construction of the overall affimatasure.

The advantage of tredfirmation metric lies in its emergent nature. Rather than
provide respondents with a list of employment quality items, or ask respondearik to r
which aspects of employment they most value (Kalleberg 1977), affirntiraepts
emerged from interviews covering a variety of topics including but not binite
employment. The presence of affirmation sentimantke interview data suggests it
may be an important employment evaluation criterion for low-income fanilie

particularly for families negotiating exclusively between loawge employment options.

® These five households were unemployed for theeedtiration of their participation in the study.
Additionally, two of these households were enrollevorkforce development programs through social
services, one went to jail, and one received disalpiayments.
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The following paragraphs discuss high and low affirmation, including a brief oveofiew
themes present in the interview data.

Only thirteen families across both states’ samples consistentlgt reglo
affirming employment, which is perhaps unsurprising given the employmemixtant
these nonmetropolitan places. However, employment data coded as high affirmation
offers some important insights regarding the ways low-income familedaate their
employment and navigate the limited range of jobs available to them given the
transportation, childcare and other types of constraints. In particulaliefam this
category display two adaptive strategies for obtaining high-affirrmmgla@yment:
becoming self-employed or locating workplaces that respondents referféoraly™ or
“like family”.

Several families illustrate the critical role of self-employtfer providing high-
affirmation employment. Howard, aged 26, and Roxanne, 28, are a white, Pennsylvania
family with one child born during the study. Howard is self-employed, as he andlsevera
friends began their own house-building business a few years ago. Howardmadhda
this is the best job he has ever had, and he §#yactually enjoy going to work”’
Money can be “tight” for the family during the winter when work slows down, and

Howard has expressed surprise and concern over the amount of taxes he has owed in the

past. Yet, due to Howard’s income, Roxanne is able to stay at home with theiredaught

® Because the range of families’ employment expegsreross-coded with affirmation warrants a more
extensive analysis, the affirmation dimension &dssed at length in Chapter 4.

" In the sections that follow, all italicized texfiects actual respondent quotes taken from figknand
interview transcripts. Non italicized, quoted matereflects the ethnographers’ observations.
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rather than go back to working full-time at a local convenience store. Addiyional

because Howard is self-employed, he is able to control the amount of hours he works per
week. He is also able to plan ahead for slower work periods by working more at other
times and proactively saving money. Howard’s self-employment provides thg taithi
adequate economic resources and gives Howard a source of pride, enjoyment and
sufficient control over his work schedule.

Other respondents likewise express a willingness to negotiate the legal and
financial responsibilities of self-employment in order to work in the environofaheir
choice and have self-regulated hours and schedules. Anna and her husband Roman, one
of the few college-educated couples in the study, live in PA with two children under age
three. With the financial support of her husband who works full-time for a paroetigeli
service, Anna successfully opens a school of massage therapy. Although Anaded der
several times by issues with renting a space for the school and by the prdiessioig
and certification the state requires, she manages to open her school and slyccessful
enrolls a class of five students in her first seméster.

Despite Anna’s college education, which makes her more employable than many
of her study counterparts, Anna instead opts for self-employment. The ethnographer
reports Anna is often “brimming with enthusiasm” when she talks ahassage therapy,
its benefits and what she hopes to offer the community through her newly-opened

institution. She sounds “flattered” to receive calls from local orgapizainquiring

8 Anna’s class sizes have since grown to a maximuid students. By the time the end their study
participation, Anna and Roman have added a thiild tb their family as well.
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about the school’s services. Anna has also written an article for a localineagiazed at
senior citizens about the benefits of massage for seniors with arthritis. Ande’supd
accomplishment about opening her school and offering “valuable” services to the
community is evident throughout Anna’s engagement with the FLP.

Self-employment, however, is not the only type of work often accompanied by
high affirmation sentiments. Reminiscent of Carol Stack’s (1974) discussion of the
importance of kin and kin-like support in a Midwestern African-American comtyuni
the FLP families positively refer to coworkers and workplaces thétikedamily”.

Angela, aged 26, and her husband Carl, 31, both work for the same family-owned
business in their town in NC. Angela stopped attending college to work full-time for the
husband-and-wife-owned business. Angela speaks very highly of her bosses, whom she
has worked fofsince | was a kid...since | was 18&ngela expresses a strong sense of
respect for her male boss, and alludes to the family-like relationship they'heanean

he has helped me move out of my house and get my own, you know, move out of my
mother’s house and get my own car and do this and that and that sort of thing”.

Angela and her ethnographer both report that Angela’s bosses seem more like
mentors, as they encourage Angela to get involved in civic organizations, and are
“grooming” Angela and her husband to take over the business when they retire. Angela
reports that her husband loves his job there, and Angela expects she will stay with the
company‘for the long haul, pretty much’Despite the fact that graphic design was
something Angelgdidn’t] really enjoy...[but] just happened to be good, atAngela’s

relationship with her employers and positive sentiments for her workplacenasveere
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she would like to stay enable Angela to maintain her job for many yeare lzefd
throughout the duration of the study. Kin-like ties and their accompanying social tsuppor
and non-monetary resources provide Angela and her family with employmenthb#t is
high-affirming and works with her families’ needs.
Working in a family business or where coworkers are “like family” is mththat
appears in the Pennsylvania sample as well. The brother of Tamara, a PA respondent,
works full-time for a family-owned bakery. Although he does not receive benefits
because his employer is “too small” of a business to provide them, he “realy like
working for this family” and classifies it as a “better experienca tharking somewhere
he didn’t have a relationship with the owners of the company”. As Tamara'’s brother
seems to express, jobs that are “like family” have an attractive amingkd advantage
over otherwise comparable employment options. Jamie, a white PA respondent in her
twenties whose husband is an apprentice union electrician, has been working with a
steakhouse chain at a local mall for several years. When asked what she thinkeabout
job at the steakhouse during her first interview, Jamie says:
Yeah, I've been there long enough. | think that’'s why | stay there.
It's like, 1 don’t know, it’'s family there. It's nice...I just feel
comfortable there. | don’t love it there. Like | know | need to get
something new but it's the comfort factor | think is why | stay
there.

Later in the study, Jamie visits her old workplace even after being let gavby ne

management. She continues to refer to the steakhouse environrtidwet fasnily” , even

as she begins“éess chaotic” job at another restaurant. Jamie returns to her original
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position at the steakhouse months later. She tells the ethnographer that this'guod a
job” for her.

Respondents link high affirmation and enjoyment of one’s work to self-
employment and family-like workplaces. Additionally, respondents cite tnadéional
aspects of good jobs such as high wages, autonomy in the workplace and employer-
provided health benefits when discussing what makes work enjoy#bteothers
eschew monetary rewards entirely. Rachael, a partnered, cohabiting? #iygar-old
mother of three young boys from PA, is enrolled in college classes and is workarg tow
a degree in Health and Human Development at Penn State University. Although she is
not employed for the duration of her participation in the study, Rachael touches upon
themes of high affirmation when discussing becoming employed in the future:

| want a job | would be happy with. | don’t want to get this job

and think, oh God | hate this and live my life hating something

you know what | mean? It ain’t for me. | mddh | don't like it

enough, no thank you...Um, like | don’t have a problem being in a

job...a dead-end job as long as | like doing what I'm doing. If |

don’t like what I'm doing, | don’t want to stay in something I’'m not

going to enjoy.
Rachael expresses the need to feel validated by her future employment, teeen at
expense of wage growth or promotion. Respondents whose employment evaluation is

categorized as high affirmation express the need for personal satisfachieir jolis,

and sometimes value this over other, more objective criteria.

° See Chapter 4 for a more extensive discussioresaahples of this.
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In contrast, families with low affirmation experiences feel invadidat
disrespected or otherwise demoralized when discussing emplo¥fhidmse families’
sentiments can be further categorized into two main themes: incidenceespédsivia
actors in the workplace, or stemming from a particular type of work or workplace
Brenda and Ron, a white, married PA couple in their 30s, provided many instances
through which their employment circumstances were low-affirming. Bathdé and
Ron speak disparagingly about Ron’s boss at his job, a shed-building company. Brenda
calls the boss “a jerk”, and Ron often describes being treated unfairly compéaied t
coworkers. During their involvement in the study, Ron was demoted and then laid off
immediately following a pay raise to $10.58/hour. Ron’s boss offered to hire Brenda to
clean his office at an under-the-table rate of $11.75/hour, which caused Ron to feel even
more animosity toward his employer, as he was being paid less per hour. However,
Brenda quickly quit this job after receiving a personal check from Ron’s bosgygesi
at a rate of only $8/hour, as this was not the promised rate and was no longer ‘erth” t
work effort. Because Brenda was making $6.50/hour at a comparable housekeeping job
right before her involvement with the study, it seems Brenda’s motivation to quit
concerned dishonesty and a broken promise rather than the rate of pay itself.dsethis c

the extra $1.50/hour Brenda would have received for cleaning Ron’s boss’s office did not

10 Although having low-affirming work circumstancesutd be construed as carrying emotional costs, |
define the affirmation dimension as distinct froosts (see below). Costs include the financial egpsn
associated with work, such as paying for transgiortaand childcare, or the potential economic
repercussions of work, such as would result frostasning an injury on the job or negotiating poealth
in order to work.
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outweigh the demoralizing experience of being lied to about her pay. InsteadaBre
opts for no income at all.

In other cases, the degree of disrespect families reported feeling from thei
employers caused them to leave their current jobs for lower-paying ones. Bazihie, a
year-old partnered, cohabiting, white mother of one from NC, quits her job at an
independent pharmacy to take a comparable job at a chain grocery store gharmac
Despite the chain store’s higher pay and employer-provided health insuranfies bene
Bonnie stays only two days before turning in her notice to quit yet again. Bonnie reports,
“Management was bad”and the supervisor who was supposed to train her on her first
day showed up two hours late. Bonnie returns to the independent pharmacy every day to
ask for her job back, which she eventually gets. Bonnie says shaewvidir quit[her
original job]again”.

Reported disrespect in the workplace was not limited to treatmyenanagement,
bosses or supervisors, but also included a more generalized lack of support from co-
workers and clients alike. Alicia, a mother of three from PA in her mid-tegniiorks
full-time as a certified nursing assistant at a nearby nursing homs&a ébmplains about
not being paid enough to work as hard as she does, as the nursing home is understaffed.
While pregnant with her third child, Alicia says her coworkers are purpbsgng her
out less than they should. She also withstands physical and emotional assaults from
residents of the nursing home. The ethnographer reports, “One of the womeriakksia
care of at the nursing home calls Alicia’s children racist namesfiajhvho is white, has

biracial children. Another resident “hit Alicia in the stomach twice anddglsthe was
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‘knocked up’. In this case, the source of Alicia’s disrespect comes less from one
individual or boss and more from the general work environment.
Although respondents do not explicitly describe low affirmation employment in
terms of family- or kin-like relationships as discussed above, families inflowxation
jobs describe a distinct lack of support at work. Jaclyn, a 20-year-old single rof#mer
infant, is often frustrated by her coworkers. Jaclyn is a server at a m@sii@urant chain
near a small college in NC. She reports working so much that she never has time to
herself, yet her coworkers ask her to take their shifts all the time. Thegedpher
constantly notes how “exhausted” and emaciated Jaclyn looks. Jaclyn reSponds,
punched my time card the other day and it was 43 [hours] and that was like in the middle
of the week.” Jaclyn tells the ethnographer about having to cancel an appointment with
her doctor due to covering her coworker’s shift. She describes another scenatio, whi
summarizes the cause and extent of her work-life stressors:
And then | thought | was going to be able to rest all day yesterday
and | got a phone call probably about 2:30pm, ‘Can you come into
work?’ | was like, ‘No, today is my day off,” | haven't had a day
off in three weeks.
Jaclyn relays that she is upset because she feels her coworkers do wotlteke
seriously as she does. There is steady and frequent staff turnover at hehabs pee

to overscheduling and the grueling nature of the work, but undoubtedly because the

restaurant seasonally employs college studéiaclyn is eventually fired from this job

™ High staff turnover is pretty indicative of thestaurant industry writ large. Jamie, a PA responhden
likewise employed at a chain restaurant says she dot call her newest coworkers by their real r'ame
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and begins work as a server at another chain restaurant. Jaclyn tells theaptinerogne
prefers this job, despite lower tips, because there was “too much drama” dethe ot
place. In contrast to high affirmation employment, the perceived in/acfdsses,
coworkers and others in low affirmation workplaces generally fail to provide resgende
with respect, support and a sense of self-worth.

In addition to disrespect and lack of support in the workplace, families aisie all
to feeling demoralized by the limited and undesirable work options available to them
Yvonne, a twenty year-old African-American single mother in NC, is firah her job
at the local Wal-Mart. Despite saying she wouldstoop low” to return there, Yvonne
is once again employed by Wal-Mart close to the end of her study participati&hme &
expecting her second child. Kathleen, a white NC mother of six plus a newborn infant,
was employed at a local grocery store chain, but was forced to take titnénate her
baby. When she returned to work, she was told they were overstaffed and no longer had a
spot for her. Kathleen was “so desperate to work” that she told her supervisor she would
“work anywhere in the store”After applying unsuccessfully to other places such as a
Lowe’s chain hardware store, Kathleen told the ethnographer she is “going to have to
work, even if it is [at] McDonalds”. Kathleen and Yvonne clearly express lirngsta
where they aren’t willing to work. They feel working at certain types obé&shements —

Wal-Mart, fast food — negatively affects their status or self-estemhthase options are

She calls everyone “hun” until she is sure they stdy long enough to have made the effort of
remembering their names worthwhile.
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a last resort. Yvonne is unfortunately unable to maintain her ideals and returns to Wal
Mart to continue to support her family.

Fast food and retail were not uniformly regarded as low-affirming, as other
respondents expressed satisfaction with working in the very same establsshment
Kathleen and Yvonne sought to avoid. Tonya, a 25 year-old, partnered, cohabiting,
African-American mother of two, tells her ethnographer that she loves héAjtigugh
a lot of people say ‘Oh | wouldn’t work at McDonalds’...to me it's a paycheck [and] it's
more than | was getting when | was just sitting honge admitsdealing with the
public” can be challenging, and cites several instances of racism in her intesaath
customers, but maintaing,really do enjoy it”.

Lana, a 34-year-old single African-American mother of two who lives with her
parents in NC, becomes very emotional when discussing her new job at Wal-Mart. La
spends much of her participation in the study discussing how badly she hopes to find
employment. She discusses the circumstances that led her to finally beopioged
after months of looking for work:

Well | had been in there before and filled theapplication out, but
this time when [ filled it out | called them every day and asked

them to pull my application. And it just so happens that Wednesday
last...l called and the lady that did the hiring answered the phone
and set my interview up right then. And I just about cried, I'm
serious. It meant that much to me.

Ethnographer: Why, why did you cry?

Lana: Because | completed so many applications and nobody
actually ever gave me an interview. | was praying, please don’t

make me have to go to Bojandlagast food restaurant]| feel
like I'm beyond that. | think I told you that before, that | didn’t
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want anything to do with that. | didn’t even want a convenience

store, but God has looked out once again for me and oh, it's a

blessing. | feel good about it.
In this case, Lana is happy to have a job at the very same employer aesploeident
feels she’d be “stooping” to work at. Lana, however, still draws liroitatabout
working at a fast food establishment, and feels a job at Wal-Matikessing” in
comparison. Through low affirmation sentiments, it is clear familiesifieehegative toll
of compromising their values and pride in light of certain employment options, even
when they are also “desperate” to work.

Low affirmation employment is also signified by respondents’ indifiegen

disillusionment or the lack of enthusiasm, pride or satisfaction regardingabgioj
work options. Rather than express outright opposition to certain job prospects,
respondents are jaded or discouraged with their employment options. For example,
Tamara and her live-in boyfriend, Randy, are typically upbeat when talking thieaut
hopes and dreams for the future, even when they describe the obstacles they face. Yet
when discussing Randy’s job working under-the-table for a constructioractmmtin PA,
Tamara, aged 18, sighétt's something anyway...’Both she and Randy, 21, are
unemployed for the bulk of the study, although Tamara is working toward her #&ssocia
degree in business. Tamara is consistently excited about herdaipteyment prospects.
Both she and Randy expect her to have many “good job” offers ahead of her. The

couple’s disappointment with Randy’s attempt at under-the-table employnpeipable

in comparison.
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Disillusionment and disappointment with employment prospects manifest
themselves in more subtle ways as well. Nicole, a 23-year-old, Africagriéan, never-
married mother of two living in PA, holds several jobs over her 28 months in the FLP.
Her ethnographer notes that Nicole seems to renew interest in her personaraggea
after landing a new job, but maintains a lack of enthusiasm about her work. The
ethnographer speculates Nicole’s lack of excitement about her job(s) isgemton her
receiving a less-than-desired amount of hours. Nicole says in order foroajelat
“good” one, she’d have to be paid at least $8/hour and get 40 hours per week on her
schedule. However, when the ethnographer discovers Nicole has received Bjakerica
working for the local YMCA that seemingly meets her good job requirementseNicol
refuses to elaborate beyond telling her the jdnashing important”. Nicole’s lack of
enthusiasm about even her “ideal” job is evident.

Affirmation is an important job quality dimension, as it attests to how the FLP
families think about and select between the jobs available to them acrossxhese si
nonmetropolitan counties. Families are able to achieve high-affirming gmehd
through self-employment, or by identifying coworkers and workplaces that prkinide
or family-like relationships and social support. Families also identify emoy as a key
aspect of a job that will be a “good” job for them. Conversely, low-affirminkplaces
present respondents and their families with circumstances of disrespscation and
apathy, which can stem either from coworkers, or from the nature or type oftsedfk i
The inclusion of the affirmation dimension provides a more comprehensive assessment

job quality, especially as high and low affirmation can provide familiés the
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necessary impetus to opt in or out of employment. A more extensive discussion of
affirmation, including its interplay with the rewards dimension ansgubsequent role in
families’ decisions about employment, follows in Chapter 4. This chapliealso
address families’ experiences with two high affirmation job typeseseffloyment and

workplaces that are “like-family”.

3.4.2 Consistency

Although consistency is a less emergent measure of employment guatlity th
affirmation, it allows for comparison with other analyses and provides a maikede
and relative understanding of what constitutes consistent employment indome,
nonmetropolitan environments. This composite measure reflects the degree to which
respondents and other adults in the household change their employment circumstances.
Consistency is comprised of two elements — un/employment status and length of job
tenure — both of which have been used in previous literature to assess job quality. The
FLP data provide the advantage of a monthly interview tempo, so this consistency
measure captures monthly changes in employment $fafbsis, a family’s employment
consistency is determined by family members’ monthly employment statvelaes
how long they hold the same job and how frequently they change jobs. Absences in

respondents’ employment due to the birth of the focal child do not count against families

12 Ethnographers visited families on a monthly or duithly basis and reviewed changes to the families’
employment status if larger gaps occurred. Gagisrobnths or longer routinely occurred between
families’ final follow-up interviews.
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employment records, as pregnancy was a recruitment criterion foLkhel Rerefore, all
families experience some employment disruption due to the focal child’s birth.

As is the case with affirmation, the consistency metric has a rangedaifiigy.
Due to the monthly interview tempo, the data capture more changes in emplotanent s
as they occur, rather than missing those changes due to more infrequentlieletiarcol
Therefore, high, medium and low levels of consistency are defined relativéhtotbac
and reflect the characteristics of the FLP sample. For example damédmonstrating
completely stable employment — absolutely no transitions or changes during itviewnte
period — are extremely rare. In order to more adequately reflegipilcaltconsistency
for FLP families, the high consistency designation actually includes seygo@bgies.
Included in this category are families with consistent tenure at one plaogptdyment,
or consistent unemployment, on the part of all earners in the household (adjusted for
single and multiple-earner households). This category also includes those households
making only one shift in their employment status such as from unemployment to one
consistent job, changing jobs once or for having a job and then becoming unemployed for
the duration of their participation in the study. High consistency also includes gariabl
hours or schedules within the same occupation, as well as job transitions that involve
returning to a formerly-held occupation, such as in the instance of formal enaifor
maternity leave.

Because the consistency dimension is meant to capture families’ overall
employment stability, high consistency families display employmegrereences with the

least amount of transitions and a low total number of different jobs held. Fanithés w
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the medium consistency category include families with slightly more goisitions. This
category also includes families who have a member each in the high and loweoaysist
category. Medium consistency families experience approximately two raosgtions

and hold two more jobs over the period of study than do high consistency families. Low
consistency households experience very limited stability with respect to tioe sdur
employment. These families have higher numbers of total jobs worked and often do not
experience the same employment status for more than a few months at a time.

Each of the three consistency categories contains an approximately equal
proportion of families. The modal consistency configuration is high (n=28). Low
consistency contains the second most families (n=24), followed by medium aursiste
(n=19). A total of five families maintain unemployment on the part of all embleya
adults for the study duratidf . The modal consistency in PA is high, whereas nearly
equal numbers of families display medium and low consistency (see Table i ivet
NC sample, relatively equal numbers of families display high, medium and low
consistency configurations. The following examples illustrate typicalyamperiences
across the three categories.

Low consistency households experience frequent employment transitions, high

numbers of total jobs and shorter individual job tenure. Two respondents from the same

13 Although it is beyond the scope of these analylsed| continue to explore the variation among fties
who maintain their unemployment throughout theitipgoation in the FLP. One of these households,
mentioned in more detail in the high consistenajisa below, receives disability payments on bebélf
both adults in the household. Two NC families aroled in a workforce development program in order
to qualify for public assistance. Another NC motlsealso incarcerated during the study. The final
unemployed household has very limited employmeforimation, and the mother does not participate in
the study for very long.
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county in PA provide exemplars of variability within the low consistency catedagyin
part to their different levels of education and type of work desired. Allison, a white, P
mother in her early 20s, displays low consistency in employment throughout heaR%2 y
involvement with the FLP. When we meet her, Allison is pregnant and is working the
third shift as security guard for a private company. She continues to workhengjives
birth to her first and only child. Like many other study respondents, Allison then spends
several months unemployed. When asked about her future plans for employment, she
replies,”l don’t know. | kinda like being at home, but sometimes | wish | was back at
work. It all depends on how the day is goingliree months after the birth of her son,
Allison takes a second-shift job at the front desk of a local resort. She worksothere f
seven months, during which her schedule changes from 30 hours per week to full-time
and back down to part-time as a result of the resort’s seasonal business.

Allison discusses finding temporary work due to the resort’s winter ofiesea
She takes a temporary job with a local manufacturing company, although this job only
lasts a month because she can no longer work the second shift now that the father of her
child also works this shiff* Allison begins working for a chain housecleaning company,
takes a part-time, evening job at a grocery store a few months later aneranonth
later is not working at all. Before her involvement with the study concludespAlhas
taken a job as a cashier with a “Dollar Store”, quits this job less than two mosths lat

and begins to babysit out of her home for under-the-table pay. Although Allison’s partner

14 Although the child’s father consistently maintainfull-time job at a factory that manufacturestpets,
his company reassigns his shift (across first, se¢cand third shifts) several times over the coofdbe
study.
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displays relatively high employment consistency, save for having his shiitched
around, Allison changes jobs 6 times and is employed for 18 of the 31 months she
participates in the FLP.

Desiree, a white, single-mother of two in her early 30s, also exhibits low
consistency in her employment. Desiree, like Allison, goes through more thaal sever
jobs over her two-year involvement with the FLP. However, Desiree spends more time
unemployed and actively looking for jobs than does Allison, perhaps because Desiree has
specific criteria for the kinds of employment she will take. Desireealkesto find five
jobs all within the medical office field, although three of these jobs wengaemry
assignments. Desiree voices her frustrations with looking for a job at alveogt e
interview, saying she wants to work in the field for which she has trained. &her t
involvement in the study, Desiree completed a year-long associateamribat certified
her as a medical office specialist. In order to remain eligible for yeadasubsidy
while she is looking for employment, Desiree enrolls in a mandatory jobrgali
program. Desiree has an on- and off-relationship with Thaddeus, the father afdmet se
child. Thaddeus does not live in the same county as Desiree for half of the time that the
household participates in the study. Thaddeus'’s sporadic employment and pmesence i
Desiree’s household also contribute to the household’s low level of consistent
employment.

Both Allison and Desiree display very low levels of employment consistaacy,
they change jobs at least five times over their involvement with the stetdypesiree’s

employment goals are stable, as she desires employment appropriatestehidy-
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obtained educational credentials — her medical office certification. Allisomeoother

hand, does not maintain a steady set of employment goals as she moves through various
types of full- and part-time service sector employment. Allison exmasdecision

when thinking about her employment goals, and ultimately chooses a job tHat hat
prioritize caregiving for her son. Thus, families with low consistency sisnar

experience limited job longevity due to the negotiation of childcare schedules, the
presence of inconsistent work schedules and other barriers noted in existatigréter

Yet, consistency can also be dictated by a respondent’s desire facal@atype
of job that meets their educational qualifications instead of or in addition to the job’s
schedule and hourly pay rate. The relative availability of employmsmicahtributes to
respondents’ employment consistency. As Desiree’s experience with jobuopipestin
medical offices illustrates, temporary work presented itself withahegelative
frequency as permanent, full-time positions. Thus, lapses in Desiree’syemeplowere
driven by her desire for a consistent type of work that was not consisteaitihde in
the market.

High consistency employment, as discussed above, can apply to scenarios of
employment or unemployment. Jessica and her partner Calvin, a white PA couple in thei
mid-30s, consistently receive disability payments for their anxiety andabigisiorders,
respectively, and do not pursue employment throughout the study. Jessica discusses the
event that precipitated her anxiety diagnosis and subsequent disability rdeeimadsa
panic attack at work due to a long line of angry customers. Jessica worked} v

prior to her participation in the study. Although she considers returning to work in her
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conversations with the ethnographer, Jessica does not pursue employment during her
tenure with the FLP. Calvin also remains unemployed, although he will occigional
drive people around in his car or perform an under-the-table house painting jobdor extr
money. Calvin’s mother also provides them with $200/month. Despite the families’
relatively low amount of income, they maintain a constant and consistent source of
income.

Vera, a 28-year-old African-American mother of three living in NC, eplidies
one of the few stably employed, high consistency respondents in the FLP. She works at a
major department store for the entirety of the two years she has partidgip#te study.
Vera had already been employed with this department store for almosaterwyen she
begins interviews with the FLP, and she is one of the few study households to receive
paid maternity leav&’ Vera is the sole income-earner for her household, and she often
relies on her sister to pick up her children from school and daycare when she is schedule
for the second shift. Vera’s extremely consistent employment does not ctmeatwi
sacrifice. Vera’s thirteen year old daughter becomes pregnant andiihet® a baby
boy during the study. Vera’s daughter’s father blames Vera’s work schedklesiping
her out of the house when her daughter needed monitoring from acting “growny” with
boys. Vera seems distraught over her daughter’s pregnancy, as shéensialmahought

she was doingeverything to keep it from happeningVera’s ethnographer writes,

!5 The ethnographer reports that Vera did not exigectceive paid maternity leave from her job. She
received 1/3 of her pay for the first six week&mnfhe birth of her daughter through a short-tersaluility
at work.

80



“[Vera] blamed herself at first, but she said that she knew she needed to wdxk ¢ara
of the children.”

Other families maintain a high consistency categorization despite minor
fluctuations in their employment status. Sarah, aged 20, and her partner \&ilidhe
white, unmarried parents of three girls under age 5 in PA. Both Sarah areh\égHich
hold one job over the course of their participation in the study. William is stably
employed by a local auto body shop, although his total hours worked fluctuated from
week-to-weeK?® Sarah is unemployed for most of the study, as she spends her days
taking care of her children and, sometimes, her sister’s children, too. Sta fakeat a
fast food restaurant, but quits within weeks and does not become employed again for the
reminder of the study. Sarah and William experience minimal changes to their
employment status compared to other families, despite William’s flietuaork hours
and Sarah’s brief foray into fast food employment.

Households exhibiting medium levels of consistency experience moretgtabili
than families at low consistency levels, but have higher total jobs than fawmiliehigh
employment consistency. For example, Lena, a 39-year-old Africaeriéam mother,
and her husband Matrtin, 46, hold a total of three jobs between them over the course of
the study. At the beginning of the study, both are employed full-time by the NC
Department of Transportation, although Martin’s work is a temporary assignmtant. Af

the birth of their son, the person Martin is filling in for returns to the position, andnMarti

'8 sarah and William were difficult to categorizdfiedt, as William was also spending part of his kee
helping his brother start his own car repair bussn&@ hey could potentially be included in the mediu
consistency category with the inclusion of Willisarisecond job”.
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begins working for a company that repairs and maintains ATM machinesid.en
eventually let go from her job for excessive absenteeism due to her infant sop’s man
illnesses and ear infections. Lena continues to apply for jobs, but remains ureamploy
through the rest of the study. Martin continues to work for the same ATM repair
company without any major interruption, although he sustains an injury at work that
requires some time off for recovery. Lena and Martin’s employment camsyste
similarly stable to that of families’ in the high consistency categat/Lena and Martin
hold a greater total number of jobs.

Other medium consistency households exhibit slightly more employment
variation, yet do not display the extreme inconsistencies present in the losteocgi
category. Tonya, mentioned above, exhibits a relatively stable employesend,ras she
holds only two different jobs during her time in the FLP. Tonya is enrolled in community
college and is unemployed until her partner, Cole, aged 40, loses his full time job with a
construction company. Tonya then takes the job at McDonalds, which she keeps for 6
months. She remains unemployed for almost a year, and then begins working at her
children’s daycare center. She keeps this second job for at least eight monthss as she i
still working here at her last follow-up interview. Her partner Cole begorking two
part-time jobs the month after he loses his first job. He quits one part-time job at a
equipment rental store because he “felt he was being used by the corl{f2olg'.

retains one part-time job at a local hardware store. Three months later, agayaose

" Cole’s sentiments reflect low affirmation. Not e information is given to say with certainty that
being taken advantage of is Cole’s sole reasorefignation.
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has been “working in the potato fields with migrant workers from Florida.” Two months
later, Cole is out of the household after holding a total of four jobs in 13 months.

Tonya and Cole exhibit a medium level of consistency, as Tonya’s employment is
relatively stable. Tonya transitions from months of employment to months of
unemployment, and has only two jobs over 32 months. In contrast, her partner Cole
exhibits much higher variation in employment. Although he is consistently eetplbg
moves through 4 different jobs in a little over a year. Taking both Tonya’s and Cole’s
employment experiences into account, the household as a whole exhibits medium
consistency.

The consistency dimension has important implications for understanding the role
of job transitions for low-income families. First, prior literature indisateluntary
changes in employment are correlated with economic mobility, nameljiegohange
jobs when another, higher paying employment option is available (Poppe, Strawn and
Martinson 2004). This is not necessarily the case for families in the FLP, as som
respondents elect to leave their jobs for reasons other than economic gain g ‘Gdi
for a higher paying job. Instead, FLP respondents may choose to leave highgrjpbyi
for others offering a calmer work environment, better hours, preferred woddatidn
(i.e. indoors v. outdoors, closer to home) and other advantages.

The consistency dimension also helps capture the frequency with which samilie
must change jobs to maintain a consistent income. Families’ work schedulesrare ofte
subject to change by their employer, forcing families to move to a nevogenpihen

their hours are reduced or changed too drastically. Thus, families mighalios re
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upward economic mobility because they cannot ride out the volatility of these jobs long
enough to accumulate the job tenure necessary for wage growth and promotion in lower-
wage jobs (Andersson, Holzer and Lane 2005). The implications of these voluntary job
transitions should be noted in future employment quality evaluations, as consistent

employment in and of itself does not indicate high quality employment.

3.4.3 Rewards

The rewards dimension is a composite measure of the most frequently used
objective criteria of employment quality — wages and the presence of laga]tlife
insurance and other monetary benefits. The rewards dimension also includes additiona
criteria identified by families, such as the use of a company truck or chdates on
products or services. In households with any employment transitions, paryitiodess
with low or medium employment consistency, the rewards dimension refleasgdtage
wage and benefit level of all jobs held throughout the study, thus adjusting for any job
transitions. For example, if a respondent reports having a job with high rewards for only
one month followed by a low reward job for the rest of the study, the high reward month
does not count significantly toward the household’s overall reward level. Convensely, t
average reward amount is taken for households holding multiple different jobs far simil
durations of time. Employment rewards are distinct from affirmation, as dewsae
limited to financial, monetary, cash-like and in-kind benefits and resources.

The high rewards category includes jobs with hourly wages surpassing $8 in 2006

dollars (about $9.11/hour in 2012) a relatively high wage given the characteristics of the
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FLP sample® High rewards jobs may also offer employer-provided health insurance, life
insurance, paid vacation time or additional benefits. Medium rewards categohieti

jobs with median salaries of $6 to 8/hr ($6.83 to $9.11 in 2012). These jobs may offer
benefits as well. Low rewards jobs include salaries below $6/hour, i.e., minimgenorva
less without any additional health insurance or other benefits. Again, Tabjdaydithe
results by state. Most households are classified into the medium rewtedsrg (n=29),
followed by high (n=20) and low (n=15) rewards. The following paragraphs address the
variation and patterns present in the data.

Families reporting high rewards employment tend to fall into one of two
categories. Either they have obtained jobs that resemble “good” jobs according to
standard evaluation metrics, or have become entrepreneurial in order to create
opportunities for themselves. Families holding high reward jobs tended to work at
hospitals, as craftspeople, or in construction. An example of a “good” job, high reward
family, Jane, 29, and Rick, 35, are the white, married parents of two children aged 10 and
2. Jane works full-time as an intake administrative assistant in the ER at hdepital.

Her husband supervises inmates at a PA state prison. They both have jobs that offer
health benefits and reported salaries of approximately $15.79h#ame sometimes
works more than full-time because the hospital is understdffiahe’s and Rick’s

monthly household income is one of the highest reported in the FLP, and they are also

®This is in part because the recruitment criterialie ethnographic sample restricted householdhieso
to 200% of the poverty level or below.

19 Jane and Rick technically exceeded the recruitimetetria of the FLP.

% Due to budget cuts, the hospital fired some d$tiadf. Jane is often called in to work again asnsas she
gets home from a scheduled shift.
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one of the few households with completely stable employment throughout the entire
period of the study.

Jobs in construction or landscaping also put families into the high reward category,
although these jobs did not uniformly offer health or life insurance benefits. Although
Lisa, 22, is not employed, her partner Greg, 23, is consistently employed throughout the
study and provides financial support to Lisa and their three children. Greg hotdbat
three jobs in the construction field in 37 months, and each pays at least $10/hour. Greg’s
second job also provides health benéfits.

High reward families also identified additional financial benefits tredersome
jobs better options than others. Darlene, a white mother of three in NC, does not work,
but her boyfriend is employed as a construction supervisor. The ethnographer reports
Darlene is “very proud” of her boyfriend’s job, as it offers him use of a comjpacky
and phone. Darlene’s boyfriend’s former job was located over an hour’s drive away. Her
boyfriend was also not compensated for gas or wear-and-tear on his personal ihicl
new job is only a 20 minute drive away and he no longer has to use his personal vehicle.
Although financial rewards like company vehicles are not counted in objective
employment evaluations, these in-kind benefits clearly influenceiéamnihoice of
employment.

Some high reward families had a more entrepreneurial approach to employment

and created high-paying opportunities for themselves. Darlene and her,pagngoned

%L Greg quits this job because it is an indoor joth e prefers working outside.
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above, began selling salvaged materials from his work’s construction site to make
additional money? Sharon, a 30 year-old married African-American mother of a son,
used her skills as a massage therapist to provide her family with finaabiditys while
she pursued her nursing degree. Shortly after beginning interviews with theHatBn S
had secured a job as a nurse at a hospital in NC. She prides herself in being the
breadwinner and thinks her husband is “getting credit he does not deserve” in terms of
being the provide?® Sharon put herself through full-time nursing school with little
reported help from her husband. She holds a massage therapy certification aoeldoracti
massage therapy part-time while attending school. When asked why she decided to
become a massage therapist, Sharon replies:

| always wanted to be a nurse, but when | first got out of school |

went to Urgent Care and volunteered one day and | saw so much

blood and gore and guts and stuff and | got sick. It just made me

really sick and | said, ‘I don’t think | can be a nurse.’
In Sharon’s case, her skills as a massage therapist allowed her to maiotaitezo$

income while she trained (and otherwise prepared herself) for a moralizgeicihigh

reward careet’

%2 The family appears to be doing well financiallysasesult of this additional income, as the ethaphber
notes the purchase of at least two cars duringatindy’s participation in the FLP.

% Sharon makes this clear through multiple stoSde shares that her husband will invite his exténde
family out to dinner, but he neglects to bring Wallet. Instead, he will reach under the table hade
Sharon give him money to pay for the meal. Shatsa mentions her husband'’s lack of support whike s
was working and in nursing school. She séyfglt like | got, you know...kind of lip servi¢ggom her
husband]like , ‘I hope you do good on your test tomorrewan you bring me my plateaughs)you
know.”

24 sharon reported making at least $60/hour as aagasberapist. This rate is firmly at the lower end
the spectrum for massage therapy services, whighimdécate the restrictive role of geography in ®ims
ability to competitively price this service.
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Creating one’s own career opportunities is also a theme in Patty and Christopher

employment story. The married parents of three children in PA, Patty anto@hes
enjoy a traditional, male-breadwinner arrangement with Patty homeschtiaing
couple’s oldest daughter. Christopher is a successful and self-emplogteitiale who
advertises his services in the local telephone book and on the radio. Prior to thjs career
Christopher worked several jobs he disliked or required that he drive home several hours
every night if he wanted to see his family. Patty recounts Christopher’s emgriby
before becoming an electrician:

He used to work in the steel mill in Johnstown. He hated it so bad.

| felt so bad for him, because he was depressed. He’d come home

every night like walking slumped over and just all... So | prayed,

you know I'd pray about it and said Lord, help to find something

or be free of this job, or something, find something else. And then

he got laid off, and we’re thinking... Maybe we shouldn’t have

asked for that, but a week later they called and said he could go to

school for free.
Because Christopher was laid off by a steel mill closing, he qualifie&2tr,000 worth
of free education” at a local technical school in order to learn a new trade.Kedmar
contrast to his job in the steel mill, Christopher’s enthusiasm for this camedént
through his branding of himself as “The Christian Electrician”. The ethpbgranotes
Christopher’s work truck is decorated in a motif appropriate to this moniker, and
Christopher jokes about providing a “free baptism with every serice”.

Medium rewards families, in contrast, have salaries of approximate\h$6+8/

($7 to $9.50 in 2012 dollars) and may, in some cases, receive health or other types of

% Christopher's job is also classified in the higfirming category.
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benefits. Medium rewards employment was the modal type of employmentRor FL
families in general. Within NC, medium rewards families are almasetas prevalent
(n=16) as the next largest category (high rewards, #f3@gdium rewards families hold
employment in nursing homes, fast food restaurants, at convenience and reihstbr
on farms.

Andrea, an African-American mother of five in NC, holds several ocaupsti
typical of medium rewards families. Over 27 months, Andrea works in part- anarfall-t
capacity as a nursing assistant for three different nursing homes. &beefly works at
a fast food restaurant and a childcare center. Andrea’s average sedasyhasr various
jobs is $7/hour. When asked about how hard it is to find a job in her county, Andrea
replies:

It's kind of hard to find a job, but if you do find [one, it's] the pay.
The pay is not good at all.

Ethnographer: What kind of pay do they get?
Andrea: Even like me, | work for this Health Care. They pay $7
an hour, but you get 24 hours a week. Well you can get 24 hours.
Sometimes it’s just 18 and stuff like that. And with the children |
have, that's nothing, you know...
Andrea maintains that most jobs in the area pay $7 to 9/hour, but better paying jobs can

be found near larger cities such as Fayetteville and Raleigh. Andrea mentiuséna c

who makes over $11/hour at a job comparable to hers in Fayetteville. At her last

% |n comparison, PA is more or less evenly distebubetween high, medium and low reward categories.
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interview, Andrea is working two 12-hour shifts on the weekends as a CNA in Raleigh.
She makes nearly $14/hour and is planning a permanent move closer to work.

Families in PA and NC alike echo Andrea’s sentiments regarding thet défici
higher-paying jobs available to them. Melissa, a 27-year old mother of a boysayBA
“Most of the jobs in this area are minimum wage or they’ll pay you more but they won't
give you the hours to give you benefit§herese, an unemployed African-American
mother of a daughter, is a Work Fffsprogram participant in NC. She agrees that most
of the jobs in her area do not pay more than minimum wage, and thef{Tdads a
complaint all around the U.S., you know. Just pay people enough to support themselves
and their families.”"Maggie, a white PA mother of one in her early twenties says,
“There’s no jobs here...| mean you have to have some kind of a degree to do anything
anymore. Trying to find a job around here is like finding a needle in a haystack.”
According to Maggie, who began the study with a $7.50/hour job working at factory, the
jobs that are available offer wages too low to also warrant the difficulty & nequired.

Families who are unable secure high rewards jobs in the local market or move to
higher paying opportunities elsewhere often compensate by working longsrasiuifor
multiple jobs. Shelby, an African-American, 20-year-old mother of a newborm $¢@,i
terminated her participation in the FLP after obtaining a job at a fast fetadirant.

Shelby tells the ethnographer she is working 6 days a week, and cannot find tle time t

2" Work First is North Carolina’s version of Tempgrasssistance for Needy Families (TANF). Work First
provides recipient parents with short-term trainémgl other services to help them become employed an
self-sufficient. This program imposes work requiests and a two-year eligibility limit on most reiepts
(NCDHHS 2012).
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participate in the study as a result. Pamela, a white, 21-year-old PA motwer, aforks
in an assisted-living home for mentally and physically challenged aéualtsela proudly
tells the ethnographer she often works “overnights”, which are shifts upwards of 12 or 14
hours. Pamela makes $7.90/hour, but mentions receiving “time and a half”’ for overtime
pay?® Alivia, an African-American NC mother of 4, credits her second job as therrea
she is able to “get the children most of what they wanted for Christmas”a Alimiks as
a CNA during the week and then sells refreshments at a flea market from 9am to 6pm
both weekend days. Alivia says having two jobs makes it difficult for her to spend any
time with her family. She expresses the desire for a “better job withitsenéke office
type work”, but says she needs to complete her GED before she is qualified fondhat ki
of work.

Few FLP families maintain low rewards as defined here, as mosidsmedrn at
least a $6 wage. However, some families experience wage instabiliti@geepathem in
the low rewards category. Additionally, low rewards families hold jobs that do not and
will not offer health insurance or other benefits. Low reward families tenao w
food service, as home health care providers, in retail or convenience storekitticase
providers in institutional settings or in private homes, including their own.

Two young Pennsylvania mothers illustrate the low reward circumstances of

food-service employment. Glenda, an African American 19-year-old PA mothe

% Because she works full-time hours but per compaligy is technically not considered a “full-time”
employee, it is unclear whether Pamela actuallgives any overtime pay. Full-time employees at her
workplace also receive health benefits, and Paneglarts there are only ~7 such positions in theent
company. The ethnographer notes Pamela always sedmsworking, especially overnights.
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maintains responsibility for a household including her newborn son, her little beste
boyfriend’s young daughter and an unrelated teenaged girl. Like famililee medium
rewards category, Glenda initially works two jobs to make ends meet, but quitdate |
a children’s toy store chain becaueever hated a job like this one® Glenda is also
a server at a chain buffet restaurant. Glenda is technically paid dserage of
$2.83/hour and relies on tips to bring her salary up to minimum Wakgethe study
progresses, Glenda reports she is gradually making less money, working lesmbours
“doesn’t know how she’s getting by” on her earnings. Glenda believes theraedtes
doing less business because the nearby Wal-Mart changed locations, so people are not
coming in to eat before and after they shop. Another PA mother, Marcia, makes a littl
less than $200/week at a local sandwich shop. According to her schedule, Marcia works 5
shifts per week, which puts her wage under $7.29/hour. Marcia, who is white, 20-years-
old and the mother of a newborn son, lives in her parents’ trailer and reliesibal fam
financial support and childcare to offset her expenses.

Families also experience low rewards employment within the retairséoyce,
who lives with her parents and siblings, is the 20 year-old mother of a daughterisJoyce
employed by a discount department store at a wage of $6.25/hour. Joyce’s schedule
fluctuates with the seasons such that she works the most during the winter retidays

summers and less the rest of the year. Joyce eventually quits her job bbesusas

29 An example of the influence of low affirmation waluntary job termination.

% Because Glenda works at a buffet restaurant,dreesduties consist mainly of refilling drinks and
taking away empty plates. Unfortunately, it is likber customers tip quite modestly, as she doetake
orders or deliver meals to the table and thus doegprovide a “full service” dining experience.
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rumors that her store is closing. She begins caregiving for a cousin’s bdbyrfbours

a day, and is paid $120 under-the-table every two weeks. Other families tramsition f
paid work out of the home to under-the-table, in home caregiving for friends and family.
Amanda, a white 27-year-old mother of one in PA, moves through several low reward
jobs before choosing to babysit for two clients for 20-30 hours per Wéekd childcare

is an income-earning strategy for several mothers in the FLP, regardthss of
employment status of others in their households. In-home, informal childcdcesvan
alternative to formal employment has been noted elsewhere in the litékédniatesh
2006). However, childcare work seems to be a sustainable strategy for sioold pé

time only, and not a permanent employment option. All reported childcare wagesliar
below the 2006 minimum wage.

Not unlike most other scholarly assessments of job quality, the rewards @imensi
considers jobs’ wage per hour and the presence of employer-provided benefits. The
rewards experiences of NC and PA families attest to the limited empidyme
opportunities nonmetropolitan families face, as well as the alternativegseésfamilies
adopt to make ends meet. In 2003-2006, most FLP families earned wages between $6-8
dollars per hour ($7 and $9.50/hour in 2012 dollars) and did not receive any employer-
provided benefits. Higher-earning families relied on self-employmenéaimepreneurial

ventures, or secured scarce jobs in higher-paying industries such as construgtian. D

31 Amanda’s live-in partner and father of her chidén years older than her. He seems to be stably
employed throughout the study, but no specificrimfation about his employer is given.
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the time of their participation in the study, a select few families expezd both high
consistency and high rewards in their employment.

In order to close the gap between actual and desired income, respondeshtzreli
alternative goods and benefits. Some FLP families also actively sought otligobs
provided “bonus” wages, such as opportunities for overtime or night shift wage
premiums. In one exception to the inclusion of additional benefits, family members
employed in food service, either as servers or in food preparation, did not include their
shift meals or discounted food as additional perks of their employment. Although they
mention utilizing free or discounted food at work, families think differently athesget
additional benefits. This is especially interesting given other rdseaveals a higher
rate of food stamp program participation for eligible nonmetropolitan households as
compared to their metro counterparts (McConnell and Ohls 2000). FLP households
simply do not include food-associated benefits in the same category gsasielike
resources. Alternatively, these benefits are of a secondary natuefdogltes’ food
stamp receipt. Either way, they do not function as an employment incentive.

Nonetheless, existing measures of job quality should consider additional financia
benefits such as use of company vehicles and cell phones or reduced pricing on goods or

services (e.g. heating oil). These additional benefits help families dgkenses and
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provide an added incentive for certain jobs, given the limited range of employment

options and wages in these nonmetropolitan coutfties.

3.4.4 Costs

This dimension captures the perceived, potential and actual financiabtosts
employment, including expenditures associated with becoming employed such as
childcare and transportation. Additionally, this dimension includes costs to household
members’ well-being, specifically their physical and mental heailtth sabsequent
effects on households’ economic stability. High costs include substanéad|tkfing
risks that have occurred or are probable. Medium costs include inconveniences that are
problematic and potentially discouraging to families, but are not life-ajteritife-
threatening. Families classified within the low costs category do not gantjfof the
above. High costs appeared relatively infrequently in the sample (n=5), with the vast
majority reporting medium (n=20) and low (n=42) costs. The majority of PA fsnili
report low costs, with only (n=9) families in the high and medium categoriesntrast,
NC families were more evenly distributed across medium (n=13) and low (n=1%) cost
Only three NC families reported high costs.

The vast majority of FLP households do not identify any risks or costs when

discussing employment. Yet, five households encounter high cost sceAldhosgh

32 As mentioned above, respondents in PA and NC éetlyunoted the scarcity of higher-paying jobs and

of jobs in general. Notably, job scarcity has bieemtified by low-income families living in 10 urbareas
post-Great Recession (and post- federal minimuneviegease) (Chaudry, Pedroza and Sandstrom 2012).
The comparability of FLP families’ experiences B03-2006 to urban families post-Great Recession
attests to how limited nonmetropolitan families’oyment options really are.
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these cases are the exception and not the rule, these experiences are nbamsblagy

offer some insight into how work’s costs motivate families to weigh thgi@ment

options. Lucy, a white PA mother of five in her late 30s, experiences severh} healt

compromising events during her tenure with the FLP. Lucy’s two most recent

pregnancies were associated with blood clots in her legs and resulted ineliugyut

on blood thinning medication. Forced by her iliness to quit jobs at a “dollar” store and,

later, a fast food restaurant, financial need later forces Lucy baakrko She is hired

back at the dollar store at a rate of $6.25/hour despite her previous ten years of

experience with the company. Lucy’s husband is employed by several places

simultaneously, including a factory that makes Easter grass, but he andgethet do

not earn enough to put them over 200% of the Federal Poverty Level. Lucy continues to

work, despite risks to her health and her life, because her husband loses part of his own

income to a child support order for his teenaged daughter from a previous relationship.
Most families falling under the high risk category sustain mild and/or major

injuries while on the job. A family from NC exemplifies one such scenario. ' Maby

year-old husband is injured due to repetitive motion and lifting too much at work, and

cannot take time off to heal. Mary reports she can see the knot in her husband’s back, and

she can tell he’s in pain all the time. She says she worries about him because [Nets

to the point where he is disabled, but he if he keeps going like he is, I'm afraid he’s

gonna be”.She says he takes ibuprofen to get through the day. Lena’s husband Martin,

mentioned above, sustains an injury when an ATM machine he was in the process of
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repairing falls on top of him. Martin has to miss work for several weeks in order to
recover.

Costs are not limited to physical health. Although reported to a lesset,ext
employment directly affected respondents’ mental héallessica, mentioned above
with her partner Calvin, is currently receiving SSDI for anxiety and hasiwked since
September of 2002. Though Jessica was once a self-proclaimed “excellentjesrgilo
a major department store, a serious panic attack brought on by worker animdsity a
line of customers has effectively removed Jessica from the work force. Altldesgica
mentions trying to get off SSDI and get back to work, she hasn’'t taken any stepb towar
employment by the end of her participation in the study.

Other families live under constant threat that a severe physical or nimguntyl
might occur. Abe, the boyfriend of Emma and father of Krissy, works at a plasiic
chemical manufacturing plant in PA. He acknowledges the work is risky, but hi¢ isays
the highest paying job he can find in the area without having his high school diploma.
During an interview, Abe discloses all of the workplace safety precautionsce (o
prevent chemical fires and explosions from happening. Abe discusses in detakersw
who have gotten injured at work, including a man who did not realize something had
spilled on him until he had third degree burns. During the course of this interview

conversation, Emma tells the ethnographer that she only has to work part-time now that

3t is important to note the difference between Eyment-driven costs to respondents’ mental heiith
low affirmation. Although a low affirmation job dfs little to no emotional actualization, this ietent
than having an emotionally costly job. Jessica&edHustrates the direct cost of work — a paniackt
resulting in a diagnosable, mental condition andsisequent unemployment.
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Abe has this better-paying job. Abe says he took this job bec¢aussna excel and do
good for the money and stufie lists paying off debt and purchasing a home as goals
for the immediate future.

Mediumcosts include other types of discouraging or limiting circumstances that
are identified by the household, but are not categorized as life-altering-tirrfatening.
The most frequently listed costs to employment in this category includepbases of
childcare and travel that result from employment. For example, Laurdriteg single
mother living with her parents in PA, applied for jobs located up to an hour’s drive away
because they were the highest-paying jobs she could find. Lauren gletheojugh a
friend’s referral and takes this temporary job at a factory located arlfiardrive away.
She makes $10/hour, but she stays at the job for only a month despite its relatively high
hourly wage. For many families, the added expenses of gasoline and car upkeep a
prohibitive to warrant a long commute, even when wages are relatively high.

Katie, a white NC mother whose husband maintains consistent employment
throughout the study, has a conversation with the ethnographer about the costs of
returning to work:

| have thought about it and have figured up how much | would
have to be paid to go back to work and there’s nowhere around
here that will do that. | mean daycare, it would be $200 a

week. [my daughterk not[potty] trained, they charge me $97,

you might as well say $100 afidr my older daughterfhe same
thing. And there’s no one around here that, if | were to go back to

work making $9 an hour, I'd bring home $30 after paying
daycare.
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Samantha, a mother of three living in PA, echoes Katie’s observation morallyer@dre
explains the cost-benefit argument she has before she decides to take a job:
Like there are jobs around here and | could take em but by the
time...I have to pay for gas and a babysitter, by the time | pay that
and | pay my rent...I have no money...So it's like you can go get
this job and have no money or you can just look and wait...for a
job that you'll actually have money and just go through your little
welfare classes to find a job.
Though she applied to start school two months after making the above statement,
Samantha also applied for a Certified Nursing Assistant position at a hospia
county. If she gets the job, she will still attend school on a part-time basiglioétied-
time. The hospital will pay $13/hour to start. Samantha explains her decision toapply f
this job when she say4f you can find a job for $15, or even $11, you better take that
job and run”.

The costs families encounter throughout their employment experiences should be
included in job quality evaluation criteria, as employment may pose risks tcalhssd
mental health, household budgets or other indicators of families’ well-betng. A
illustrated through the FLP households’ experiences, families may eéhaotivated to
maintain employment despite potentially high costs, or may forgo employitegether
because of the costs associated. In the case of physical or mental héwigh tieks
associated with certain kinds of employment may also have adverse effdatsilies’
long term earnings potential if and when severe injuries occur. Mary’'s hodsgirol

example, may suffer longer term economic risks if her husband’s back injury lsaome

disability. Because of a panic-attack-inducing experience at work and amg@gxiety
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disorder, Jessica’s employment options and earnings potential have been linkéizst, a
for the foreseeable future. Accounting for the costs of employment, even agttzy p
to families’ negotiation of childcare or increased travel expenditures, rogiglp a more
accurate measure of employment quality as these costs affecesaatility and

willingness to retain individual jobs.

3.4.5 Trajectory

Longitudinal data provide important information about households’ overall
economic mobility as well as their longer-term patterns of workforcecgation. The
trajectory dimension explored here attempts to capitalize on the FLP’suldingl data
as well as provide a comparative dimension to other employment quality emaluati
strategies. Thus, the trajectory measure includes an overall assessthertanfsehold’s
longitudinal pattern of employment, unemployment and economic mobility. Three
trajectories — upward, downward and no change — are considered. This section will
provide an overview of each of the three trajectories. A more extensive discus$ien of t
degree of variation and patterns present across upward and no change trajetitawies
in Chapter 5. [Please also see Figures 4 & 5 below for additional informatiodingga
trajectories by state and pattern].

Upward trajectories include households which experience increased earnings
and/or report better employment circumstances over time. These households’ overa
economic outcomes can be categorized as moving in a positive direction, and no
significant concerns about economic stability arise. Upward trajectresint for

nearly 27% of the sample, indicating that many families find themselves on bette
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financial footing over time. Downward trajectory households experience agslot
significant economic downgrade. Downward trajectories comprise 17% of theesampl
No change trajectories involve two types of economic trajectoriesliesimi this

category may experience no major alteration of their employment statusrai

economic standing. Alternatively, households within the no change category may
experience substantial shifts in employment and economic circumstaragghtbuit the
study, resulting in no net change despite gains and losses throughout the period of
observation. Theo changecategory is the single largest category, comprising over half
of all families®* The following discussion addresses each subcategory and exemplar

households.

M Upward (n=19)

0O Downward
(n=12)

E No Change (n=40)

Figure 3: FLP Trajectories

3 This dimension can be paired with the consistefimension in order to distinguish between stabtk an
oscillating no change trajectories for individuairfilies. For example, a family with high consistgaad a
no change trajectory experienced employment stplolier time, versus a family with low consisterand
a no change trajectory.
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Families experiencing upward economic trajectories did so by moving from
unemployment to employment, locating a higher-paying job, or through a raisgan pa
increase in their scheduled hours. Other families realized upward economicyoybilit
adding a second income to the household. Clarissa, a white 29 year-oldieshmather,
her boyfriend Cary, 35, and their three children had an upward trajectory due to the
stability of Cary’s employment and the addition of Clarissa’s employméndughout
the entirety of the study, Cary was employed with a company that ire&adtsic and
water lines, and his income supported the family. Clarissa worked to obtain her
Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) and began a part-time job as atstsichool bus
driver. This kind of modest increase in income and subsequent economic well-being is a
consistent theme in the upward trajectory families. Rather than expengueatial
gains, many families found themselves on slightly better footing by thg stert.

Bobbi and her husband, Ryan, both white, also experienced a relatively steady
upward trajectory, although this NC family’s circumstances seenteatéittuous and on
the brink of change by the study’s end. Bobbi, who began the study at age 16, was
already married to her husband, Ryan, four years her senior. Ryan beginsyhe stud
working at an auto tune-up shop. He is laid off and collects unemployment for several
months until he gets a new job at a local furniture store through family connections
Ryan’s new job offers health benefits, overtime pay and paid vacation aftey90te
couple and their children maintain residence with Bobbi’s mother first, and then wit
Ryan’s parents, where they have no responsibility for bills or rent. Bobbi, who is

formally unemployed for the entirety of the study, reports making nearly $hoa4
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babysitting her cousin’s sdiBobbi says this arrangement will end soon, however,
because the cousin wants to return to school and Bobbi refuses to watch the child beyond
a certain range of hours.

Because Bobbi and Ryan have no financial responsibilities in their most current
living arrangement and maintain steady incomes from their regpextiployment, they
are at the known peak of their financial trajectory during their paticin in the FLP.

With the potential loss of Bonnie’s income and Ryan’s period of unemployment, the
family’s upward trajectory may actually look more like a variableettajry over a longer
period of observation.

Families in the downward trajectory designation include families withniteg
employment and economic circumstances throughout the period of observation. Again,
these trajectories, like the other dimensions, are constrained to the stop& P data.
Thus, a family’s trajectory might look very different given an additionat ge&en.

Joyce, the young mother included in the discussion of low rewards above, exsnaplifie
typical downward trajectory. Joyce exhibits medium consistency in her ymgh, as

she experiences several employment transitions during her involvement withcihe st

She begins the study with a full-time job making almost $9/hour, and “feels likeastse
better job than most of her friends because they work at department stores and have no
benefits”. Joyce does not return to her original place of employment afterttheftier

child, but instead takes a full-time cashier job which pays almost $2 less per hour. Her

% Bobbi might be paid to watch the child by a sosiivice agency. She also says she has custobg of t
child, whose biological parents are in the midsa @istody battle, so she may receive a stipenseiming
as his foster parent.
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hours are gradually reduced at this job until she decides to babysit for under¢he-tabl
cash instead.

Joyce’s employment experiences reflect the vast majority ofieenéxperiences
in this category. Although families also experience downward trajectorig® due
complete unemployment, families are just as often underemployed, asitim®f ely on
their current places of employment for a consistent amount of scheduled houities-a
solicited definitions of “good” jobs reflect the volatility many of them fadi wespect
to maintaining a consistent number of work hours in their weekly schedules.,Nicole
example, as mentioned in the low affirmation section above, insists a good job must
consistently offer a full-time, 40 hour per week schedule in addition to modest minimum
wage.

Other downward trajectories also include the complete loss of a job, or the loss of
one earner’'s employment in a multiple-earner household. In Jaclyn’s eaN€ mother
also mentioned in the low affirmation discussion — lowered earnings from hergsgtvi
motivate her to find an additional source of income in the form of a second job. Jaclyn’s
experience represents another type of downward trajectory, having to woiderjalis
to maintain the same degree of earnings from a previous, single job.

No changdamilies experience no net change in their economic status due either
to relative stability or to periods of employment volatility. Of the fdayilies within
this category, twenty seven display sign display stability while thaireng thirteen
experience significant oscillations in their employment and economic.slane and

Rick’s household, previously mentioned, is an exemplar of the staldbange
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trajectory. Both Jane and Rick retain the same jobs, hours and rate of pay thrdughout t
entirety of the study. Jane and Rick also exhibit high consistency, as they hold thei
respective jobs at the hospital and a state prison throughout their participatiostirdghe

Families like Jane and Rick’s maintain the same general employment
configurations, hours and earnings throughout the entirety of their parbcipatihe
study. When accompanied by high reward and/or affirmation, this trajecfmeysy
favorable despite not being classified as upward. Thus employment that combines
circumstances of high consistency, high reward and stable trajectory woclaténali
very high quality job. However, families classified as stable, no chaaigettry
families are qualitatively different than families in the osailigt no change category.
Families falling into the latter category experience job and incometiosssthroughout
their tenure with the FLP, and thus, experience more employment chaos than their
counterparts.

The case of Mandi and her partner, Franklin — discussed in much greatendetail i
Chapter 5 — epitomizes a highly variable trajectory resulting in no net ecoobamge.
Although Mandi and Franklin’s job status and economic standing are remarkably simila
at the beginning and end of their participation in the study, Mandi experienced severa
job transitions and bouts of unemployment throughout this period. Mandi’s trajectory
seems to indicate a lack of consistency and, potentially, quality of emplayiaeetand
Rick, in comparison, do not have to manage any changes in employment or income and
can anticipate their earnings from month to month. Thus, although families in the no

change category have no net growth or loss in their employment or econdusg sta
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variability in employment and/or earnings may have longer term impacts dietam
economic mobility. Although it is beyond the scope of these data, a longer period of
observation might lend the possibility to test for meaningful differences in e df
trajectories.

The trajectory dimension allows for a comparison of families’ overall ecenom
progress, or lack thereof, with similar approaches such as “work pathways”Kawahi
et. al 2006). However, the trajectory dimension is purposefully meant to be a simple,
clear assessment of families’ employment experiences in sum, asititeqgier
observation for the FLP is only 24 months on average. The trajectory dimension should
be assessed in conjunction with affirmation, consistency, rewards and costs to orde

more holistically evaluate a particular family’s employment neveat

3.5 Discussion

Although scholars have learned a tremendous amount from existing approaches to
evaluating job quality, these metrics can be improved — particularly fidevgoin low-
income families — through the consideration of a broader and more comprehensive
assessment. Previous scholarly evaluations of employment quality, inclodgggusing
longitudinal, qualitative data, tend to focus on exclusively objective measures’of jobs
economic rewards. Low-wage jobs in particular are typically not scretiroeyond
economic criteria, although non-economic criteria may be just as saliehéfor t
experiences of low-wage workers. Second, studies of job quality rely largely on

predetermined metrics and quantitative, survey approaches. Scholars should expand
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working definitions of job quality to include the subjective experiences of fanaihe
workers.

Jobs are also situated and embedded within family and other non-employment
responsibilities. Due to a lack of discretionary income, workers in low-indamidies
face considerable constraints when balancing work and family. The presench of s
considerations as precarious childcare arrangements, mandatory appaintitteadcial
services and nonstandard work schedules, for example, may cause workers in low-
income families to evaluate job quality with respect to these tradeoffs.

Nonmetropolitan environments also warrant special attention. The rural economy
has experienced an expanding service industry resulting in a mghdence of low-skill,
low-wage jobs. Higher-wage jobs are more available in urban areas, wipicblematic
for nonmetro families without reliable transportation and lower levels of edocdhe
characteristics of nonmetropolitan poverty are also noteworthy, as ruralyp@rets to
be more extreme and chronic than urban poverty, is coupled with a higher incidence of
work within households, and afflicts traditional two parent households to the same degree
as single parent households. Given the range of limitations nonmetropolitan low-income
families face, families consider measures of employment quality thahes, diverge
from scholarly assessments.

Through a grounded theory examination of qualitative, longitudinal data from 71
nonmetropolitan families, these analyses provide a more accurate and comypeehens
framework for evaluating job quality. The analyses identify five dimensipnghich

low-income families assess their specific employment needs, and in turriathvere
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quality of their jobs. A subjective, more emergent measifienationreflects the

degree to which families associate their employment with intangiblditseneluding
empowerment, validation and enthusiasm. The majority of FLP familegxjteriences
that place their jobs in the low affirmation category: 27 out of 36 families iarfl?26

out of 35 in NC hold low-affirming jobs. However, families across both affirmation
categories identify high affirmation themes when discussing the kinds obmmght

they would like to have. The affirmation dimension presents a useful means toeevaluat
the job quality of low-income families, particularly as affirmation playp important role

in families’ decisions about work. Affirmation and its role in familiesipoyment
selection will be discussed at length in the following chapter.

Families across PA and NC alike experienced a range of outcomes wittt tespe
their employment consistency. Out of the 71 families, 17 in PA and 12 in NC had
employment in the high consistency category. These families held theesguewyment
or had very few total employment changes throughout the study. However, nearly as
many families (n=23) experienced low consistency, sometimes chagmgipigyment
circumstances every couple of months. Because of the wide range ir$amili
employment consistency, it is helpful to include this dimension to give context to
families’ overall employment quality. Yet, consistency should be considerbathier
dimensions in order to more comprehensively understand the limitations of and workers’
decisions about employment.

In terms of employment rewards, a slight majority of families (n=289nted

jobs offering hourly wages between $6-8 ($7 to 9.50 in 2012 dollars). These jobs
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typically did not include health insurance or other employer-provided benefitsad,
many families utilized Medicaid (if they qualified), or opted to go withouttheal
insurance. Families identified additional incentives such as discounts on store
merchandise or essentials such as heating oil, the use of company velticeBwar
phones and other cash-like benefits. Families experiencing the higredsifleswards
(n=20) made upwards of $8/hour ($9.50 in 2012 dollars), and these families were also
slightly more likely to have health insurance or other employer-supplied senath as
paid vacation, and in one case, paid maternity leave. Fifteen families acrass! REC
earned wages at or close to the 2006 federal minimum wage. These fanididikabe

to work in retail, food service or as under-the-table childcare workers.

Additionally, families created their own employment through informal
entrepreneurship, including selling scrap materials or refurbished goods, artingrovi
services like car repair and massage therapy out of their home. Although the ieconom
characteristics of work continue to be of paramount importance to families and should
continue to occupy scholarly assessments of job quality, we need a much broader
definition of rewards to incorporate quasi-economic resources such as compaigdsuppl
transportation.

Although the greatest number of FLP families reported low costs, othdieami
reported notable threats to their physical or mental health due to their pajobslar
work environments (n=5). Families also identified costs related to travehaddare
expenditures (n=20), which interestingly functioned as greater deterrentplimyment

than did high costs. Finally, with respect to families’ overall economiedci@jes, the

109



majority of families experienced no net change in their economic statushbraugeir
participation in the study (n=40). However, some families experienced upwar@) (n=1
and downward (n=12) trajectories which often included the addition or loss of a job
within a household, as well as changes to families’ weekly work hours and schedules.

Taken together, these five dimensions provide an alternative framewook for |
guality evaluation which specifically addresses the job charactsristportant to low-
income, non-metropolitan families. Incorporating families’ subjectigessments into
objective measures of job quality provides a better understanding of faroiitesia for
employment quality. Due to the emergent nature of the FLP interviewsidamire
allowed to discuss their employment circumstances in an unstructured but guidetl conte
Families then identified the aspects of work that frustrated, satisfied owtbe
mattered to them at that time. These five dimensions systematicaliponate those
additional criteria, giving a more accurate understanding of the way low-infeoniees
evaluate their limited employment choices. Yet, these dimensions are also in
conversation with the conventional criteria of job quality evaluation, as theyorede
more objective markers of job quality such as wage amount and job tenure.

| further argue we can contribute to our larger understanding of job quality
through the perspectives of low-income, non-metropolitan families. Over thiepast
decades, the American labor market has become increasingly definedgogwitie of
low-skill, low-wage, precarious work, alongside the growth of high-skill, high-wage
work. These shifts, combined with the disappearance of low- and medium-skill “middle

class” jobs such as those in the manufacturing sector, have resulted inghsinger
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polarization of job quality, or the growing gap between “good” and “bad” jobsdsety
2011).

Nonmetro low-income families offer particular vantage into what constitgutes
high quality job, if one exists, among low-wage jobs that would otherwise be catshori
as “bad jobs” through existing definitions of job quality. Neither low-wage work nor
workers are paid particular attention within this literature, although theasing
polarization of good and bad jobs may mean increased constraints on the employment
choices of workers generally. The perspectives of families from thedfidRinsight into

what good jobs look like when high-skill, high-wage jobs are few and far between.
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4. The Role of Affirmation in Families’ Decisions &out
Employment

The previous chapter presented five dimensions of job quality, which provide a
more comprehensive understanding of the criteria by which low-incomkesevaluate
their jobs. This chapter aims to understand how low-income workers weigh economic
and non-economic criteria when making choices about employment. In additiorr to thei
economic hardship, low-income families experience difficulty balancing awd family
needs alongside the negotiation of social services, reliable and aféootiddcare and
temporary or otherwise nonstandard work schedules. Due to geographical location and
lower educational attainment, nonmetropolitan low-income families havesaccas
limited range of low-wage, service sector jobs. Given these complicatidriibe
likelihood that most jobs available to these families offer similarlywages, it is an
open question as to how highly these families prioritize a job’s economic cortipensa
over its other characteristics.

It is important to understand how much emphasis workers and their families place
on economic versus non-economic criteria when choosing employment. Relatilely lit
scholarship has explicitly addressed the import of non-economic work chatexstéois
low-income workers, and especially, how these characteristics influenodigidual’s
job selection process. This chapter will explore how families make choices about
employment through an extended discussion of families’ experiencesfivitiagion. |
contend that families consider affirmation to be nearly as importanivasd®when

deciding to remain employed, become unemployed or when generally navigaing
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employment options. Thus, approaches which emphasize the economic compensation or
rewards dimension of employment fail to fully account for the employmeigides of
low-income workers and their households.

| will begin by revisiting the affirmation dimension and discuss its cctie to
the job satisfaction literature. Through a review of themes present i Ehmterviews,
| will then describe how families define the relationship between affiomand
rewards. Next, | will discuss how the affirmation experiences of worfieinglies in the
FLP inform their employment choices, paying special attention to isgifesyment and
employers or jobs that are “like family”. | close with a discussion of paleheoretical
contributions to low-income families’ measures of job satisfaction andidesi

regarding employment.

4.1 Why Affirmation?

It is clear why a job’s rewards matter, especially to workers in tmeme
families, but why would affirmation? To review, affirmation is the dedcewhich a
particular job enables a worker to experience feelings of self-atiah, self-esteem,
self-worth and satisfaction. In contrast to a job’s rewards, affiomativolves the non-
monetary, intangible aspects of employment. High affirmation employimeloties
when the respondent and/or others in the household discuss their employment in a
positive sense, including feelings of pride, encouragement and excitement abdonogw
or the workplace. High affirmation work provides a high level of non-economic benefits
including but not limited to feelings of self-worth, achievement and autonomy.

Respondents with employment experiences in this category feel empowehait gbs
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rather than constrained, hopeless and restricted. This categorizatamappalied when
respondents discuss preferring their current employment status over pashbalpote
other kinds of employment.

In contrast, respondents in low affirmation employment circumstancesaefer t
their work or work opportunities as demoralizing, limiting and offering litilad
positive emotional returns for the time invested. Families in low affirmatiemasos
also report high levels of stress or anxiety as a direct result of théirowtack thereof.
These work circumstances are not necessarily intrusive or damagirigaiofamily, yet
are not categorized by positivity as in those families expressingeugls lof
affirmation. Respondents in this category also voiced being underwhelmedrhydHe
or indifferent to opportunities available to them. A job’s overall level of a#ftrom can
be categorized as high or low, but the same job can also include both high and low
affirmation experiences over tinle.

Although the affirmation dimension emerged from the analysis of FLR/ieves,
the dimension is in direct theoretical conversation with the concept of jolasatiaf
Like job satisfaction, affirmation demonstrates an individual’s affeceméirments
toward their employment. However, the affirmation dimension may provide a more

accurate assessment of job satisfaction, as this dimension is constutted f

! Whereas the previous chapter presented each farailgrage level of affirmation over the entirefyttee
study, this chapter will capitalize on the longital data to discuss families’ affirmation expetes in
more detail.
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respondents’ frequent and mostly unsolicited attitudes about their jobs ogér tim
Additionally, due to the longitudinal nature of the FLP data, it is possible to see how
affirmative sentiments motivate families’ work-related behavicasely the decision to
quit or continue their jobs. The following section will review relevant liteeatagarding

job satisfaction, particularly among low-wage workers.

4.1.1 Measuring Workers’ Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction is perhaps one of the most widely addressed concepts in the social
sciences (Mortimer 1979 in Hodson 1991) and is approaching nearly eighty years of
international academic scholarship and professional attention. Traditionally, job
satisfaction provided social science and human resources scholars a mearss thasse
job experiences of workers in an industrial society (Kalleberg 1977; Hodson 1991).
Although some scholars maintain the field has suffered from the “intedldzaggage” of
those seeking only to drive worker productivity (Hodson 1991:272), it has since been
motivated by alternative perspectives, such as providing workers withr lngalgy
employment experiences and identifying work environments which féeiltark-life
balance (Kalleberg 1977; Berg and Frost 2005; Hsu 20$@)ne notable contributions

of this literature include the differential relationship of job satigfacacross age

2 Although FLP interview protocols included questabout respondents’ employment and asked
respondents to define good and bad jobs, respandist frequently volunteered work-related
information, especially their feelings, about thaivn jobs.

® The intellectual baggage Hodson (1991) referactutles the efforts of Frederick Winslow Taylore th
pioneer of scientific management. Taylor soughtstdal efficiency, in part, by moving the loci céntrol
from workers to managers. However, Rubin (2004)imdsus of the underlying tension between the
Taylor school of management and the devotees oft€hBarnard, who viewed organizational success as
contingent on co-operation between workers, manageand executives.
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(Kalleberg and Loscocco 1983) and gender (Clark 1997; Crosby 1982; Hodson 1989), as
well as the connection between job satisfaction and workers’ physical and hesxitia
outside of the work context (Kalleberg 1977; Argyle 1989 in Vieira 2005).

Attesting to its scholarly longevity, measures of job satisfactidodecan
enormous range of variables and theoretical orientations. Many job sairsftadies
examine the correlation of workers’ level of satisfaction with demograjaiiables
including age, race, gender and level of education. For example, Africaneameri
workers are more likely to be dissatisfied with their jobs than are theie whiinterparts
within the same profession, and this relationship is robust across a rangeypepharid
sectors (Lundquist 2008). Other studies focus on the relationship of job satisfaction to job
content factors or workplace characteristics including pay, degree cdlspaan, social
factors (e.g. level of conflict among coworkers), promotional opportunities, reaesdg
practices and organizational culture (Kalleberg 1977). These types okdidieLund
2003) seek to causally relate job and organizational factors to workers’ cejodirte
satisfaction.

The above approach does not consider how individual workers privilege some
job/workplace characteristics over others, as the determinants of joaaiisinay be
quite different across individuals or types of workers. Nor are all jokplace
characteristics salient to workers’ day-to-day workplace condwxtgeh 1991). Worker
satisfaction may also have more to do with whether or not an individual gleans
satisfaction from work and not necessarily because their workplace affjeeater

number of objectively satisfying attributes (Brief, Butcher, George and19083).
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Other approaches seek to mitigate these concerns by askingsiaivket their
overall — or global — level of job satisfaction. Rather than ask workers tdeate t
satisfaction with specific dimensions of work, global job satisfactiorsarea solicit
workers’ overall affective orientation toward their jobs (Kalleberg 193udh measures
of job satisfaction include diredtow satisfied are you with your jop@®r indirect
(Would you recommend this job to a frieh@®uiries (Kalleberg 1977:126). This
approach allows each respondent to assess job satisfaction in referenceaid the w
characteristics they implicitly believe to be most important, a distithedntage over the
above approach.

The most effective assessment of job satisfaction emphasizes th&ainter
between structural aspects of work and workers’ social psychologicattdrastics,
including their valuation of work and/or work characteristics relative to ohlireys
(Kalleberg and Loscocco 1983). To this end, job satisfaction measures include-worker
workplace interactions and attributes, how closely the work environment maées sV
needs and the degree to which task attributes — such as jobs’ level of autotbmy
degree of variety — influence workers’ job satisfaction (Kalleberg 19@ve8s$, Brief
and Smith 2007). In other words, the job satisfaction question can be more accurately
addressed by pairing objective work characteristics with the degreeaiimg
individuals impute to their work activities (Morse 1953 and Goldthorpe et al. 1968 in
Kalleberg 1977:125).

Despite scholarly attempts to produce a generalizable, relative, igichol

measure, the utility of job satisfaction remains heavily scrutinizeskf@ral reasons. First,
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the job satisfaction field is dominated by the study of certain facetsr&f-wgay, coworker
relationships and tasks — which is likely due to their availglzlid ease of measurement
(Stevens, Brief and Smith 2007). Second, the relationship between job satishad work
productivity is based on the theoretical assumption that satisfied wai@emore productive
(Hodson 1991). Job satisfaction has often failed to predict worker pratjuand retention
(Hodson 1991), although it is more strongly linked to workers’ thoughts of quittitggtions to
quit, absenteeism and intentions to search for a new job (Stevensarigtigmith 2007; Vidal
2008). Because most measures of job satisfaction focus on attitddsebaviors, it follows that
job satisfaction predicts workers’ attitudes better than theore? Finally, although family
well-being, work-family balance and job satisfaction are linked (Hsu 2Ddand Zhao 2012),
scholarship neglects household-level measures of job satisfactiosingastead on the
individual worker. Despite these limitations, job satisfactidrokrship has provided a broad
understanding of the relationship of personality, demographic, job, organitatahaorkplace

attributes to workers’ job satisfaction.
4.1.2 Job Satisfaction among Low-wage Workers

With a few exceptions, job satisfaction scholarship falls short with respect to
understanding the job experiences of low-wage workers. Most job satisfaction studies
merely include workers” wage or rate of pay in a list of other covariates. Because the
statistical relationship between wage and job satisfaction is unfailingly positive, it

follows that low wage workers should universally be less or completely dissatisfied with

* Although it is beyond the scope of this projelg field would benefit from an overtly behaviorabdel
(Hodson 1991) to address the influence of workcstmes (such as the organization’s degree of
bureaucracy or the hours, timing, and pacing ofkjvon workers’ actions (Rubin 2004).
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their jobs, especially if job satisfaction measures were based on wage alorexddow

wage accounts for only part of the variation in reported overall worker stibsfac

(Vieira 2005).

Job satisfaction scholarship which specifically targets populations of |lge-warkers

has concentrated on the relationship of overall job satisfaction to workezsgender,
unionization, education level and similar covariates. Additionally, these sadtesss

the job satisfaction of low-wage workers across a range of spe@ésures indicating
intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, short and long term rewards, social agfp@adrk and
satisfaction with schedule or workload (Gruenberg 1980; Brown and Mcintosh 2003).
Previous work has included low-wage workers in a range of sectors — foank seetalil,
information service and sales, tourism and hospitality, childcare, healthncare a
temporary work — within the U.S. and Europe, and more recently, in China, Auatrdlia
beyond (Brown and Mclintosh 2003; Berg and Frost 2005; Aletraris 2010; Chesters and
Baxter 2011; Qu and Zhao 2012).

Across various populations of low-wage workers, wage and several non-economic
resources are the most pertinent and frequently-occurring determinaigh jufth
satisfaction. Unsurprisingly, job satisfaction is positively coreelatith wages (Brown

and MclIntosh 2003). However, non-economic resources including time, schedule control,
workplace autonomy and workplace social support are also correlated withlbigts

of job satisfaction. For example, temporary workers have lower levadb shfisfaction

as compared to permanent workers, although autonomy, job security and control over

time and duration of work mediate this difference (Aletraris 2010). Among lagew
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workers in the food, hospitality and retail sectors, satisfaction withlsetatéions at

work and with workload also determined overall job satisfaction (Brown and MhIntos
2003). Care workers, including those in childcare and healthcare, identified awetrol
weekly schedules and work hours as the most important factors predicting $tdictiat
(Chesters and Baxter 2011). In a slight departure from traditional jokasttsf
measures, a study of low-skilled food and healthcare workers in a sampk. of U
hospitals finds that pay, adequate levels of staffing and access to trainmgsardosely
associated with workers’ sense of dignity on the job (Berg and Frost 2005).

In addition to the resources mentioned above, emotional supports and supportive
relationships with coworkers and supervisors may also have important implications f
job satisfaction among low-wage workers (Hodson 2001, 2004a, 2004b). Emotional
supports may be particularly important within service sector work due to theofevel
emotional labor present in these types of occupations (Leidner 1993, 1999). For example,
emotional support from coworkers and supervisors is positively correlated with job
satisfaction among U.S. assisted living healthcare workers (Chou and Robert 2008).
What is debatable regarding job satisfaction and low-wage work is the extdnittoav
“love of the job” truly motivates workers in specific care work service ocaupaguch

as childcare and caretaking of the elderly. Because wages in theseftgoeupations
are low, scholars speculate care workers’ satisfaction may be motiyaitgdmsic

factors including the happiness such workers derive from helping others€/Ghast
Baxter 2011; Chou 2012). This may or may not actually be the case, as “love of the job”

in this context appears to vary by care work type. For example, a study ddlianstare
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workers found childcare workers were less satisfied with their jobsatbendental
assistants, despite a greater proportion of the former nominating intringosdas
entering this profession (Chesters and Baxter 2011). Thus, intrinsic fagnmnotivate
individuals into care work, but do not hold out over other factors or jobs’ shortcomings in
the long term.

However, in some cases, care workers’ personal relationship with clientgodazg
longer-term, high job satisfaction outcomes for workers (i.e. through nesidetered

job satisfaction) (Chou 2012). A study of long-term care workers at assisieq |
facilities in the U.S. finds the “psychic income” of such work may offsetwar&’s

other shortcomings, resulting in increased employee retention (Chou 2012). Other
research suggests workers’ intrinsic sources of satisfaction have poefeatts on
overall job satisfaction irrespective of workers’ educational background wiopda the
occupational hierarchy (Gruenberg 1980). The degree to which intrinsic motivations
produce positive, long-term and high affirming employment outcomes for cakensor

and other low-wage workers should be the subject of continued scholarly consideration.

4.1.3 Affirmation: A Different Way of Thinking About Low-wage Job
Satisfaction

As the above examples demonstrate, low-wage workers experience higleer leve
of job satisfaction when their jobs are associated with higher pay and a host of non-
economic resources including flexibility and control over one’s hours or schedule.
Because low-income families face constraints exacerbated by ecamamsghip, any

increases in both economic and noneconomic resources likewise increassfamili
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control over day-to-day work experiences and facilitate work-family baland job
satisfaction. Additionally, due to the emotional labor and low wages of service aedtor
care work, respectively, workers in these occupations may derive jolcatis from
intrinsic factors such as positive emotional relationships with clients, comsake
supervisors.

The affirmation dimension offers an informative supplement to existing job
satisfaction measures. By its nature, affirmation provides respondeptdiadf
evaluations of work, as it is based on how respondents feel about their jobs. To this end,
affirmation is consistent with the goals of conventional measures of jolastatst
However, because the affirmation dimension emerged through interviews with
respondents, this dimension also captures a respondent-oriented assessmdnt of wor
Thus, the affirmation measure reflects the most salient aspects of wa&agber
respondent, rather than providing predetermined job satisfaction measuresilaumgsittr
Additionally, affirmation reflects respondents’ feelings about both global amifispe
characteristics of work. Finally, as the discussion below will show, in sasesc
respondents link affirmation to established, objective predictors of job sttisfaach
as pay.

Affirmation also addresses some shortcomings of existing studies of job
satisfaction. Although job satisfaction and family well-being are linla@asatisfaction is
typically measured as an individual-level variable. Affirmation, in ceht@nsiders the
work experiences of the household. Affirmation expands the existing definition of job

satisfaction to include intrinsic factors of job satisfaction, such as emosioppbrt from
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coworkers or simply loving one’s job. The affirmation dimension also contributes to an
enhanced understanding of job satisfaction among low-wage workers and thegsfamil
as this measure scrutinizes the experiences of low-wage workers acnostitude of

low wage sector3Finally, because affirmation impacts families’ choices about
employment, this measure may provide the job satisfaction literature haavioral,
rather than attitudinal, indicator. The following section proceeds with respshdent

assessments of the relative importance of jobs’ affirmation and rewards.

4.2 Indicating Job Quality: Beyond Rewards

The FLP data strongly suggest respondents consider more than a job’s monetary
benefits when choosing and evaluating their employment. When asked to discuss the
attributes of good and bad jobs, respondents routinely mentioned affirmative qualities
alongside wage and other financial benefits, suggesting the important nolaadin
plays in job selection and retention. For example, much like a baseline hourlybasige
enjoyment of one’s job is also a criterion for a “good” job. Tracy, a 2i-glea
cohabitating African-American mother of three has been promoted from seasonal
employment to “full time” at a discount warehouse cfaiihen asked what people in
her county consider a good job, Tracy respotidsy like what you do and the people
you work with and you have enough money to make ends meet or whatever, pay bills or

whatever and some left overTracy also offers;There’s no such thing as a bad job...I

® Please see Appendix E for a comprehensive litroflies’ occupations.
® Although Tracy says she is employed full-time, ¢tlenographer clarifies that Tracy is typically
scheduled for 30 hours per week.
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think it's more the person that is doing the joln"a later interview, Tracy clarifies her
definition of a bad job as one that gives a persthad attitude....likeyou don’t want to

be there.”Tracy seems to include both rewards and affirmation dimensions in her “good”
job criteria, but it is clear “bad” jobs have more to do with how they make worlars fe

Other mothers offer similar thoughts when discussing employment in thacbstr
and often pair enjoyment of one’s job with “good” wages and employer-provided
benefits. Sandra, a 25-year-old African-American mother of two, difarsake on a
good job: ‘Well | think[it's] a job with good pajof $8 per hourland benefits and you
have to like it | guess.In contrast, Sandra maintains a bad job@se that you don’t
like.” Mary, a white, 32-year-old married mother of three says a good job includes,
“Good pay, benefits — you know the insurance and the 401k — the good stuff and
something you enjoy doingl’alita, a white 25-year-old mother of two, discusses
employment when asked what she wants for her newborn son. Lalita says she hopes he
baby gets a good-paying job where he actually enjoys going to workughhbracy and
Sandra limit “bad” jobs to affirmative characteristics only, all of tlenen define
“good” jobs as providing both high affirmation — in the form of enjoyment — and high
rewards.

Although some mothers place the affirmative qualities of one’s job on partsvith i
economic rewards, others appear to prioritize affirmation. Rachael, an uneth2a@y
year old PA mother mentioned in the previous chapter, eschews pay and economic
mobility entirely when she discusses her desired employrfieidn’t have a problem

being in ...a dead-end job as long as | like doing what I'm doiRgthael expresses the
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need for baseline enjoyment as a means to feel validated by her futurgreenticeven

at the expense of wage growth or promotion. When directly asked if the amount of an
hourly wage factors into good jobs and bad jobs, Tracy, above, ®&si§, not really”.
Although Tracy says good jobs are high-skill, high-wage jobs in the healthcargyndus
(“nursing field, doctor”), she also includes childcare in that categorization, which in
comparison are low-skill, low-wage jobs. Respondents routinely include both threlsewa
and affirmation dimensions in their solicited definitions of good and bad jobs, although
the degree to which they emphasize one dimension over the other may vary.

Though FLP respondents seem to consider affirmative qualities of jobs on par or
greater than rewards in the abstract, how do respondents associate tte aear
affirmation dimensions of their own work experiences? Corinne, a 20-year-odai\fr
American mother of one, works the graveyard shift at as an intake clerk at alhospit
ER'’s registration desk. Corinne, who left a NC state university as a sophc@enes
proud and excited about her job, which she obtains about halfway through her tenure with
the FLP. Corinne’s ethnographer asks her what she likes about her new job, and Corinne
responds:

The moneyshe chuckles].l like the people I'm around, too, and |
like being busy. | feel like I'm important...Because | have so many
responsibilities at the job. And for me to be a new person, they're
saying I’'m doing things that people who have been working there
for 3 years haven't done yet. So | feel important and | feel like I'm
doing really well there.

Corinne’s response suggests this job provides her with a high level of affirmation beyond

its economic reward.
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Corinne maintains a positive orientation toward her job even when her supervisor
accuses her of being negligent in her duties. Corinne tells the ethnographehabout
incident and its resolution. Corinne processed the intake information of an Alziseimer’
patient who couldn’t recall her name and address accurately. Although Corinee wrot
down the information she was given, it was later discovered to be erroneous. Corinne
tells the ethnographer how she confidently handled this situation and provided her
supervisor with copies of the intake forms. Corinne is pleased at the way shealliaadle
situation, and she says her supervisor made no further complaints. Despitedbistinci
and other downsides of her job such as the increased exposure to illness that comes with
working in an ER, Corinne maintairi$,Jove my job”. Despite a negative workplace
interaction, the high affirming qualities of Corinne’s job, and Corinne’s pride and
excitement regarding her job, result in her continued employment.

The experiences of these respondents suggest affirmation is an important job
attribute and contributes to positive sentiments toward one’s job. Additionally,
respondents identify high affirming job characteristics, such as thedrgsienent of a
job, when discussing what people in their counties classify as a good job. Bad jobs, in
contrast, include jobs that workers dislike, or encourage them to have a “hatkattit
Additionally, a job’s affirmation can actually outweigh its rewards, aspandent might
prefer a lower-paying or “dead-end” job that offers an enjoyable work experbver a
job that is higher paying but not enjoyable. The next section will illustrate how
respondents navigate the relative importance of affirmation and rewards idinsemser

time.
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4.3 The Relative Weight of Affirmation & Rewards

Respondents include affirmation and rewards dimensions when asked to evaluate
the characteristics of good and bad jobs in the abstract as well as when they ¢vaiuat
own jobs. But how do respondents use rewards and affirmation to evaluate and choose
between jobs? Longitudinal interview data collected by the FLP ethnogtaphic
allows for a more in-depth look at how respondents consider both affirmation and
rewards dimensions over time. The work experiences of Sharon and her husband, a NC
household, illustrate how respondents balance tradeoffs relevant to both dimensions when
choosing work.

At first glance, Sharon seems to prioritize only her job’s rewagtsaron, a
certified massage therapist, worked her way through nursing school and fourmdédull-
employment as an RN at a hospital in a neighboring county. Although her ideal
employment would includ&vorking from home’; Sharon tells the ethnographer her
main motivation to go to nursing school and become an RNth@snoney”. Sharon
even persisted in her career path although she doubted she could stomiaiciothend
gore” of being a nurse.

Yet, Sharon’s evaluation of her employment includes more than money alone.
Sharon describes the racial prejudice she experienced at her firagrjaksibeginning
with her initial disbelief:

Well, you know what, | knew um, the reputation that the town had,
but how can a town have a reputation, do you know what | mean?

" Sharon is also mentioned briefly in Chapter 3.
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No, but for real, if the people who work at “X” County and live in

“X” County are what, ten miles from the people who work and live

here? So how can that town hold that kind of attitude when a town

right next to it doesn’t?
During an interview with her ethnographer, Sharon discusses the expetleataesised
her to quit her jol5.She explains the various forms of discrimination she encountered,
including being passed over for and pushed off of her desired shifts. Sharon describes the
general atmosphere of racism that precipitated her decision to leawb hecjuding
schedule conflicts with her white coworkers, the outright use of rdaral She
describes these incidents, includifiganagers who wouldn’t even speak to you when
you pass, just stuff like that, and | got tired of it.”

Sharon finally decides to take another RN position in Labor and Delivery in a

hospital in the county she lives in. Sharon describes her decision to take this job:

It's a lot less money, it's a whole lot less money, but | said you

know what, God’s always provided for me, I'm going to take it cuz

I’'m going to be happier. It's the position | wanted, it's in town and

it's a black manager. After that | was just like, | want a black

manager, | don’t care what I'll be doing, I'll scrub floors, so yeah.
Despite taking a sizeable pay cut, Sharon opts for the new job, which will presumably
offer Sharon a better working environment and higher affirmation. Sadly, Shaswgo
to explain that her new workplace is not devoid of politics, tensions or racial
discrimination, either:

I mean I've cleaned houses for a living, I've waited tables, I've

done just a lot of regular jobs, I've never been in this little ladder
type, this is my first ladder type job, is what I call it, you know

8 This interview takes place in April 2004. Shar@gan this job in October 2003.
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when there’s big dogs and the big people and the stuffed shirts and
there’s this...hierarchy of classes and I just, | didn’t know it was
like this.

Sharon describes how she feels like her new job is already “draining”:

When | say draining? Well when you’re doing your job you feel

like you have to just be super good at it because, well like so far
I've had preceptors, girls who were teaching me and most of them,
all but two of them have been white girls and they just kinda, like
they tell you what to do and the next person comes in and they act
like you've forgotten that quick. ‘Don’t forget you got to do such
and such.” And it’s like-

Ethnographer: They act like you're a moron.

Sharon: Yeah, so | feel like I've got to overachieve, and then it's
like, whoa, she’s an overachiever, you know, that comment | got
this week, you know, ‘Well, she’s got to do everything.” You know,
and it's not that.

When Sharon and her ethnographer meet for a follow-up interview, Sharon tells
the ethnographer that she has changed jobs again, and is now working for a county
hospital in another, neighboring county (also an FLP codr@jaron explains she left
her old job because she couldn’t get enough hours on her schedule. Again, she says “the
main thing that attracted her to the job” was “the money”:

| loved Labor and Delivery, but | was always getting called out. |
only worked 32 hours per week because that’s all that they had

space for, and then every other week | was getting called out. It
just wasn’t working for us...I went to school to be a nurse for the

money. | love Labor and Delivery, but | don’t go to work for what |
love, | go to make a living and I'm not making a living [t]here.

2 Sharon is now working as an RN in the hospital’dMal/Surgical unit. She began this job sometime
between July 2005 and Dec 2005, when this followntgrview takes place. Sharon says she had to wait
until she had 2 years’ experience to apply fordugrent job, which would’ve been in October 20086, &
the time of the interview, she has probably heldduerent job for a little over a month.
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Sharon’s new workplace also provides her with high affirmation. Sharon say®tha
new workplace offers a more racially progressive and positive envirdrihen she’s
used to. Sharon says she sees people of different races employed at aihtdudiag
nursing and administration. Sharon says even the hospital’s billboard adventseme
“have black women ofthem]’ .

Sharon notes that her new place of employment is one that presents her with
potential upward mobility and increased occupational growth and responsibility, should
she choose to seek it out. Sharon explav&ll'l don’t ever want to manage anybody or
anything like that, but just knowing that, that if you did get like an inkling to do
something special, that you could. It makes you want to do a good job with what you do,
you know.” Although Sharon maintains one stilleed[s] to be able to pay their bills at
the end of the dayho matter how much enjoyment one gets from the job, she is
motivated by both rewards and affirmation when choosing her workplace. In addition to
offering the kinds of rewards she seeks from a job in her chosen profession, Sharon’s
most current workplace also provides her with what the others did not — a more highly
affirming, racially progressive and respectful workplace.

In contrast, Sharon’s husband seems principally motivated by the aifiemat
qualities of work. Sharon’s husband opts out of jobs offering greater rewards bleeause
prioritizes affirmation criteria instead.Sharon’s husband has been employed by the

same company for six years, a wood manufacturing company that productssgualle

12 Sharon’s husband may also prioritize consistena@niployment. Please see the discussion section
below.
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other industrial wood products. Sharon’s assessment of the job is akin to more
conventional assessments of “bad joBkthink in the time he’s worked there he might
have gotten like a 50 cent raise and that's$liér husband is also without health
insurance!lf he gets sick, he’s on his ownker husband appears to have a “bad” job, as
he doesn’t have paid sick time or health benefits, and hasn't received a ra@esin ye

Sharon admits to trying to motivate her husband to find a “better” job with higher
pay and health benefits, and has investigated some options that would require he obtain
additional education. She has also admitted to applying for jobs for him online through
the Employment Securities Commission, but complains that her husband will not
interview for the jobs if his application is selected. His response to léved, | don’t
think that's something I'd like to doRegardless of what her husband thinks about his
job, Sharon clearly thinks it is a bad one. For Sharon, a job’s rewards ar@pataamd
she processes the quality of her husband’s job accordingly — through its low paykand lac
of fringe benefits.

Affirmation is still secondary to rewards as Sharon makes decisions about her
husband’s employment, although she considers other criteria beyond rewards as she
moves through her own employment trajectory. Sharon’s employment pattaidgdine
relative weight she gives to rewards and affirmation as these donsnake turns
motivating her decision to look for a new job. Although she maintains she selected the
nursing field for “the money”, she quits her first job because its low-affgranvirons
did not outweigh its rewards. Not satisfied by either the affirmation or rewwhics

second job, Sharon finds a nursing job in yet another county that finally offers her the
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level of reward she needs. Sharon benefits additionally from the improved racial
environment of this workplace as well, as she expresses excitement at th&’soapial
diversity across various departments and positions. Sharon’s narrative provetesad g

understanding of the interplay of rewards and affirmation.

4.3.1 Linking Affirmation to Rewards

Despite most respondents’ treatment of affirmation as being additiorealands,
in some other cases, respondents’ perceptions of affirmation are exphidg to
various aspects of the rewards dimension. Low rewards can signify lack dmewesn
employees, which then leads to low affirming experiences of respondents. Fmiexa
Therese, the 26-year old Work First participant from NC, maintains that ganpMyould
get good workers if they pay good wages. She continues to describe how emipéore
unrealistic expectations of their workers — they treat thenfli&dly-paid machineg
provide no emotional recognition, yet expect workers to want to work hard. She says,
“Low pay is a problem all over the U.S....It's real cut and dry to me, just pay people
enough to take care of their familieslWwo other respondents specifically cite teaching as
an example of a bad job, as teachers are “not paid enough to do what they do”. This
sentiment is not limited to pay alone. Lena, married to Martin, $8ysn if you like
your job, a job without insurance is a bad job.”

FLP families often pair affirmation and rewards dimensions to navigate the
employment options, sometimes linking the two together explicitly. The netdrsevill

explore a specific subset of high affirmation experiences in particular sé&lbw
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employment and workplaces that are “like family” influence work choices among

nonmetropolitan low-income families.

4.4 Self-Employment

As briefly addressed in the previous chapter, self-employed respondentdyypical
express high levels of affirmation. Self-employment is relatively irathis sample, as
only four PA families and one NC family depend on self-employment as tieios
majority source of income. However, several families across NC and FAcosee
from self-employment to supplement their income from regular employmefit as
Darlene’s partner mentioned above. Despite their relative scarcitg sample, self-
employed families provide insight into how self-employment is a viableegiydior
meeting the work-family needs of low-income families while also providiogkers
with high levels of affirmation. Self-employment provides families wahtool over
their work schedules and hours, thus facilitating the autonomy and flex@sityciated
with high work-family balance and job satisfaction among low-income wo(kdrssters
and Baxter 2011). Additionally, self-employed FLP workers express exceptibigi
affirmation sentiments, including and not limited to preferring their cumenk over
anything else.

Howard and Roxanne, previously mentioned in Chapter 3, rely solely on
Howard’s income from the business he co-owns with his friends. Howard is a
construction contractor, and he and his friends build houses in the surrounding area.
Because Howard is self-employed, he can choose how to pace his work-westkaas w

how many hours he will work per week. Howard tells the ethnographer he works 35-50
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hours per week, in some part due to the seasonal nature of constrti€taattempt to

keep their workload steady, Howard and his coworkers will “get the exteribmués

built during the fall, and then work on interiors during winter months”. Howard smiles
when he says, “[This plan] doesn’t always happen, especially once owners seerthe out
shell of their home...they are in a hurry to have the interior work done quicker...and the
home finished”. Indeed, Howard works long hours in the summer months. On several
interview occasions, the ethnographer notes Howard is just getting home around 6:30pm,
which means he works approximately 12 hour days. During other interviews, however,
Howard comes home much earlier in the afternoon.

Despite the sometimes long hours and the confusion and worry that accompany
paying self-employment taxes, Howard clearly loves his work. Howard desst®w the
skills he uses at work are helpful for fixing things around their home. Howaraialaés
to scrutinize the state of repair of potential homes when he and Roxanne look into buying
their own home. Before their daughter was born, Howard would even read to héigrom
various workbooks, including a volume titled/iring Lights”.

In addition to the high affirmation that Howard feels regarding his work, self-
employment also allows both him and Roxanne to balance work-family needs. When
their daughter is born, Howard is able to take the rest of the week off work to help
Roxanne care for her. Although Roxanne used to work as a clerk at a convenience store,

she does not return to her job after the birth of their child. Roxanne maintains ehigdcar

11 Especially in the mountains of Pennsylvania, wheirgers are often unforgiving.
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too expensive to warrant returning to that job, as she would barely break even after
paying for daycare.

Roxanne makes clear she wants to prioritize her family over a carbey at t
moment in time and she is able to do so because of Howard’s job. Roxanne tells Howard
she can always find a night job if needed, and discusses wanting to find a “better” job
eventually. Roxanne say®ut it's hard because | wanna have more kids, you know, |
want to be there for them, so it’s like I'm stiiokt working]” Roxanne values being
able to concentrate on her family. She says she can schedule doctor visits ahd WIC
appointments at times that are best for her infant daughter’s routine.eDbspiitenefits
of this employment arrangement, the flexibility of Howard’s scheduledvoot matter
unless the family was able to make ends meet on his incomé&only.

Another PA family mentioned above has benefitted from self-employment both in
terms of high affirmation and achieving work-family balance. Christopher:Christian
Electrician” was laid off from his former job at a steel mill. Chapters8udised how the
steel mill job was such a source of negativity and depression for Christophieistha
wife, Patty, prayed something would happen to allow Christopher to stop working there.

Soon after, the mill closed and Christopher was laid off. A week later, Christopher was

12\Women, Infants and Children is a federally-fungeoigram that allows states to provide supplemental
foods, health care referrals and nutrition educdfio low-income pregnant, breastfeeding and non-
breastfeeding postpartum women, and to infantschildren up to age five who are found to be at
nutritional risk (WIC 2012).

13 Roxanne and Howard’s longer term economic trajgatmay have suffered greatly from the 2008
Housing Crisis. In 2004, Howard mentions that laueinterest rates on housing loans improved the sta
of the housing market and increased his abilitggbwork. Roxanne may have returned to the worlkforc
earlier than anticipated, and out of necessityeratiian desire. Additionally, Howard’s pre-Recessio
income was such that the family met the incomeiremqents for the Habitat for Humanity program and
were actually selected to receive a home througipthgram in 2005.
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notified he could attend school for free. As Patty explains it, because the goneputne
his mill out of business, they were willing to provide Christopher the opportunity to lear
a new trade and reenter the workforce.

Although his new business venture as a self-employed electrician is inyts ear
stages, Christopher’s income is sufficient enough to enable Patty to btayatvith
their three kids. Christopher’s clients include private individuals as wplieate
businesses, such as coal mining contractors. Christopher advertises his busooess i
phonebooks. He also had a radio commercial made, which advertises him as “The
Christian Electrician” and ends with the one-liner, “A free baptism wiemeservice **
Christopher’s work van is also newly-lettered and advertises his business.

Patty vividly discusses how Christopher’s lay off and subsequent new =ataer
blessing”. She say$And [Christopher]’s so happy, he says, ‘I love this!’ He’s the
happiest I've ever seen him in his lifé?atty has known her husband since he was 18
years old; he’s now 36. When the ethnographer asks Patty what her husband finds
appealing about his new job, she sdkig likes meeting people, going to their homes
and helping them out’t is obvious through Christopher’s actions and Patty’s
descriptions how much happiness Christopher’s work as an electrician brindg3aliyn
and her family seem to have affirming experiences, too, on Christopher’s bedi#yfisP
proud of and happy for her husband. She s&j&'s a good guy, that's why | keep hopin

that this [job] works out for him. It's his dream”.

4 The ethnographer says the commercial is humowghish seems to suit Christopher’s friendly and
good-natured personality.
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Christopher’s excitement about his new job is even clearer in the context of his
former employment. In addition to the steel mill job, Christopher formerlkeeas a
maintenance supervisor for a crane company in Maryland. Christopher commuted home
from Maryland on the weekends to spend time with his family. Patty says he wawgd arr
home at 2am Friday night/Saturday morning, then would leave for work on Monday
mornings at 3am and go straight into work. This company eventually fired him, but only
after transferring him to Pittsburgh, a commute which took at least threeamalirs
sometimes more with traffic. Patty describes how Christopher gat filis
[coworkers]treated him very badly in Pittsburgh. They did not want him there...they did
not tell him anything about any customers, they didn't fill him in on any information.”
Christopher’s Pittsburgh employers wanted to fire him, so the companyaiedithe
position entirely, leaving the remaining employees with Christopher’sl@amktoo.

Patty has contempt in her voice as she s&ysbeing jerks, they pretty much cut their
own [nose to spite their face]...’cuz now they had to do his job.”

In addition to being high affirming, Christopher’s self-employment providdy Pa
with the flexibility to stay at home with their three children. She used to warlank,
but quit her job when Christopher completed school and made the transition to being an
electrician. She say¥,wouldn’t have to work and come home and do all this myself,
you know, and plus he was making good mon8ie and Christopher are able to balance
each other’s needs for space this way, too. She describes how Christopher will come
home tired from working, but know that he needs his space, I'm like, ‘Go lay down

honey’...I give him his space for an hour and then I'm like, ‘Come down here and deal
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with these kids and let me have some tine&tty also provides business support for her
husband, as she uses the skills she acquired while working at a bank to help Christopher
budget and otherwise financially manage his business. Christopher’s setfyerapt
meets the financial needs of his family as well as provides Christopheatinpavith a
source of pride and self-fulfillment.

Perhaps the most extreme example of a respondent finding pride and fulfillment
through self-employment is Anna, first mentioned in Chapter 3. During her teithre w
the FLP, Anna successfully opens a school of massage therapy in PA. The school offers
affordable massage therapy to clients in the surrounding area as wetirapr@hensive
training program in therapeutic massage. Anna’s pride and enthusiasm for hagpendi
school is always evident, even as she faces difficulty renting a spabe school and
applying for the necessary licenses from the $taé@na’s husband Roman seems as
proud of Anna’s accomplishments as she is. He says he and"Anaanore
enterprising than other peopleand discusses at length the obstacles Anna overcame to
open the school.

Anna’s accomplishments were made possible in part by Roman’s support, and
because Roman’s current job at a parcel delivery service “is the perféat jon”.
Roman has a job that offers him “autonomy during the workday with someone else to
carry concern for things like taxes and insurance”, which is what makes thikegdtiar

him. His income was also sufficient to support the family even before thagessshool

!5 please see Anna and Roman'’s story in Chaptem&ks
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became self-supporting financially, thus allowing Anna the flexibilityredexded to get
things done for the school. Without a “good job”, Roman may not have been able to
support his wife’s school, which is now in its seventh year.

The high affirmation experiences of FLP families, especially thoseierped
by the self-employed families in the sample, offer important insights aldwattgood
jobs really look like for families facing the constraints of a low-wage, ntrop@itan
labor market. These families’ experiences provide an example of what Witk ughen
workers in these families can go beyond even the basic enjoyment of theirljebs.
self-employed families in particular have jobs that provide them with exdgreme high
affirmation experiences, namely a source of self-respect, selfrfigifit, happiness and

achievement.

4.5 “Like Family”

The conflict between work and family is perhaps the single most identifigdrbar
to low-income families’ job stability and economic mobility, as the demandexf and
family are constantly opposed for low-income families. Negotiating nodate
schedules and low wages alongside family needs is especially problém&tiw-wage,
single-income families or families without a financial buffer. Becausek and family
are so often at odds, do workplaces that are “like family” offer respandetistinct
advantage for balancing the work-family conflict? Or is it an adapiideséfective tactic
to think of one’s employers as family? Longitudinal interview data offer an tppiyr
to see how these respondents’ “like family” affirmation experiendestafl their

employment evaluation and subsequent choices about employment.
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Sandra’s employment history provides some context for the range of jobs that
workers in nonmetro low-income families are likely to encoutit&andra is an African-
American, 25 year-old mother of two children under two years old. Although she is
currently unemployed, Sandra reveals she has been working since she was 15 years old.
Her work experience includes several stints as a cashier, stocker arssoelhte at
multiple grocery stores. In addition, Sandra has worked intermittently in a losatgur
home as Nurse Aid Assistant and later, as a Certified Nursing AsgiStdA).

Although she initially worked in grocery stores and nursing homes for similar
periods of time, Sandra seems committed to a longer term career in the netding fi
After working at a nursing home as a non-credentialed Nurse Aid AdsiS&ndra
paired a job in a chain grocery store deli with night classes and returneddonter
nursing home employer 6 months later with a CNA certification. When reigeoti all
of her jobs, Sandra provides comparatively more details regarding hereexgeri
working at the nursing home. She agrees with the ethnographer’s description o her as
“people-person”, and say$t made me feel good as long as | was helping somebody and
making them feel good3andra reflects on her work with one elderly woman in
particular. She would spend time sitting with and reading the newspaper to this woman,
as the woman didn’t have a lot of famfithat cared to come seder]’ . Sandra reflects,

“I loved the residents. | miss them, too...I miss my people”.

'8 sandra and her employment experiences were dfsalirted in Chapter 3.
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Despite Sandra’s range of jobs, she was most motivated to continue in the
healthcare field and took classes to obtain further certification in nursing.a%andr
positively affirming experiences working as a CNA seem also to hapeadsher future
education and employment. When the study follows up with Sandra in 2006, she has
completed her degree in nursing and is employed as a RN at the regional .Hoapdea
works full-time and will have comprehensive benefits — health insurance, dental, 401k —
after 90 days on the job. Sandra’s preference for the nursing field may havereadigiti
been motivated by salary, as nursing is an oft-cited example of a “good jokrhmdér
its rewards. However, the nursing field also provides Sandra with high affimiegtbin
part to seeing her patients“agr people”, and offering her a way to use her skills as a
“people person”.

Job environments described as “like family” also seem to drive respondents’
employment stability net of other dimensions. For example, Tamara’s hroth@is
mentioned in the previous chapter, works for a family-owned bakery in PA. Although he
does not receive benefits because his employer is too small a business tithaffprde
“really likes” working for this family and classifies it as a “l@etexperience than
working somewhere he didn’t have a relationship with the owners abthpany”. Thus,
the personal relationship Tamara’s brother has with his employer semwesiation for
him to continue his employment there in lieu of health insurance.

Employees who think of their workplaces as “like family” may make |lemgpt
commitments in exchange for their employer’s real or perceived invesimineir well-

being. For example, Angela’s close, family-like relationship with hgrieyer also
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drives her employment preferences and contributes to her stable employrwent his
Also mentioned in Chapter 3, Angela, aged 26, and her husband, aged 31, work for
family-owned business in NC. Angela has been working with this business for eaght ye
and actually stopped attending college when the opportunity to work full-time became
available. Regarding her history with the company, she Ygyst stuck around and it's
a very small business. They latched on to me and I latched on to them. That'’s just kinda
how it worked.”Both she and her ethnographer describe the ways her employers have
invested in her. The ethnographer reports Angela’s employers have encouraged her to
“join civic associations as representatives of the business, and are indeedrigroom
Angela and her husband to take over the business when [her employers] retire”.

In fact, Angela’s employers’ investment in her outweighs the fact lieat s
fundamentally doesn’t enjoy the tasks of her job. She Sags,not like computers. |
still don’t like computers. | just happen to be good at it. | don’t like computers at’all.”
Angela says both she and her husband possess attributes that are needed by tlye compa
yet they have no interest in what the other person does and thus, make a good team. She
says she’s not a “numbers-person”, BHi wants to do all the ordering and books and
numbers, that’s fin& Angela reports that her husband loves his job there, and Angela
expects she will stay with the compdifigr the long haul, pretty much”

Having a workplace that is “like family” also leads to a long-term work

commitment from Jamie, although the investment on the part of Jamie’s emplayer

7 Angela’s name features prominently on the busiessbsite for a local award (website accessed|Apri
4, 2012).
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be more perceived than real. When Jamie joins the FLP study, she has biegn wait

tables for five years at a steakhouse chain located in a shopping mall. Altlamigh J

admits shédoesn't love” her job, it offers her a measure of comfort that keeps her there.
Jamie says she likes her coworkers more than she likes the job itself, andIjebidea
would involve just going into work to talk to her coworkers and customers alike. She says
she’s actually “bored” with the work itself, and although she feels like sbafmble of

doing more”, working at the restaurant is comfortébke your favorite pair of jeans”

She continues to say the restaurant will work with“bareverything”, meaning they

will always meet her requests if she decides to take another job or ndeaga to her
schedule.

Later in the study, the restaurant is taken over by new management, and Jamie is
let go for missing a shift. The restaurant’s kitthen manager telie @ was made an
example of. Jamie ignores, forgives or rationalizes being fired and continme&e¢o
visits to her old coworkers. She continues to refer to the steakhouse environmesa as “li
family”, even as she begins a “less chaotic” job at another restauragiviteter “better
hours”. Jamie eventually returns to her original position at the steakhouse nabeiths |
She tells the ethnographer that this job is a “good job” for her.

Like Angela, Jamie and Tamara’s brother, respondents who have jobs that are
“like family” tend to prioritize these jobs over other potential sources of emmani;
even when their jobs are less-than-optimal by more objective standatusugkitAngela
doesn’t even like her day-to-day job duties, she has already spent eightyeargpb

and maintains that she will stay at this jédr the long haul”. Tamara’s brother would
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rather work for his current employer and forgo health benefits becausesthbke
relationship he has with the bakery’s owners. Jamie maintains loyalty to tueraes
job she “doesn’t love”, even after they fire her for missing a shift, and even quits a
comparable job at another restaurant to return to the steakhouse. The “liké family
attribute of low-income families workplaces seems to signify highnadtflion, or at least

workplace investment.

4.5.1 When “Family” Fails

Despite the loyalty and high affirmation they glean from some respondents
workplaces or employers that are perceived as “like family” do not produce wtliyers
satisfied, high affirming workers. In some cases, workplaces th@andents identify as
“like family” actually work against respondents’ interests and can havengatal
effects on families’ economic stability and well-being. In the sesang that family
members themselves vary in terms of their supportiveness, workplaces andeesmploy
can also be a source of negative social support. A mismatch between warllers’ a
employers’ expectations can result in unfavorable or low affirming@&ment
experiences for the worker. Unmet expectations can be especially deggstdaimilies
who treat their employers “like family” but do not receive like treatihoe support in
return. Hence, “like family” workplaces can present environments of syatuilivolatility,
much like regular family relationships. The following respondents’ experserapresent
the low affirming side — and consequences — of “like family” employment.

Despite her efforts to place her family on better financial footingleNddows a

variable employment trajectory with no net change in her economic well-beipagtti
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due to her negative employment experiences. Adele is a white, married,r28elysiC
mother of one who clearly illustrates the struggle families facenwh&ncing work with
unforeseen family obligations. Adele’s narrative is especially intaggsis she shares
the same employer as another respondent — Angela. Adele quits her job atarcms
company after the birth of her son and shortly after begins working feathe business
as Angela and her husbatfdAdele expressed that she wanted a better job and would
“like to have benefits if she wasn’t going to make much money”. Adele saykshs
the job and loves the people”, and states that she prefers this “more physical’hgb to t
one she previously held.
However, shortly after Adele begins this new job, her 7-month-old son becomes
very ill with a respiratory viral infection (RSV) and is hospitalized. &dsldistressed
over her son’s illness and the possibility that he might never recover. Adelelsyer
appears to be supportive of her despite her absence from work. The ethnographer
summarizes the employer’s response to Adele’s predicament:
[The store’s owners] called and talked with Adele on Monday and
told her how concerned they were for [her son]. Adele really
appreciates their caring for her family. She said if she were at her
old job all she’'d expect to get I8Yhen are you coming back?’
Adele’s initial appreciation for her bosses and her job begins to deterioréie as s

struggles to balance caring for her son’s health with work. Her son coranatter bout

of RSV and has other respiratory problems. Adele has difficulty getting$umaince to

18 During their previous interview, Adele asked thienegrapher if she knew of any available jobs. The
ethnographer passed along information she’d reddieen a friend about the job opening, and Adele
applied for — and was offered — the job.

145



cover her son’s treatment because he was prematurely diagnosed with adtiumaow
appears as a pre-existing condition for a period of one year. She discussrdean i
where her boss suggested she take her son to a pediatric practice in town irtbiead of
one Adele currently uses located 15 miles outside of town. The ethnographer writes
“Adele did not like [her boss’s suggestion] and has no intention of changing pediatric
practices”.

As her son’s health issues continue, Adele also continues to face difficulties
balancing his care with work. At one point, Adele’s co-worker asked her why her
husband couldn’t take time from his job instead care for the child. Adele discusses thi
incident, which led directly to her decision to quit her job:

So, | was going to ta§ey son]to the doctor. Anfimy coworker]
was like, ‘His daddy can’t do it?’ And, it was not the first time |
was made to feel like this. Choose your job over your
child...anyway it was — and, I thought to myself, “You know what?
Never again will I put my child second.” And so, | expressed my
opinion on that.
Part of Adele’s decision to quit the job she initially “loved” seems to come from
believing her employer forced her to choose between work and her familyinitiei
concern for her son’s health may have left Adele with the expectation that kes bos
would always allow her to take time away from work to care for her son.

Adele’s own changing expectations about work in general also seem to have

contributed to her decision to quit working. Initially, Adele identifies workresgegral

part of her identity: Personally...l have to go to work. | have a job, you know, so | try to

plan my things around my job, you know, cause it's one of my main priorities...I'm a
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worker.” However, in a discussion about her past work experiences, Adele makes clear
the limits she places on work in favor of having time for her family. Adele usedrto w

at a manufacturing plant where siget paid really good, but | was never home&dele

says she would work 12 hour shifts from 5pm to 5am and would have to rush home to see
her husband before he left for work. Adele séfsd you know money is nice but it ain’t

all that. | mean what's the point if | can’t see the people | care about? So | just went back
to being poor and living life.”

Adele’s decision to quit working is informed by her preexisting unwillingness to
sacrifice too much of her family in favor of work. When her son becomes ill and her
employers’ response changes from support to dissent, Adele once again percdiass she
to make a choice between work and family. Adele’s thoughts about her role in the
household provide even more insight into her decision:

You know I'm all about women’s lib and a woman can do the
same amount of things a man can do and get the same pay. I'm all
about that, but them I'm also going back to old school where a
woman is supposed to take care of her man. It is [my husband]’s
job to get his tail out of bed and go work hard and bring money in
this house and it is my job to make sure he has supper on the table
and clean clothes and it is my job to make sure my baby is cleaned
and fed and loved and both of ‘em are taken care of. That's the
way | see it.
Unsurprisingly, Adele has found a new job when the ethnographer visits her 6 months
later. She is working for a cousin, waiting tables at a restaurant. Adetedithis would
be a good job because she is being paid under the table. At the next follow-up interview,

Adele is 8 months pregnant with her second child. Her ethnographer writes, “Adsle do

not plan to return to the restaurant [after the birth of her second child]. She seems to
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regret leaving her former job.” The ethnographer mentions Adele’s fatyes for
employment: a job at the Clerk of Court’s office, but only if her candidate tvns t
upcoming election. Given Adele’s past employment experiences, it is réfstma
expect she will continue to prioritize her family should any future workijaconflict
arise.

In and of themselves, workplaces that are “like family” are notcseiffi to
produce high affirmation experience. These same environments also produce low
affirmation experiences for families. Adele works for same emplayéngela and Carl,
but has a much different experience and trajectory. Unlike Angela, who is teatutiee
business’s website for her achievements, Adele quits her job during her tehuteew
FLP because she feels she was made to choose between family and vinanktHat
maintain a supportive, familial relationship with her employer, shesaéh@ugh her
work and family were at odds. Experiences like Adele’s provide insight abouttéme ex
to which work and family can be in conflict with each other. Work-family coinéan
extend beyond time management to a compromise of ideals.

Ramona has a similar experience with her employer, as her image of her
supportive, family-like workplace falls apart when a supervisor accuses$ her
misconduct. Ramona is a white, 18-year-old married mother of an infant girl whanlives
NC. She and her husband work for a company called Brand New’ Bdnjch helps

rehabilitate people with severe brain injuries. When Ramona is first imenyjeshe

9 A pseudonym.
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speaks favorably of her joBork’s what I've always wanted to do. It's not really work.
It's more like leaving the house for a little whildamona only takes two weeks off
following the birth of her daughter before she is back at work. Ramona refers to her
workplace in ways that imply she thinks and is thought of by her coworkers as like
family. She describes her workplace:

It's just like working with a lot of sweet people. They become a
part of your family by the time you’ve worked with them for like a
month — you know my husband works out there so everybody
knows [him]. And even though we work at two separate parts of
the facility — every time | go to work it’s like, ‘Where’s [he]?
How’s the baby?’ We’ve got pictures and they really love being
family-like.

Ramona refers to her newborn daughter ‘@and New Day baby; and says everyone
at work is happy to see her. Ramona expresses a desire for a higherqagng
discusses a potential job opportunity for her husband which would pay $12.50 per hour as
opposed to the $7.50 they make at Brand New Day. Ramond|gayd him it was up
to him because we’re comfortable. We don’t have to have all the money in the world. We
make enough now to make it if we want ¥When asked to define a good job, Ramona
seems to describe her own occupation:

[A good job is] a place you can go and you feel comfortable,

where you know what you're doing, you don’t get nervous while

you’re around other people, you know your employees, you know

who you're working with. You know who you can trust, you know

you can trust the person standing beside you to stand by you if

something goes down, ‘cause in my profession, one wrong move

and you're screwed... | ain’'t gotta be stressed and come home

wanting to bang my head against a wall...I don’t care if the pay

sucks as long as | know I’'m making it good enough to support my
family, then | look for a job that is fun, that I like what I'm doing.
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Unfortunately, Ramona’s work situation unravels only two months after her
promotion to night-shift supervisor. At the next interview, the ethnographer makes it a
point to say Ramona “was sad and fighting back tears...l had never seen her irganythin
but a positive upbeat mood before”. Ramona describes an incident with a supervisor at
work who had been spreading rumors about Ramona behaving indecently while at work.
Ramona is outraged, betrayed and is ready to quit as soon as she finds a new job. She
describes at length how this incident has affected her:

At first it was really stressful. | would come straight home and do
what | had to do and I'd stay in bed. | didn’t know what else to
do. | guess you'd say | was hurt because I've always seen myself
at Brand New Day...l would never leave that company. That's
somewhere | would stay. It's hard to know now that I've got to
find another job ‘cause I'm so used to it. I've been there almost
2.5yrs and that's been my main job. I've always counted on them
and always relied on them. They've always been there. My old
supervisor married me. It's close. It's like a close knit place.
That's why it's so bad when the president really thinks that you're
a ho’ ‘cause you're so close to someone like that. It not only
makes you feel bad ‘cause you work, but you bring it home with
you ‘cause the people you work with always end up being your
family.
Ramona’s disappointment at being slandered and let down by a place she considered like
family is evident. Ramona’s long-term plans have been halted by this develppment
Brand New Life was a place she saw herself committing to for a long time

For the respondents in the FLP, workplaces and employers that are “likg’ famil

potentially offer families certain valuable aspects despite thesdgabpay and lack of

fringe benefits or schedule flexibility. When families perceive their eygos have
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invested in them, they likewise express their loyalty and eschew other joliupies,
even if better job offers might be available elsewhere.

However, these employment arrangements can also backfire, namelgiistia
misunderstanding about the level of support an employer is willing to give. Adele’
inability to balance work and family health issues and the accompanyinin $ter
employers’ leniency regarding work absences resulted in Adele féetoeyl to choose
family at the expense of work. Ramona experienced feelings of betrhgalaecused of
improper conduct at work, as she considered her coworkers and clients to be like family.
Ramona was initially planning to stay with her employer for the foreseéatioke, but
she does not recover from the incident and quits her job. Despite the opportunities for
employment stability “like family” workplaces offer, these famiti@ationships can also
have the opposite effect, causing respondents to navigate unexpected and undesired

periods of unemployment.

4.6 Discussion

Longitudinal data from the FLP offer insight regarding low-income fasiili
work experiences, job satisfaction and the role of economic and noneconomic criteria i
such families’ decisions about work. First, this chapter has establishearitwes ways
respondents couple economic and noneconomic aspects when defining goodjabd.bad
When asked how other people in their county delineate good jobs from bad, respondents

explicitly include the enjoyment or love of one’s job as an important aspect obd™g
job. Additionally, “bad” jobs include ones that give the worker a bad attitude, or that

would make one feel miserable. Thus, when thinking about the attributes of good and bad
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jobs, respondents privilege work’s potential for affirmation alongside ths yeéges and
benefits.

In addition to including affirmation and rewards in general discussions about
good and bad jobs, respondents also invoke the importance of affirmation when they
reflect on their own employment experiences. In an example discussed abawee Cor
excitedly discusses how she “loves” her new job in the hospital ER, and provides her
ethnographer with stories and detailed illustrations of her success andlaartic
suitability for this job. Although Corinne is making a decent wage that placés the
high rewards category (which includes her night-shift premium of one additiora doll
per hour) the economic benefits of her job do not seem to motivate her as much as her
pride and excitement about her being good at this job.

It seems surprising that workers facing economic duress would put afimuarti
par with rewards when considering their employment options. However, given the
findings of previous work on the job satisfaction of low-wage workers in particular, it i
clear that resources besides wages matter, especially as tloaseag&nable families to
exercise control over their daily schedules and workloads. In response to thefrang
available “bad” jobs which provide low wages and little autonomy, schedule control or
flexibility, FLP families rely on self-employment opportunities and waakpk that are
“like family” to provide work that allows them to maintain a balance of workifa
needs.

As other scholars have noted, self-employment can be the best bet in a bad job

situation, particularly in nonmetropolitan environments where access to goodgobs a

152



scarce and upward trajectories limited (Harvey 1993). Self-employeliebenefit

from autonomy and control over their work hours and schedules — work characteristics
closely linked to job satisfaction among low-wage workers. For example, like sxlf-
employed partners in the study, Howard’s work enables Roxanne to stay at home and
provide childcare for their newborn child.

Yet, it should be noted that self-employment might not be a sufficient strategy i
and of itself, as low-wage job satisfaction is contingent on both economic and non-
economic resources. Howard and Roxanne would not be able to enjoy the flexibility of
Howard’s job and resulting work-family balance unless his job also paid enouiterfor
to get by on his earnings alone. Alternatively, families may opt for jobs haikar
family”, which offer forgiving and informally flexible workplaces alonggicoworkers
who provide kin-like levels of social support. However, as Adele’s and Ramona’s
experiences illustrate, these employment arrangements may asatdeamilies with
scenarios of work-family conflict, as the expectations of employers apbgees may
not correspond over time.

The affirmation experiences of families also attest to the signdeaf including
the whole household in measurements of job satisfaction. For example, Patity’s wel
being is intimately tied to her husband’s job satisfaction. In her discussiomshano
husband’s job history, Patty makes clear how his transition to self-emplbyae
positively affected the entire household. As previous literature has didcjdse
satisfaction among low-wage workers is perhaps even more contingent orewoigk-f

balance. If job satisfaction and well-being are also connected, then emptoyme
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circumstances which facilitate work-family balance are partilyulaportant for low-
income families’ ability to maintain a positive family environment.

Finally, families’ affirmation experiences reveal low-wage woskdesire for
work that provides intrinsic benefits. Despite literature which suggeste/éme-workers
are principally motivated by employment’s extrinsic rewards, thevadfion experiences
of FLP families show intrinsic benefits continue to be quite important to &snili
Perhaps the most striking example of this is Anna, who successfully opens a school of
therapeutic massage in her county in PA. Anna and her husband, Roman, express great
pride in doing something that the whole community can benefit from. Sandra, the NC
nursing assistant who returned to school and eventually landed a full-tinmbR&NS0
attests to the importance of the intrinsic rewards of work for low-wage wokansira’s
family-like experiences with the elderly residents at her former@mpmotivated her
to continue her education and seek a higher paying career still within the niging f
The priority low-income families place on affirmation provides an importambter to
the notion that low-income workers do not value work or believe there is no dignity in
working hard (Murray 1984, 1994). Instead, nonmetropolitan low-income worker desire

pride and status in their (low-wage) work.

4.6.1 Employment Decisions of Low-Wage Workers

The FLP data also provide an opportunity to observe how a job’s level of
affirmation motivates families’ decisions about work. In direct contratst fividings
from existing literature which indicate voluntary changes in employment aedated

with upward economic mobility (Poppe, Strawn and Martinson 2004), some families
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select “better” jobs that actually pay less. Take, for example, Brémel@5-year old PA
mother mentioned in the previous chapter. Brenda quits an under-the-table job because
the pay she receives isn’'t the amount she was promised. Brenda’'s wageregrador
was even more modest than the under-the-table rate, yet she opts out of work (and
income) altogether due to her husband’s boss’s deception. Bonnie, also mentioned above,
leaves a chain grocery store pharmacy job with a better wage and bienéfésold job
at a smaller pharmacy. She cites the unprofessional attitude of the chain storacyhar
supervisor as the reason for her abrupt decision, and vows to get her old job back and
never leave it again.

Despite attention by previous literature to the importance of some aspects of
affirmation, such as the detrimental role of corrupt or incompetent supervisosdhi
2001), scholars should fully consider the affirmation dimension when addressing the
employment choices of low-wage workers in low-income families. As demorstrate
above, such families incorporate both affirmation and rewards when transitiomaghhr
work, and both rewards and affirmation motivate families’ decisions. Sharomnatesst
how rewards, rather than “love of the job”, motivated her into a care work occupation.
Rewards, however, were not her sole motivation for changing her employment
circumstances, as Sharon discusses the importance of having a positiueingffi
workplace throughout her participation in the study. Luckily, Sharon is able to locate a
workplace offering both rewards and high affirmation, although she has to move through
three positions at three different workplaces over the course of two yearsritoalde

so. Without understanding the interplay of rewards and affirmation, it would be
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impossible to fully understand Sharon’s actions and employment choices, and the like
actions of other nonmetropolitan families navigating similar options.

Thinking more broadly about the five dimensions, families on the whole prioritize
rewards, followed quite closely by affirmation, although there is considerable
heterogeneity even among the 71 FLP families. Although this chapter focusesilesf
who strongly consider affirmation, many other families prioritize reeabove all other
dimensions. Abe, a PA father mentioned in the previous chapter, maintains a potentially
dangerous job at a chemical plant because he believes it is the highest-payinggob he
find given his level of education. If a safer job of an equivalent reward levehleeca
available, it is very possible Abe would choose the safer job and experience the best of
both worlds, but for the time being it is clear the rewards of employment arerudshisa
family’s — priority.

Families in this study also consider other dimensions when thinking about their
employment. Katie and Samantha weigh the potential costs of employment Hyains
known reward, and decide to refrain from entering the workforce until the level adrewa
makes the expenditure of going to work worthwhile (or until daycare is no longer a
prohibitive expense). Despite Sharon’s emphasis on rewards and affirmation when
selecting her own employment, Sharon’s husband maintains the importance of
affirmation and keeping his job despite other, higher-paying options. As he hakataye
the same workplace for six years, it seems he may also prioritize eongisf

employment above rewards.
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Given the longitudinal nature of the study and the ability to follow families’
actions as well as attitudes, this work informs how poor people make choices. Assuming
the economic rewards of employment are most important to nonmetropolitan low-income
families does not adequately capture the range of job characteristicsantponvorkers
in these families. Without knowing what criteria are important to fasifiem both
objective and affective standpoints, it is impossible to understand what types of
employment will work for them, or how families are able to make “bad jobs” into good
employment arrangements.

It also seems that low wage workers and their families do not adhere tofec speci
theory of decision making. Both the rational choice and moral economy perspective
partially inform how such workers make choices. For example, familieatzoaal
actors in that they identify clear values, such as high economic reward, andldoén s
employment options to meet those criteria. Some families also exestisersion in
that they prefer tradition over innovation (Scott 1977). Take for example both Abe and
Sharon’s husband, who maintain dangerous and low-paying jobs, respectively, while also
recognizing the limitations of their current level of education. Abe and Sharofvaritus
seem to prefer their jobs’ rewards and consistency, again respectivelth ihbo were
to improve their educational credentials, they might be able to find jobs with better
attributes across the full range of dimensions.

Conversely, other families deprioritize job continuity in favor of other
dimensions, such as rewards, which does not adhere strictly to a moral economy

paradigm. Perhaps, then, the most informative consideration when thinking about the
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“choices” of low-income families is reality of choice under conditions of traims.
Low-income nonmetropolitan families are faced with pervasive limitatiobtesrms of

the types of jobs available to them, as most available jobs offer prohibitivelydges
and few non-economic rewartfSWorkers in these households may also be reacting to
the growth of noncomparable risk in the workplace, in which risk-sharing between
employers and employees has ceased (O’Rand 2011). Instead, employeesicgorkpl
insecurities have become par for the course as employers fail to peiordiker security
in lieu of flexibility (Shuey and O’Rand 2004).

An individual’'s awareness of economic constraints may encourage them to take
unnecessary risks and maintain a dangerous, stressful or harmful employment
arrangement for fear they will not be able to secure another job. Economic casstrai
may also cause others to opt out of work, as low wages are literally “ndt iiaiven
childcare expenses. As low-wage work trends upward, it is possible more workers,
including those living in metropolitan places, will have to make similar choices unde
similar constraints.

Although the FLP data do not provide a sample of higher-income workers for
comparison purposes, affirmation may be especially important in this population for
several reasons. Like the typical worker addressed in the job sadisfi#terature, low-
wage workers value work’s extrinsic and intrinsic aspects. Hexysvith few exceptions,

the range of employment options available to these families is compriggdzsafith low

% Again, please see Appendix E for the compreherisivef FLP families’ occupations.
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economic rewards. Thus, families cannot achieve self-esteem antafiatifthrough
their earnings, especially in comparison to higher-wage referencesgifirmation at
work might provide a key source of achievement, happiness and well-beingakgpeci
given these families will most likely never experience a period of higtires®*

High affirming jobs can also allow families to experience success and
differentiate themselves from other low-income households. Self-employnent
ownership of one’s own business signifies high status, even in the absence of
correspondingly high earning&Workplaces that are “like family” also offer more than
extra-forgiving social support. Being able to call a coworker or bossl{fasignifies
the personal investment of employers in their workers, especially givescthefimore
traditional worker investments like high wages, health care, retirement plahs, pa
vacation and company stock. Nonmetropolitan workers are in a position to have noticed
changes in worker investment across all levels of job prestige given thotraation of
the rural economy, and so may seek out “like family” workplaces for these reasons

Finally, affirmation simply may function as a sustaining mechanisnoemage
workers as they face long periods of low wages, constrained economic mobility and
chaotic family circumstances. Even though low-wage workers recognizgotbeare
not ideal, workers transform opportunities of self-employment and having workplaces

that are “like family” into good enough jobs for them. The affirmation dimensian is

2L As the next chapter will discuss, most FLP famsikperience static economic trajectories.

2 Howard, who owns the construction business wighffiénds in PA, suggests this when he mentions he
actually doesn't make as much money as people seémnk he does. Thus, Howard, and other simitarly
employed workers, may benefit from others’ peraapiof their success in lieu of actual economic
success.
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integral addition to understanding which jobs constitute “good” ones even among the

limited work options of nonmetropolitan, low-wage workers.
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5.“My Ladder’s Broke”: How Nonmetropolitan Low-Income
Families Experience Economic Immobility

Low-income families’ pathways out of poverty have been the subject of intense
interdisciplinary research. Sociologists and public policy scholars aliledxaustively
examined rates of poverty exit among impoverished families (Nolan and Erikson 2007,
Mangum et al. 2003). Scholars have established that changes in social suppatabr ma
educational and employment status will most likely enable familieansitron out of
poverty (Pandey and Kim 2008; Simmons et al. 2007; Mauldin and Mimura 2007). Some
research has shown that a more sustained exit from poverty is possible fiesfamo
add income to the household through employment or the addition of an employed
member, save their earnings and eventually begin to build equity through the poffchase
a home or other interest-bearing investment. However, other research stuyyggts
that poverty exit is severely limited for a smaller proportion of fasm{ligane and
Ellwood 1986) due to economic, educational and other circumstances (Nolan and Erikson
2007). Repeated cycles of poverty and welfare dependence are also noted in tilne litera
(Bane and Ellwood 1986; Harris 1996; Stevens 1999).

Given the prevalence and nature of poverty in nonmetropolitan places in
particular, it is possible that families in these places experienceeamewe daunting
challenge when attempting to exit poverty. Thus, it is first important torstadel the
degree to which impoverished and low-income nonmetropolitan families are able to
experience meaningful and sustained upward economic trajectories. Secogdsahan

nonmetropolitan households’ social support and marital, educational or employment
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status may not provide the same impetus for upward economic mobility as evidenced in
existing literature regarding the urban poor. Although obtaining employmenéigralc
facet of upward economic mobility, the act of simply finding a job does not atitaitha
induce stable future employment or result in breaching one’s poverty or loménc
status. The analyses below will address how work-related instatdlitieag
nonmetropolitan households complicate employment’s effectiveness faatagil
economic mobility. Finally, due to the aforementioned range of environmental and
educational constraints on families’ employment outcomes, nonmetropolitaregamili
may have developed alternative economic goals and/or definitions of econoogisssuc
that subsequently shape families’ ideals or behaviors. The FLP data provichécihe
opportunity to study economic mobility from the family perspective, through howsehol
subjective thoughts about their poverty and economic im/mobility.

Following a review of previous research regarding household-level economic
mobility, this chapter will illustrate the variability in the shortaleeconomic outcomes
of FLP families, concentrating on upward and no change trajectdrtes chapter will
then briefly address families’ perceptions of their economic mobilityjydiveg families’
dreams, aspirations and expectations for their long-term financial futunefly Fihe
chapter will conclude with the implications of nonmetropolitan low-income feshil

constrained short-term economic mobility.

! An explicit discussion of downward trajectories teen excluded here in favor of a focus on theemor
predominant trajectory types. Downward trajectodesthe least prevalent trajectories in the sanaple
in all but two cases, they result from the housgsigbb loss or a reduction in work hours.
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5.1 Intergenerational Mobility and Reproduction ¢toverty

Sociological stratification research has a rich tradition of the studgafomic
mobility, beginning with father-to-son occupational mobility and statasnatient in the
1960s (Duncan 1965; Blau and Duncan 1967; Ganzeboom, Treiman, and Ultee 1991).
Such scholarship has attempted to explain the transmission of pdeertyell as
establish the longer-term effects of parents’ poverty on their childreb&egquent
marital status, household composition, fertility, occupation, educational agtainm
(Chase-Landsale and Brooks-Gunn 1995; Duncan et al. 1998) and economic outcomes
(Chase-Landsale and Brooks-Gunn 1995; Corcoran 1995).

Although the majority of poor children escape poverty as adults, poor children are
much more likely to be poor in adulthood as compared to nonpoor children (Corcoran
2001). This occurs in part because impoverished parents experience non-intact family
compositions which disadvantage children’s future employment prospects and income
(Corcoran 1995). Despite evidence which suggests there is as much intergealeration
economic mobility as there is persistence, most mobility occurs acrossradjgcome

quintiles rather than across the greater income spectrum (Corcoran 2001).

5.1.1 Poverty Spells and Welfare Exits

Persistence in intergenerational economic attainment may be explained in pa

through the prevalence of poverty spells, particularly as spells diffalitgrstnd

2 Blau and Duncan investigated — and rejected -adtien of a “vicious cycle of poverty”, i.e. culalr
deficiencies passed on from parents to childreunltiag in a permanent economic and social undesclas
(Blau and Duncan 1967:199, as noted in Corcora®199
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chronically occur to a subsector of impoverished households. Although poverty spells ar
relatively temporary for the majority of the poor and are not likely to have pentnane
effects on future economic success or general well-being (Corcoran @8%), 4tudies
have noted some variability in terms of the length, number of and resulting effect
poverty spells.Poverty spells last longer when the reason for their beginning is birth to a
female household head, and children born into poverty experience the longest spells
(Bane and Ellwood 1986). Individuals who spend longer periods of time in poverty are
more likely to stay there or return to poverty status within the relativalyfoture
(Corcoran et al. 1985; Duncan et al. 1984; Stevens 1999; Oh 2001). A smaller relative
proportion of the population experiences chronic poverty or durations of poverty lasting
10 years or more (Haveman 1994; Oh 200Thus, despite the fact that the majority of
the impoverished exit poverty after a relatively short period of time, aempatiportion
of the population experiences extended spells of poverty.

Numerous studies addressing rates of welfare receipt by single-pareaig-fem
headed households (Pierce 1978; Duncan et al. 1984; Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986;
Antel 1992; Harris 1996) also contribute to the body of knowledge regarding poverty

spells. In fact, due to public and scholarly concerns about the effectivevesi$aré

% For example, data from the Panel Study of Incomeabnics (PSID) estimated 25 percent of the U.S.
population were poor for at least one year durirgeriod 1969 to 1978. Only 2 percent were poongu
8 or more years of the same period (Corcoran a9&5).

* In a ten-year study of the PSID, although 25 patroérespondents spent at least one year in pgJess
than 1 percent experienced persistent povertynigglight of the ten years (Duncan et al. 1984).eBard
Ellwood (1986) estimate 12 percent of poverty splelst 10 years or more. An internationally compaea
study of chronic poverty notes 50 percent of atbpa years of absolute poverty in the US are egpeéd
by 6 percent of the population (Yaqub 2002).
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reform, most studies of “poverty mobility” actually address formerlyfavetreliant
families who have transitioned from the ralihis literature, which really addresses the
discontinuation of welfare receipt rather than poverty exit, emphasizes thenstgp
between welfare receipt and work status, child support receipt, educatiomahetia

and marital status as well how changes in the above statuses influencditialikef
getting off and staying off welfare.

In similar manner to the poverty spell literature mentioned above, researche
have identified several categories of welfare recipients, including t&rorf{ong-term
and chronic welfare cyclers. These definitions are contingent on the lengéffarfew
receipt (Duncan et al. 1984; Bergmark and Backman 2004) and whether or not the
respondent has experienced recurrent spells of welfare receips(H296). These
typologies have implications for permanent transitions off welfare, astésngand
short-term recipients and welfare cyclers have differential eidnedtattainment, gender,
family status, race and social capital (Bergmark and Backman 2004). Eduicatidna
employment outcomes for children also differ depending on whether or not tlezitga
were short-term or long-term welfare recipients (Duncan et al. £984).

Employment and marriage have received much attention from the welfare- and

poverty-exit literature, as changes in economic or family status suchsasfla job

® Impoverished families not linked to cash assistaare often absent from these analyses, although so
have suggested a high level of crossover betwepavarished populations and those receiving some typ
of social welfare resource (i.e. cash assistarisabiity insurance, Medicaid) (Duncan et al. 1988jngle
mother households are quite targeted in this tibeea

® For example, a study of Swedish welfare recipiémtsd leaving long-term welfare receipt for
employment provided the most favorable outcomeésrims of maximizing protection from future welfare
cycling (Bergmark and Backman 2004).
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(Rank 2004) or divorce (Corcoran et al. 1985) are major conduits for household poverty.
Thus, the addition of income through employment or marriage can function as an anti-
poverty policy in and of itself. Yet, studies continually find high rates of concusmnkt
and welfare receipt among single-parent families (Shirk, Bennett, andL888},
despite single-mothers’ strong preference for working rather tharviregeash
assistance (Monroe and Tiller 2001). Employment often fails to meet tis okgingle
mother households due to their increased likelihood of low-wage earnings and barriers to
higher-paying jobs. Other circumstances, such as scheduling work around soisfhict
from child-care responsibilities, often undermine the economic succesdriasition to
employment should provide (Harris 1993; Harris 1996; McCrate and Smith 1998;
Corcoran et al. 2000; Hennessy 2005).

Critics of employment as a successful instrument for facilitatingreition off
welfare observe the frequency at which single-parents employ “incorkagiag”,
combining multiple forms of income from work, social support, or other nonwork sources
(Edin and Lein 1997; Marianne 1998). Still, there is some support for employment in
terms of decreasing poverty rates, as increasing maternal emplagmesgonsible for
half of the decline in child poverty since the 1996 reform (Bianchi 1999; Lichter and

Crowley 2004). The overall benefit of employment among welfare-recipiegle

" Harris’s (1996) analysis of data from the Panab$tof Income Dynamics (PSID) exemplifies the feglu
of work to successfully move single mothers fronifare to financial independence — one quarter of
women returned to welfare after one year of exjtamyd 42 percent returned within two years. Padicts
of welfare demonstration programs meant to permfynemploy single parents maintained high rates of
job loss within one year (Corcoran 2000). A postfare reform study finds families who had ever
received welfare reportedly fared worse economjcaier two years of employment than comparable
families who had never received welfare benefitsr(iressy 2005).
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mothers is dubious at best, especially considering that some types of work hawenega
effects on children’s well-being that do not outweigh the monetary benefitsofvyVi
Ellwood, and Chase-Lansdale 1995).

Marriage has also been strongly posited to reduce rates of welfangt,rec
alleviate poverty and generally improve the well-being of impoverishediéaniBrown
2010). Both poverty and welfare receipt are lower for those who married and stayed
married than for the never-married or divorced (Lichter, Grafe and Brown 2003). For
women who marry but later divorce, rates of poverty are higher than for nevésemarr
women. Marriage as a means of transitioning from welfare seems to vebnken
single mothers “get married, stay married, and marry well” (Lichtal.2003:62).

Getting and staying married also offsets the deleterious effect of hadisgdvantaged
family background on economic well-being (Lichter et al. 2003). Finally, aggris also
highly correlated with higher levels of postsecondary educational attainnieci, v
and of itself has strong positive effects on economic status (Pandey araD6&n

There are many limitations to the effectiveness of marriage orguang as a
strategy for transitioning from welfare. Marriage occurs at a sloateramong black
single mothers, who are also more likely to be impoverished than their whitedde il
counterparts (Smith, Morgan, and Cox 1996). The actions of black and white mothers
alike indicate a developing separation between births and first marriages, as

contemporary mothers experience much longer delays to marriage followomgrearital

167



birth than their earlier contemporaries (Gibson-Davis 28 Ttjnsitions to marriage
from cohabitation are lower for poor women, as only one third of poor women marry
within 5 years as compared to nonpoor women (Lichter, Quinn, and Mellott 2006).
Additionally, some research has indicated that low-income, unmarried motheic
have higher rates of poverty than married moms even if they marriedhhéren’s
fathers (Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan 2002). Given the potential importance ofepositi
economic well-being as a precursor to marriage among low-income cohabitiplgx
(Gibson-Davis 2007, 2009; Gibson-Davis, Edin and McLanahan 2005), marriage might
be a particularly unlikely strategy for poverty escape or prevention as ceafrtpar
employment.

Although the dissolution of a marriage generally increases the odds of fatling i
poverty for female partners, in some cases, marriage dissolution ibyactueelated
with exiting poverty (Mauldin and Mimura 2007). Ooms (1998) addresses the limitations
of transitioning definitively off welfare using employment or marriag@e] and argues
for a “marriage plus” strategy which includes the combination of work and na(sag
also Lichter et al. 2003). Marriage, like employment, is not a universadigessful

means of exiting welfargalthough under certain circumstances or in combination with

8 There seems to be some divergence between astitmebehaviors, as low-income women do not
promote the idea of having large gaps between ainthmarriage (Cherlin, Cross-Barnet, Burton and
Garrett-Peters 2008). Delays in marriage are niketyldriven by internally- and externally- imposed
constraints, including personal financial goal®(selow) or availability of suitable marriage pas
(Cherlin et al. 2008:932).

° A follow-up study of women from the Panel Studylimdome Dynamics found over half of all women
who left welfare for marriage or cohabitation rekedl to the rolls in 5-6 years (Harris 1996). Anotstedy
found only 1/3 of mothers moved to economic seffisiency within three years; maternal education,
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other status changes, such as in employment, marriage can enable aexglfireeems
employment is the more effective of the two competing strategiescibtafing poverty

exit. Changes in household income significantly factor into the beginnings and ewoidings
poverty spells. A change in marital status (i.e. getting married) has notdoeehto be

as effective at ending spells as an increase in the head’s or overall howsseanidigs
(Bane and Ellwood 1986).

The analyses below will address the viability of employment and marsage a
means of poverty exit for nonmetropolitan households. This chapter will make several
other contributions, including the consideration of low-income and impoverished
households rather than a more exclusive population of welfare-recipienetamili
specifically. This chapter also more carefully scrutinizes the freguemt subsequent
impact of employment instabilities, particularly given the types okvaod wages low-
income nonmetropolitan workers are likely to obtain. Unreliable and variable
employment requires families to change their jobs frequently, someatimesveekly
basis, in order to earn a stable and sufficient amount of income (Venkatesh 2006, 2008).
Thus, employment may fail as a poverty-exit strategy for even the mostriodsist
households. Marriage is likewise a viable, and potentially successful, upward ynobilit

strategy for single-mother families, although it is also by ho means adobgwilution to

hours worked, and employment status were impottatite positive economic outcome, as was partnering
of any kind (no difference between married or ummdrpartners) (Simmons, Dolan and Braun 2007).
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poverty. Furthermore, the promotion of marriage is not a policy solution for partnered or

married families who remain impoverished despite their idealized relafpsisatus.

5.1.2 The Influence of the Nonmetropolitan Context

The implications of poverty spells for nonmetropolitan families’ longer-term
economic well-being are particularly interesting, as prior reseaglkdcumented the
pervasive, chronic and legendary nature of poverty in places such as the Agpalachi
mountain region (Plunkett and Bowman 1973; Billings and Blee 2002) and parts of the
South and post-industrial Northeast (Duncan 2000). As compared to urban and suburban
areas, nonmetropolitan areas are characterized by a higher-thagegweraortion of
nonstandard work (McLaughlin and Jensen 2008), and nhonmetropolitan workers are more
likely to be employed in contingent or varied-hour work. Benefits and wages also tend t
be lower for nonstandard workers, which creates a disproportionately greatertarh
hardship for families seeking to leave welfare (Haynie and Gorman 199fh)eiffnore,
nonmetropolitan single mothers do not reap the same economic benefits from
employment as do their urban counterparts, although cohabitating or co-resadheys
have higher economic well-being than mothers living without a partner (Brown and
Lichter 2004).

The rural context is also characterized by a strong historical preskence
familialism and traditionalism that constrains current mobility opporturiview-
income rural families. For example, Cynthia Duncan’s (2000) study of comesuimiti
the Mississippi Delta and the Appalachian Mountains identifies a dual-clasmsys

“haves” and “have-nots”, between which there is little social movement. yandl
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institutional legacies (Plunkett and Bowman 1973; Billlings and Blee 2000) alatecr
mobility constraints for families through control of dominant industries, such as coal
mining or agriculture. Rural environments, however, are not totally without mobility
opportunities for low-income people, as rural areas are often the site of gstica and
activism movements (Billings and Blee 2000). Asset-building programs such as
Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) have larger-than expected take-gp rate
(Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2007). Due to these dynamics, nonmetropolitan tsgoresent

an interesting supplement to the economic mobility literature.

5.1.3 Routes to Escaping Poverty and Welfare-Reliance

Research addressing household welfare- and poverty- mobility has so fé&&devea
the extent to which transitioning from poverty can be daunting and temporary. yn man
cases, a definitive “exit” from poverty does not exist, especially for tladleam
proportion of families and individuals who experience persistent, long-term spells
poverty. There should also be a distinction between exiting welfare versag exiti
poverty, as families who exit welfare do not necessarily exit poverty? ®banges in
employment and marital status, child support receipt and/or educational atibelone
do not produce strong results in terms of definitive exits from poverty or wél\fiager
and Hu 1999).

Additionally, the particularities of a nonmetropolitan context may complicate

households’ poverty exit on three accounts. First, nonmetropolitan places may preclude

19 For example, a study of pre-reform welfare-lea¥erm the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth
(NLSY) found 41 percent of leavers still remainexpafter 5 years (Meyer and Cancian 1998).
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the effectiveness of employment or marriage for households’ poverty epavérished
nonmetropolitan households are already more likely to be married and employerkthan a
their urban counterparts. Thus, becoming employed or married is not an option for these
households, and households must rely on alternative routes out of poverty. Second,
nonmetropolitan households’ opportunities for economic mobility are quite constrained
by low wages and a prevalence of nonstandard work. Households’ prospects of moving
above the poverty line by way of employment are even more limited in these
environments than for their urban counterparts. Finally, familialism andidrzadism

present in nonmetropolitan contexts may actively constrain the economic oppa@tohitie
households not part of the “right” families or social grotips.

The following analyses will begin to address the potential limitations of
employment, marriage and the nonmetropolitan context for households’ upward
economic mobility. The section below begins with a discussion of families’ economi
trajectories, including the frequency, degree and role of employment inelrtifet’

upward trajectories.

5.2 FLP Families’ Trajectories

Chapter three introduced the trajectory dimension, which categorizes FLP
families’ economic status over time. Trajectory consists of thregaaes — upward

downward and no change — which encapsulate the overall variation in economic status

1 Cynthia Duncan'’s fieldwork (2000) in the Appalamhitown of “Blackwell” illuminates the critical
importance of a having a good family name for sieguemployment or access to other resources, sich a
store credit, in times of need. She documents dasiphenomenon, along family name and racial liies
the town “Dahlia” in the Mississippi Delta.

172



per family. Although extending the longitudinal scope of the study would provide a more
accurate picture of families’ long term economic mobility, two trendsapp&ing the
period of families’ study participation. First, no change trajectoresmst the common
trajectories by a large margin. This indicates that most fasdlienot experience any net
change in their employment and economic circumstances. However, a subselies fa
within the no change category experiences lower levels of employmenttenogjs
leading to frequently-occurring spells of reduced earnings or unemployhese
families, and the implications of their employment instabilities, wilh &le discussed in
more detail below. Second, families in upward trajectories generglgriexnce only

small gains in income due to the modest hourly wages offered by nonmetropolitan
employment. Despite their upward trajectories, very few familiesble to save money
and build wealth rather than live paycheck-to-paycheck.

The sections below will address these findings through a discussion of the
frequency, degree and contributing factors of families’ upward and no change
trajectories. Downward trajectories are excluded from this discussioevieras reasons.
Although twelve families across the sample fall into this category, dawhtrajectories
are actually less common than upward and no change trajectories. Yet,ilikgard
and no change counterparts, households’ downward trajectories are driven by alhanges i

families’ employment status. In most cases, these trajectoriesdigeto the loss of a
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job or a reduction in work hours — such as from full-time to part-thetwo
exceptions, households’ downward trajectories were due to the respondents’

incarceration. The following section will discuss households’ upward trajestor

25+
201
151 M Downward
10. B Upward
O No Change
sy
0.
PA NC

Figure 4: Number of FLP Trajectories by State

5.2.1 Upward Trajectories

Over one quarter of the FLP sample experiences an upward economic trajectory
during their participation in the study. Slightly more families in NC erpee these
types of trajectories as compared to families living in PA (see Table®&h&mong the
PA families, upward trajectories are approximately equally disethatross the three
counties with three each in Blair and Cambria counties and two families in Hiloming
County. The same distribution of upward trajectories holds across the three NCscountie

with four families each in Sampson and Wayne counties and three families in Wilson.

12 Although it is beyond the scope of the chaptatisouss, these reductions in employment are tyical
driven by the employer and the seasonal natureodk,ve.g. retail holiday hours.

13 Among these upward trajectory families, all of th& families are white. The NC sample, which is enor
racially diverse and representative of the regommtains 5 white and 6 African-American upward
trajectory families.
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Across the nineteen families in this subsample, the median period of observation is 33
months*

Table 5: FLP Trajectories

PA NC Overall
Upward 8 11 19 (26.7%)
Downward 7 5 12 (17.0%)
No Change 21 19 40 (56.3%)
Total 36 35 71

FLP households achieve upward trajectories through a range of changes in
employment status. These changes include becoming employed, obtaining new job
offering higher wages, receiving a raise at their current place of gmeid or adding
income from another job (either by way of second job or an additional worker). Contrary
to findings in the literature reviewed above, the experiences of the nineteenllypwa
mobile FLP households above offer no evidence for marriage as a means of enhancing
families’ upward economic mobility. Instead, all nineteen FLP famibgson the
addition of earned income from employment to improve the financial stabilityiof the
households. Furthermore, most families experiencing an upward trajectory do not make
large gains in income or wealth, nor do they move definitively out of poverty or low-
income status. The following sections will discuss the range of experiehepward
trajectory FLP households, beginning with families who became employedifulj a

previous state of unemployment.

%t is important to note that the median for NC (88nths) is longer than for PA (28.5 months) duthéo
state-specific administration of follow-up intervig.
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5.2.2 Becoming Employed

Upward trajectory households whose members became employed over the course
of the study include married and single-mother households’alidéhough the
households included here experienced substantial periods of unemployment prior to
becoming employed, this subset also includes two households with relatively short
periods of unemployment corresponding to the births of their focal childreneloffthe
seven cases, respondents find employment opportunities within the food servicaiand ret
sectors, including full- and part-time employment at a buffet restauraahdavich shop,
McDonalds and “big box” retailers Wal-Mart and Sam’s Club.

Although these households experienced an absolute increase in their income,
respondents’ average earnings from these jobs equaled approximately $7.64/hour (i
2012 dollars), thus falling short of high rewards. Even with the addition of earned income
from employment, most upward trajectory households in this subcategory rely on
periodic help or partial assistance from extended family and social sgraifieding that
is also supported in the literature reviewed above. For example, Marciauting A
mother previously mentioned in Chapter 3, becomes employed full-time at local
sandwich shop. Despite her upward trajectory, Marcia’s reported earniongstaim only
$235/week, which places her new job squarely in the low rewards category. However,

Marcia is able to make ends meet through the help of her parents, who allow her to

15 Seven households fell into this subcategory. Tinglesmother households in this part of the sample
periodically include additional household membstgh as romantic partners and extended-family
relatives, whose economic contribution to the hbokkis unspecified. Several single mothers within
upward trajectory category eventually establislirthen households over the course of the study.
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maintain residence in their trailer and provide childcare and other sours@spairt
which offset Marcia’s living expenses.

Harriet and her family find themselves in a similar situation, aseéf@armove
toward employment provides only modest wages. Harriet, who is a 19-year tdd whi
single mother in NC, moves out of the home she shares with her partner shortlyeafter s
gives birth to their child. The ethnographer reports, “Harriet left him bedeuisean
alcoholic, and she wants a better life for her child.” Harriet, who is unemployeesm
in with her 40-year-old mother and spends the next 16 months steadily improving her
economic situation. Harriet begins attaining the goals she articulabes initial
interview: finding a good job and getting her GED.

Harriet attends GED preparation classes at night, applies for andeseféork
First and actively begins looking for a job. Harriet first finds employmaetit w
McDonalds, which pays her $6.26/hour. Although she is scheduled for 40 hours per
week, Harriet remains classified as a part-time employee and iggibleclor health or
other fringe benefits. Several months later, Harriet has secured a éeynjpbrat Wal-
Mart. Harriet’'s mother explains she feels more secure about the health@¢ahehild
and Harriet’s ability to provide for her now that Harriet hébedter” job: “If things go
well and [Harriet’s] on time and does everything she’s told and she does real
good...[Wal-Mart]'ll give em a [non-temp] spot in the storélarriet is promoted to full-
time at Wal-Mart, where she maintains employment until the end of herijpatita in
the study. Harriet stocks shelves during the night shift and qualifies forahbditefits

due to her full-time status with Wal-Mart. With Harriet's steady uphearnings
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progression, her family is able to eliminate their debt. However, Harridtearaghughter
continue to live with Harriet’'s mother, and also meet the income qualificabofsad
stamps. Even by the end of her participation in the study in July 2006, the household
reports receiving food stamps in the amount of $283 per month.

As Harriet’'s and Marcia’s narratives indicate, households experiencivayrdp
trajectories do not necessarily have the highest incomes, nor are they arikehote
have better financial standing than families with no change trajectoriegt, some
families with no change trajectories actually earn more, as itusisg@and retaining one
of the “right” jobs and not the addition of just any job that matters most for households’
overall earnings potential. For example, Jane and Rick, who are mentioned in Chapter 3
maintain a no change, steady trajectory, but also have two of the highest rewand jobs i
the FLP study sampf&.Among upward trajectory households who become employed
from a previous state of unemployment, only one household epitomizes the ideal
economic success story. Corinne, previously mentioned above, moves through a long
period of unemployment and dependence on her family of origin to a high reward, high
affirmation, consistent, low cost, full-time job with benefits. Corrine’®cdscussed

below, is particularly exceptional given she only has a high school diploma.

16 Jane and Rick’s jobs provide higher relative waffésge benefits and other perks such as membhershi
at the discount warehouse Sam’s Club and a clotiliogvance for work uniforms. They also maintain a
high level of consistency. Despite their exceptioneome and economic stability, however, Jane Riot
also express low affirmation sentiments about work.
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5.2.3 A Rare Success Story

As discussed in chapter 4 above, Corinne obtains a job working nights at a
hospital ER reception deskCorinne left college as a sophomore in order to move back
home and give birth to her first child. She entered the study in February of 2003 and
spent fourteen months attempting to find a job. Prior to finding her job at the hospital,
Corinne applied to entry-level clerical and cashier positions at another lopgbhasd
a few check-cashing establishments, respectively. She also submittedurae to the
employment website Monster.com, and made visits to the unemployment office, a
temporary hiring agency and the Employment Security Commission. During anawer
regarding her employment history, Corinne reported she had previously hettiresly
jobs at three national chain retail stores. Corinne made $6.26-$7.84/hour at these jobs.

As her job search continued, Corinne expressed increasing levels of dibvass
the financial strain she was causing her family. Corinne lived in a mduouiae with her
mother, stepfather and 15-year-old stepbrother, and relied on them entirghahaidl
support'® One year into her job search, Corinne established a child support request for
her child’s father and qualified for cash assistance under the Work Firsapr.oQorinne
also received job application assistance from this program, including two mandimyer
per week with the “Job Club”. She verbally listed the various places she had applied for
work during her FLP interviews, and discussed moving to Charlotte, NC because she

thought she would have comparatively more job options in this large, urban area. Corinne

7 Corinne makes $11.22/hour before 11pm. After 11pen night shift differential raises her pay to
$12.22/hour. This wage places her on the highesbérarners in the FLP sample across both states.
18 The stepbrother displays violent and criminal bédvaresulting in arrest. He later leaves the home.
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reported gaining ten pounds due to the stress of being unemployed and admitted her
emotional health wa$luctuating” . She clarified the source of her stress when she said,
“I can’t seem to get on my feet the way | want to. I'm trying so hard and | get frustrated
when people keep reminding me that, you know, ‘you need to get on your feet’. | know
that, you don’t have to tell me”.

Corinne’s eventual employment and upward trajectory are especidtingtri
given her limited prior work experience, absence of a college degree andoiinet &
time and effort Corinne invested in her job search. Corinne maintained her eraptoym
at the hospital from August 2004 at least through her final follow-up interview in Augus
2006. At last contact with the study, Corinne had given birth to a second child, was living
with the father of this child in her own home and received a raise at work amounting to
$1 more per hour. She also qualified for a comprehensive benefits package at work
including vision, dental, health and life insurance as well as short- and long- term
disability.

Corinne’s is one of the few “bottom-to-top” upward trajectories across both the
PA and NC interview households. Her acquisition of a steady, full-time job witfitse
places her squarely in a high rewards position that also provides her with aveigbf|
affirmation. Though seven FLP households achieve upward mobility through the process
of becoming employed, the jobs they obtain generally fail to provide above-poverty
wages and/or fringe benefits. Thus, scholarly expectations should be adjustethgi
more likely scenario: nonmetro households who become employed experience continued

poverty with only a modest influx of income from low wages.
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5.2.4 Making Modest Improvements

Families also achieve upward trajectories by adding to theiirexisarnings via
an additional source of employment, a raise at the current place of employrognt or
opting into a higher-paying job. This subset of families (n=9) also includes bgta si
mother and married households across NC and PA. Five households obtain new jobs with
better wages, including Abe and Emma, who benefit from Abe’s dangerous but
financially rewarding chemical factory job. Sandra, whose “like famakfieriences as a
nursing assistant motivate her to continue her education, eventually obtains an RN job
with health benefits, thereby definitively improving her financial standingther NC
household, Anita and her husband, Tony, are the parents of two girls under age 5. Anita is
unemployed while Tony is the household’s sole source of income. He has laekiy ste
working for the same oil-and-gas company for the past eight years. githicany
suddenly fails a drug test at work and is lef'Yoe finds a similar, higher-paying job at a
smaller company within a week. In addition to a higher wage at this newgaly'sT
family also receives propane for their home heating needs. His previous job did not
supply this service. These households obtain a higher level of rewards, including higher

wages and sometimes fringe and other benefits, by opting into a néW job.

¥ Tony tested positive for marijuana. Anita seemsgintain that Tony doesn’t smoke, he was just too
close to a family member who was smoking, but &éltée reads as a weak assertion on Anita’s part.
This group of households also includes Angela aad, @ho begins working at the same family-owned
local business with his wife. Also included are Boand Ryan, as Ryan gets a job with benefits at a
furniture store with the help of his cousins. Alittone of these five families is a married-coupedehold,
and all but one quit their prior jobs to work el$mre. Although the exception, Tony, was fired friois
prior job, he finds the new job within a week.
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Rather than increasing earnings through a change in employment, two other
households get pay increases at their current jobs. Pamela, the PA motliequhotly
works overtime as a care provider at an assisted living home for mentally- a
behaviorally- challenged teens, was eventually offered a raise 8@ % $9.50/houf™
She often works overnight shifts, regularly clocking between 60 and 80 hours per week,
but does not qualify for health benefits because she is not technically arffell-ti
employee. Due to the high rate of employee turnover at her workplace, Pamela boasts
about currently being the most senior employee and thus, believes she is inextand
full-time supervisory position. Despite a number of traumatic experiehoeyy the
study, including and not limited to the tragic death of her newborn second child, Sasha, a
white, 19-year-old NC mother, obtains a raise and promotion to assistant mainaeyer
place of employment, a convenience store cffain.

Another two upward trajectory households increase their earnings through the
addition of a second job. This includes Clarissa and Cary in PA, who benefit from
Clarissa’s additional income when she begins working as a substitute bus driver.
Although Cary’s income supports the family, Clarissa’s part time eggrsapplement

the household’s income and provide Clarissa the opportunity to fulfill her need to be

# pamela’s initial wage was $7.90/hour. She workedHis company for over two years (February 2004
to June 2006) before receiving a $1/hour raise.

22 Without her most recent promotion, Sasha woulcehzaen better characterized as having a no change
trajectory with low employment consistency. Sashigectory would certainly follow a much stronger
upward direction if not for several traumatic ewgnthich is why she is generously included in thevard
trajectory category.
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social?® Alivia, a 30-year-old mother of four children mother in NC, takes a second job at
a flea market food stand to supplement her income from her job as a part-tifredcerti
nursing assistarit.

Although this range of employment transitions and their accompanyiniiosddi
income enhances families’ quality of life, the raises and additional jobs FLPhiotdse
obtain provide only minor changes in their absolute economic status. Promotion
opportunities within this sample are rare to begin with, and pay increasefregeént
and modest, amounting to pennies on the dollar despite months or years of service.
However, this subset of families also illustrates the potential for fantdierade up into
better, higher-paying jobs. Both Sandra and Abe secure conventionally “good” jobs in
selected industries — manufacturing and nursing. However, these covetecjofisrar

simply not available to families due to the processes of closure accompdrgying t

application or hiring process, which will be discussed in Section 5.3 below.

5.2.5 Beyond Employment: Alternative Upward Trajectories

Finally, three households experience upward trajectories due to events other than
changes in employment. These alternative pathways provide famillepaténtial long-
term economic investments and the means to generate savings and wealdmd\nna
Roman, who have been discussed extensively above, successfully open a school of

massage therapy. Anna’s school had already begun to become self-sustainininte the

Z Clarissa’s work history includes serving food arfestaurants. She says she likes that kind of wor
because it gives her a chance to talk to peopligSh says becoming a nurse is her “dream job”.

|t is also not unusual for households to expegemore than one change in employment. At her last
follow-up interview, Alivia has quit both of thegebs and has a new job with an ambulance company.
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their participation in the study ended, and it has since become a stable ¢iedbpc
community. The school has a regularly-updated Facebook page and website, and has
expanded its services to include continuing education classes and guest Speakers
various massage therapy techniques. Additionally, the school runs a full-seagssage
clinic. The school even offers CPR certification classes on a bi-annigl Dagugh the
school was initially Anna’s project, both Anna and Roman take pride in the teamwork
and determination required to begin the school, and it is clearly a source of pride and
identity for the entire household. Though Anna’s and Roman'’s trajectory is\bedna
exception, but is still a notable example of the range of economic sucegpsegsnced
by families in the FLP®

Other families in this group include Howard and Roxanne, who realize their
dream of homeownership though Habitat for Humanity. Howard and Roxanne spent
months searching for a house, but were not able to find any in their price rangerthat w
also in good repair. Roxanne tells the ethnographer about one house in particular that she
liked, but they did not purchase the home because it required extensive foundation repair
During an interview, Roxanne screens a call from Habitat for Humanity, bsthee
ethnographer theymight get a house” The ethnographer writes that Roxanne “gets an
excited look on her face” as she explains the details of the call. The fanmiityalyi not

chosen for the house, but unexpectedly learns several months later that thefarigigpal

% Anna and Roman are notably one of the few housetinlthe study who completed college degrees.
Although Roman admits his job does not requirechblr’s degree, it is clear the family’s educadibon
attainment is exceptional.
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did not comply with Habitat’s work requiremerifsAs a result, Roxanne and Howard are
finally able to own their own home, a brand-new house in good repair with a modest
mortgage payment of $500 per mohth.

In another case, one household’s trajectory does not necessitate changes in
employment. Rather, an upward trajectory results from a family takingetttestep
toward higher earnings, financial stability and future employment. Dangel4-year old
African-American mother of three in NC, spends most of her participation ituthe s
unemployed. She lives with her father and his girlfriend, but discusses wantind &
home of her own and go back to schdbanielle enrolls in the Work First program and
plans to apply for public housing and childcare so she may begin searching for
employment. Danielle’s participation in the study ends after this interwiich
hopefully indicates her continued upward economic trajectory.

Although most of the nineteen families classified as having upward trajasctorie
make economic gains though changes to their employment status, the three households

this subsection — Anna/Roman, Roxanne/Howard and Danielle — acquire resources tha

% Families are required to put in several hundragt$iof “sweat equity” alongside the volunteers who
build their homes as a qualifying condition of gregram. Howard and Roxanne will be required tasass
future projects, as they did not have the oppotyuni do so for the building of their own home.

" Most FLP families do not own their homes. Instdadhilies rent, live in subsidized housing, or liwith
relatives and pay “rent” in the form of grocerigsassisting with other household bills and expenses
Although some families in PA and NC own their tad, they often have to pay rent for the lot those
trailers are situated on. Unlike more standard imgysvhich tends to appreciate over time, trailers
depreciate, making it difficult to obtain financitgpurchase one. Furthermore, models that predate
regulation by the National Manufactured Housing €orction and Safety Standards Act of 1974 are
potentially high-risk and can be notoriously difficto buy or sell (and dangerous to live in).

8 Danielle’s living situation is dire, as the houstehis without electricity, telephone or water seev She
reports that her father and his sister “wastelirth@ney on drugs and alcohol”. Danielle keepsrtfand
in an ice cooler, runs an extension cord acrossttieet to a neighbor’s house for electricity aathbs her
children at a friend’s house.
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will provide more stable, favorable economic outcomes over the long term. Anna and
Roman benefit from Anna’s earnings as a massage therapist and instruct@acabbg

in addition to finding pride in establishing the school itself. Roxanne and Howard’s
participation in Habitat for Humanity provided them with an affordable home and the
opportunity to build equity through its ownership. Finally, Danielle’s hopeful stepdowa
financial stability is a small one, but the financial and job search support $heceive
through Work First will hopefully ensure she eventually finds employment and, more
immediately, a home with all the necessary utilities.

Changes in employment status play the critical role in ensuring FLReisim
upward economic trajectories, but it is also important to note that most of the households
in this subset are comprised of married or cohabitating partnerships esthplisin¢o
the study (n=12). Although the addition of marriage or a cohabitatingepaltes not
contribute to the remaining seven non-partnered households’ upward trajectories,
households with multiple adults may benefit from the additional flexibility eingaan
in-home childcare provider and/or dual incomes. Thus, although marriageldsslhot
provide the integral solution to escaping poverty, married or cohabitating sdaguiefit
from the flexibility and additional time resources of having multiple adultisarnbme.
However, changes in household’s employment status remain the single largest fact
associated with families’ upward trajectories.

Despite the relative financial “success” of some FLP families,ast wases
families have not achieved protection from financial distress. For examude HioP

families do not own their homes or have savings, liquid assets or any other forms of
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wealth that would protect them if they were to suddenly lose their jobs (Keister and
Destro 2008) or experience health incidents or injuries rendering them unable ténwork
large part, even those families who experience upward trajectories chynistemthe
potential for financial adversity. Anita, whose husband Tony was unemployed for just
one week over the past 8 years exemplifies this tension when shéTsaysyeek kind

of set us back | guess you could say. We're strugglifne’ following sections will

expand on this illustration of the precarious employment status of FLP fathilaigh

the discussion of no change trajectories and employment instabilities.

5.2.6 No (Net) Change Trajectories

As illustrated in Table 5 above, the majority of FLP households experience
economic trajectories classified as no change. However, no changmtiegemay be
accompanied by low consistency in employment and frequent oscillations in household
earnings and financial well-being. Figure 5 below indicates the frequempattefns
across both the consistency and trajectory dimensions. Variabledregsdhclude those
households experiencing no net change in economic standing from the start to end of
their participation in the study, yet have notable income gain or loss dianhgeriod.

No change trajectories that are not variable indicate the household hasmedittai
same relative economic status despite changes in employment. Thisdattario occurs

when families move from one job to another of the same reward level in rapid succession.
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B No Change/High Consistency (17)

[J No Change/Medium Consistency (5)

O No Change/Low Consistency (5)

@ Variable/Medium Consistency (3)

M Variable/Low Consistency (10)

Figure 5: Variability in FLP No Change Trajectories

As Figure 5 shows, most families within the no change trajectory categmrizat
display high consistency, meaning these households maintained the same employme
unemployment) and thus experienced a static — and stable — trajectory. Hons\the
next largest category of households that reveals the degree to whidadaxgerience
regularly-occurring spells of poverty or periods of even greater econastriess due to
oscillations in their employment status. Ten households displayed low employment
consistency and variable trajectories, and another three households have variable
trajectories with medium employment consistency. Although these households
experienced no net change in their economic well-being, their participationstuthe
was defined by significant and repeating periods of variable earnings and/

unemployment.
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5.2.7 Un/employment Spells and Income Volatility

Including all of their working members, the thirteen households in this cgtegor
experience regular fluctuations in hours worked or to their employment status — an
average of five employment changes per family over an observation perivdei/ears.

If evenly dispersed by the number of households and time, each household would
undergo a job or schedule change every seven mohEitenges in employment and,
subsequently, income, occur due to household members’ poor health, lack of childcare or
transportation, employer-generated changes in workers’ schedules and iafyolunt
termination. Regardless of the origin or motivation for these changes, thétrineludes
frequent and varying degrees of poverty and financial instability.

Two families profiled in Chapter 3 provide useful examples of the types of
external factors that facilitate families’ employment instabsiand spells of economic
distress. Despite two incomes, Lucy’s household constantly struggles tenuzke
meet>® Lucy’s serious health condition — blood clots in her legs and lung — forces her to
constantly negotiate her health with the financial well-being of heityfakher
employment lapses twice due to health complications and a hospitalization, lsut she
forced to resume working when her household’s financial situation becomes dire enough

to necessitate her additional income. Lucy’s prohibitive health expenses aticper

® This is likely an underestimate of fluctuationsimployment status as families’ work schedules
sometimes change weekly, especially for those eyaplin food service and retail. Although the fregfue
interview tempo captures many of these changese tre likely more that fly under the intervieweradar
S0 to speak.

%9 Lucy’s husband'’s limited income is further limitbgl the court-ordered child support payment he make
to a daughter from a previous relationship. Lu@rtensive and necessary medication adds yet another
expense.
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employment, combined with wages in the low and medium rewards range, ensure tha
Lucy’s household will continue to cycle through relatively less and morere&tperiods
of poverty for the foreseeable futuré.

Andrea, whose un/employment spells are outlined in Table 6 below, experiences
eleven changes to her employment in 27 months, including five periods of
unemployment. Despite being a more extreme example in terms of absolute nbimbe
job transitions and periods of unemployment, Andrea’s experience exemplifies how
lack of childcare and transportation can influence nonmetro households’ empl@ardent
economic trajectories. Andrea is twice unemployed because of trangpoisaties and
once when she loses her crucial childcare subéidg.a consequence, Andrea’s family
is evicted from public housing and moves twice during her participation in the study.
Andrea’s telephone service is also disconnected on at least two occasions. FBLmany
families, periodic employment volatility requires that certain househdiddunlunpaid.

At a minimum, this strategy can result in the temporary loss of key utffities

Sources of public transportation are especially scarce across thadgixsunties

and in nonmetropolitan places, generally. Respondents often report not being able to get

31 In June 2004, Lucy earns minimum wage at her jddaDonalds (the equivalent of $6.26/hour in 2012
dollars) and works 32 hours per week. When shenetio her job at the Dollar Store at $7.35/hoespite
ten years of previous experience, she is only sadbddor 15-17 hours per week. Her husband makes
$7.60/hour and is scheduled for 40 hours per week.

% Andrea has five children, so the unsubsidized ebdaycare would be prohibitive to say the least.

% The evidence of un/employment spells often matgtethrough FLP households’ disconnected
telephones (both landlines and cellular numbersg. lines would be reconnected the next month or as
soon as families could start paying in their phbitls again.
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to work or even look for employment because they have no way to gettierdrea’s
fluctuating economic trajectory speaks to the constant volatility expeddmnclow-
income nonmetropolitan households, especially those who add health, childcare or
transportation issues to the already challenging circumstances possdwgdes and
limited work opportunities. Like the other households with this type of trajectory,
although Andrea seems to begin and end the study in relatively simifarmeico

standing, her earnings and record of employment are highly variable.

3 The lack of public transportation in nonmetropiitounties necessitates that households haveaeveh
or else rely on friends, family members, taxisigits or other less formal forms of ride-sharinghidy

even exist). For respondents with cars, their \tlekiare often in disrepair, break down unexpectedly
cannot pass state inspections.
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Table 6: Andrea’s Variable Economic Trajectory

Date Job Status Financial Status
January — May 2003 Part-time nursing | Makes $8.11/hour, $150-
assistant 160/week. Also receives

Medicaid for pregnancy,
considering Work First [also
lives in subsidized housing,
receives childcare subsidy
and WIC].

May — September Unemployed Receives maternity pay (1/3

2003

regular pay) for 6 weeks
during this period, has
difficulty paying bills related
to car accident which
occurred May 19.

September 2003

Full-time nursing

Returns to former place of

assistant employment, same rate of
pay.
November 2003 Unemployed Andrea is without driver’s
license & transportation.
December 2003 Began job at fast | (wage unreported)

food restaurant

February — April 2004

Switched jobs, at
former nursing
assistant position

Andrea works 30 hours per
week at $9.23/hour.

v}

May 2004 — Unemployed Again considering Work

September 2004 First, facing eviction,
telephone disconnected sing
May.

September 2004 Employed at Family evicted from public

different nursing
home

housing, changed residences.

October 2004

Unemployed

Andrea quit because she w3
not eligible for childcare
subsidy/assistance.

(7]

November 2004

Working at childcal
facility

eAndrea works 6:30am-5pm
M-F, also works weekends,
does not disclose salary.

December 2004 —
June 2005

Unemployed

Vehicle transmission broke
down, again without
transportation, enrolled full-
time in community college
nursing program, family
relocates to a mobile home.

June — July 2005

Employed

Andrea is working 12 hour
shifts on weekends,
commutes to Raleigh for
higher wage.
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The third case outlined below provides additional detail regarding the regular
frequency and relative circumstances under which households experience spells of
economic instability and unemployment. This case will also reveal househ@dsf us
alternative strategies to secure additional sources of income via pu$idiaase or
financial support from extended family. FLP families seek out other souraesoofié to
serve as a buffer against the negative effects of frequent asn#lat their

un/employment status.

5.2.8 Negotiating Variable Trajectories: Seeking Stability in Diability

Mandi and Franklin, a family with low employment consistency and a no change
(variable) trajectory, provide an example of FLP families’ engagemiémiiternative
sources of incom& Mandi and Franklin’s economic trajectory is defined by a series of
bouts of unemployment and multiple attempts to secure steady income through Social
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) for Franklin’s physicalattility. Mandi and
Franklin are a cohabiting biracial couple in a PA county that is over 90 percentvhite
Mandi is white and was 23-years-old at the time of recruitment. She is plaagant
cheerful, but frank, and is more seasoned and wise about the world than someone in her

early twenties ought to be. Mandi has a high school diploma, but has not pursed

% During my tenure on the project, families’ strategse of their income from Social Security Disépil
Insurance (SSDI) frequently emerged as a topidsaiugsion informally among ethnographic team
members and during project meetings. Given thegn¢age of the population of disabled over age 5 is
several points higher than the national averagesaall six study counties (see Table 1, Chapter 2)
households’ engagement with SSDI and the intenaatfalisability and economic mobility warrants
special analytical attention.

%This author also had the pleasure of interviewiranM and Franklin on a monthly basis for about two
years.
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additional education. Mandi lives with her boyfriend, Franklin, a painfully thin, biracial
24-year-old who readily shares his sense of humor and opinions. Franklin completed high
school and two years of trade school and then served with the National Guard. Franklin
explains;‘l was supposed to do six [years], but | had little isstié's

The couple was recruited into the study when Mandi was pregnant with their only
child.*® At the time of recruitment, Mandi was receiving unemployment and Franklin
reported working for a factory that produces paper and plastic products, includieg Eas
grass> As of the next interview, Mandi and Franklin’s son was born prematurely, and
neither parent reported working. Mandi sdy8ge were both laid off...we’re on
unemployment.Because of their newborn’s precarious health, neither Mandi nor
Franklin pursue employment in the months immediately following Franklin Jrths ki
is not until later that Mandi discloses Franklin has a “serious back problem vieay is
painful for him...and he has applied for disability [SSDI] because of it”.

Ten months into the study and six months following the birth of their son, Mandi
says she must start looking for employment because her unemployment legnkfite

next month. She discloses that Franklin has an official diagnosis for his spinaiczgndi

37 At this point in the study, Mandi revealed Franklias honorably discharged for health reasons, but
neither respondent mentioned anything about therggwf his condition.

3 Franklin also has a child from a previous relatitip. The mother of this child lives about 30 miles
away, but Franklin sees his son on a regular bisksiadi was previously married, but no child resdilte
from this union.

39 This factory, which shut down shortly after theFFinterviews ended, was one of the major emploiyers
the region. Historically, the region was princigathown for silica brick manufacturing. Other major
industries and employers included several tannecd yards, foundries and machine shops.
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and she anticipates he will be approved for SSDI in the next few nfSidendi
describes how the illness impacts Franklin’s ability to wte can’t work. The doctor
already told him that, you know. There’s a lot he can’'t do. He can’t even ride in the car
for a half an hour”.She continues to describe the severity of Franklin’s illngss.can
barely get out of bed sometimes...[and] he moves at a slow pdeedi reports that
Franklin still“thinks he needs to work.”

Mandi’'s employment history is quite typical of the sample and includes jobs
within food service and retail as well as at the more coveted, higher-wagjeyers in
the area. Mandi worked at Wendy’s fast food restaurant for four yeass stialattended
high school and was promoted from cashier/food prep to an assistant management
position. Mandi started out at minimum wage ($4.75 in 1996 dollars, or the equivalent of
$7 in 2012), but made approximately $8.15/hour ($12/hour in 2012 dollars) as a salaried
assistant manager. After her high school graduation, Mandi started workinglfBeFg
Electronics, where sh&ept track of their inventory, things like thatAfter five years
with Berg, began work as a shipping secretary at Warneco, another laggetegi
employer and manufacturer of swimwear and undergarments.

Mandi worked 40 to 50 hours per week at for Warneco for two years, and her

starting and ending hourly wages were $8 and $9.67, respectively. Althoughsfesien;)

“9The condition is called ankylosing spondylitisdds more likely to affect males between ages 2D4h
with a family history of the disease. It is a lotegm disease that causes inflammation of the jaiata/een
the spinal bones and the joints between the spidgalvis. It eventually causes the affected spioales
to join together (U.S. National Library of Medici@@11).
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the 7am-3pm shift, Mandi sayg,here wasn’t no room for advancement or anything like
that”. Mandi discusses her present employment options with her ethnographer:

[Berg’s] hiring back out there now, but they want to start me off as

a temp, and | don’t want to go through that again...cause when |

left I was makin’ $20 an hour, and | can't, | don’t want to start at

no $7.90 doing the same job | did before for $20. So | don’t know.

| can’t see myself pullin’ that one off.
Mandi explains the first time she worked for Berg, she was initially laisea temp but
was then hired on full-tim&. She also mentions applying for a management position at a
department store called Peebles, citing her previous experience in managem
Wendy’s as a reason she would be highly qualified for this job.

Fifteen months into the stud§Mandi’s return to the workforce has become a

necessity due to the family’s current economic situation. She discusses a jdm@ppor
at a gas station/convenience store that offers a starting wage of $7.90/hoomoi@ne
later, Mandi has taken a job at one of her former employers, Wendy’s, wittiragsta
wage of $6.38/hour despite her previous experience at this very same estattliSihae
is eligible for a pay increase to $7.29/hour in six months. Mandi’s household receives
benefits through WIC and food stamps for three people. Additionally, she has applied f
Section 8, but there’s a waiting list for this program that can take upwards af a yea
Franklin, who is still in the process of applying for disability months laterpsanaes

the household’s financial well-being during this period of tifvée get by every month.

That's it.” Franklin received cash assistance for a month, but that was discontinued when

1 Mandi contradicts this information in a subseqtirterview. She maintains she worked for Berg/R! f
two years, and was paid almost $15/hour when $hbée position as shipping clerk.
2 Mandi's first interview was in March 2003, so thifers to June 2004.
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Mandi started working. If and when Franklin is approved for SSDI, his lawyer kélda
cut from Franklin’s lump sum disability payotit.

By the September 2004 interview, the family finds itself on slightly better
financial standing. Although her earnings have not raised the family from poMemdi
reports she has been promoted to assistant manager at a gas statios/oigéeett
located two blocks from her home. Mandi left her Wendy’s job to work at this gas
station. She makes $9.75/hour, works 40-45 hour weeks, receives health benefits through
work and is enrolled in a 401k progrdfmAdditionally, the family saves money on gas
because Mandi walks to work. As of January 2005, Mandi is still employed at the gas
station, but Franklin has not been approved for SSDI. He and Mandi discuss the
application process with the ethnographer and maintain it is normal to have to apply
several times before being approved because this is how the disability offieds\wut”
applicants. By April 2005, Franklin has submitted his third application.

After nearly a year of financial stability through her job at theggation, Mandi
was fired from her assistant manager job. The ethnographer desbehesident that led
to Mandi’'s dismissal: “Mandi told her boss to watch the security tapes fremaancday
because of something her co-worker was doing...[and] when the manager watched the
tape, she saw Mandi buying a $1 lottery ticket and fired her for breach of employe

contract.” Mandi says there was a rule against buying lottery ticketsriat but she

“3 Upon approval, a disability recipient would quglibr back-pay for all of the months in-between the
initial application and the approval date. Depegdin how many times one’s application was rejected
before being approved, this lump sum payout canupdd several years’ worth of disability payments.
4 A high reward job.
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thought it was such a minor issue that the rule didn’t even occur to her when she was in
the process of buying the ticket. Mandi maintains that her boss already “hadoit out f
her”, and Franklin agrees the woman saw Mandi as a threat to her own position.

Mandi and Franklin sound dejected when the ethnographer asks for details about
how the loss of Mandi’s job has affected the household’s financial well-being. Mandi
says,"We just don’t have too many jobs around here...[but] | gotta get a job quick.”
When asked about their plans for the summer, Franklin add$érnd to make plans”
because they do not have enough money to spend on travel or other activities. Mandi’s
unemployment leads to a discussion about finding jobs in the area, and about the
prevalence of illicit means of earning income, such as dealing marguahather drugs.
Franklin maintains there are no legitmate jobs available, so people wouldtpreédr
drugs rather than work a full-time, minimum wage job only to take home less than $200
per week.

Luckily, Mandi quickly finds a job waiting tables at small, local restauraatdalc
on a busy state route across from her former employer, Wendy’s. Mandi makes the
standard serving wage of $2.83/hour, which is then supplemented by her cash tips.
Mandi’'s boss does not require his employees to claim all of their tips, although agstome
who pay with a credit card have their tips automatically recottdthen she first takes
the job, Mandi says they are able to pay their bills and nothing"@semake it, but

barely”. However, within the next month, Mandi reports she is making a comfortable

%5 Although technically illegal, underreporting cads is a service industry standard.
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wage at the restaurant and has been able to save some money. Mandi says the household
lives off the cash tips she makes. She saves up her paychecks until the end of the month
and can almost pay her rent with earnings from the paychecks*alone.

Mandi considers herself to be doing very well in terms of earnings, especiall
compared to the cooks at the restaurant who do not get tips afylajaheck to
paycheck’” Mandi says;| might only make three dollars an hour, but there are days
when | make fourteen dollars an hdur unreported tips] This favorable employment
situation does not last more than six months before Mandi is laid off with only four days
of advance notice. The restaurant “couldn’t afford to [rent] the place”, ddclare
bankruptcy and closed their doors. By the follow-interview in January 2006, Mandi is
drawing unemployment for the second time since her participation in the studay bega
and Franklin has still not been approved for disabffity.

Mandi and Franklin’s participation in the study begins and ends with Mandi’'s
receipt of unemployment insurance. Although she is able to secure various sdurce
employment over a period of 36 months, the household is never quite able to get ahead
due to periods of reduced earnings caused by her unemployment. Mandi attempts to

secure a more stable economic future for her family by using the saing #acfamilies

“®In order to receive a paycheck from work, Mandéported tips can be no higher than would put her
over minimum wage in 2005 ($5.15). This means,reperted less than $2.32/hour in tips.

*" The corresponding fieldnote indicates that Masdeiceiving unemployment benefits based on her
employment at the gas station, for which she rexke#$13.30/hour. This contradicts the $9.75/hourrég
cited earlier, possibly because Mandi receivedseraver the year she worked there. It is alsoiplesthat
Mandi was paid $13.30/hour, but reported her takeé pay after taxes and paying for benefits (which
then amounted to $9.75/hour). Households ofteartapeir take-home wage rather than gross incase,
the post-tax difference makes a very meaningfubichpn families’ purchasing power.
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profiled in the upward trajectory section above. Mandi moves from unemployment to
employment, as well as trades her initial job for a higher paying one. Hovésedi is
unfortunately set back twice due to unexpected layoffs and ends up collecting
unemployment at the end of her study participation also.

Franklin, whose health deteriorated so much over this period of time that he
started using a cane to help him walk, was laid off at the beginning of the study and
denied disability despite multiple application attempts. If Franklin wedelenly
approved for disability, the household would receive a lump sum in disability back
payments for the time elapsed since Franklin's first applic&fi@he household would
also benefit from a consistent income of approximately $500/month, which could help
buffer the family through future periods of unemployment. Franklin would alsdyqual
for consistent health coverage, thus eliminating that expense from thg samuointhly
income.

Not every FLP family categorized within the no change trajectory iexuers the
same level of employment instability as Mandi and Franklin’s household. Howeser
narrative speaks to the types of employment FLP families are likelywéy s well as to
the tempo and degree to which most families with variable, no change trggctori
experience spells in income volatility and unemployment. In particular, Mawadi
Franklin’s SSDI application persistence provides an example of FLP households’

attempts to buffer income volatility by securing an alternative sourcdialble income.

“8 |f approved, Franklin would receive approximat®500/month for 30 months, an amount that would
provide the family with a down payment for a hoase/or a more reliable vehicle.
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This household also provides an interesting and insightful view of the role of
employment and cohabitation for facilitating upward economic mobility. Mandi and
Franklin have all of the resources necessary for escaping poverty indicatesting
literature: an intact, two parent household, a committed caregiver,\egfatiegular
income from employment and support from extended family. Yet, given the oycles
un/employment Mandi navigates, they are barely able to make ends meet anehegperi
no real gains in terms of their economic well-being over a three year period.

Like her study colleagues, Mandi strategizes, uses social servateasWIC
and food stamps, saves money when possible and sells valuable belongings,lbut is sti
subject to a limited, nonmetropolitan low-wage job market. Mandi echoes this when she
discusses her struggle to make ends meet for her fawilyhat’'s around here anymore
is minimum wage jobs at fast food restaurants or little grocery stores, stuff like tigat. A
people can’t do it, it's real harffinancially].” The experiences of variable, no change
trajectory households suggest a proportion of nonmetropolitan low-income famui
constantly negotiate periods of reduced or complete unemployment and the spells of
poverty and income volatility which accompany them. Monthly employment
inconsistencies, whether anticipated or not, limit these households’ potential fndupw

mobility at least over the short-term and, possibly, for the long term as well.

5.3 Families’ Perceptions of Economic Mobility: “Geng Ahead”
Given the relative immobility of FLP families’ economic trajeatsriit is helpful
to consider how families reflect on their economic futures and how those thoughts mi

influence families’ economic behaviors. The FLP interviews included idsgaestions
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targeting respondents’ hopes and dreams, including the solicitation of fadeliestion

of “getting ahead” or “moving up in the world® The following responses offer some
insight into the kinds of employment and economic well-being that families woultblike
have, and subsequently, what level of economic mobility they find possible.

When asked what “getting ahead” or “moving up in the world” means to them,
respondents generally offer modest expectations for their continued edycati
employment and their economic futures. First, respondents mention wanting to obtain
jobs with higher wages and, thus, a more secure and stable financial situdddional
education is typically connected to these employment goals. Sandrsarople,
responds that she wants to finish school and get a better job. She eventuallypikfills
goals, given her position as an RN at her final follow-up interview. Alivia, who
experiences an upward trajectory through the addition of a second job, lnggé&s and
better things’, meaning obtaining additional schooling so she can meet qualifications and
be competitive for the kinds of job she wants — secretarial, office-based whriegitlar
9-to-5 hours. Therese, who is currently unemployed, shares a similar definition of
“getting ahead”"Just a higher level, better salary, better benefits in the same company
‘cause | need stability... just climb the ladder with whoever | decide to work for”.

Other respondents specifically reference consumption standards welimidin

upper or middle class lifestyle when offering their interpretation oflibgeastatements.

9 The interview questions included the following:d would you define ‘getting ahead’?” How would
you define ‘moving up in the world’?” “Are there mbers of your family who have gotten ahead or
moved up? How did they do this?” “What do you thiméuld help your own family get ahead? What
would have to occur for this to happen?”
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However, most respondents still maintain a separation between these conceptions of
“getting ahead” and their own mobility dreams or expectations. For exanie, agked
what “moving up in the world” means to her, Alivia cites the popular TV sitcom “The
Jeffersons™® Yet, Alivia’s own mobility aspirations do not include a similar level of
financial well-being. Lena, a married, African-American motheorad, identifies her
own mother as a person who has gotten ahead/moved up in the world:

| can remember when we used to live in the projects...and today

she is living in a $250,000 home in Maryland. She drives a Lexus,

her husband drives a [Dodge] Durango[truck]...[both] my mother

and my stepfather do very well...they go on two vacations a year,

my mom just retired, my stepfather is retired military and still

holds a full-time job. | know their salary is over $100,000 a year.

She has come a long way....

Lena maintains that in order to get aheédau need to work hard to get therdf”’
could be argued that both Lena and her husband work hard, as they were both steadily
employed with the NC Department of Transportation. Lena’s husband even contdinues t
work though he sustains an injury on the job. Lena discusses making modest choices
regarding her purchaségll | need is what's sufficient...what will work, | mean | don’t
need brand names, | don’t need to have a new car every two y¥atsdespite Lena
and her husband’s marriage, employment, joint income, reasonable standard @ina/ing

hard work, Lena feels her househtihdsn’t gotten [ahead] yet’ Lena seems to consider

that her household might never achieve the same level of economic comfort suaicess t

¥ The iconic show’s theme song begins with the §fféVe’re movin’ on up...”The show features an
upwardly-mobile African-American family who moveagd a luxury apartment building in Manhattan from
their former home in the Bronx.
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her own mother hast know there are exceptions to every rule, sometimes you can work

hard and still don’t make it there.”

5.3.1 The Questionable Viability of the “American Dream”

Lena’s comments are representative of the underlying tension thistaotigss
FLP households’ responses regarding their potential upward mobility. Faonitieslly
acknowledge the structural limitations placed on their economic opportunitidse At t
same time, many families also continue to adhere to the dominant Amerigtcragc
ideology, as they place value on hard work and personal responsibility. Scholars have
noted the tendency of poor people to vote counter to their economic interests (Brady,
Sosnaud and Frenk 2009), fail to protest economic inequality despite their perception of
unfairness (Hochschild 2006) and express confusion or ambiguity about the redistributi
of wealth (Hochschild 1981). FLP families, in essence, seem to enact both indsaicual
and structuralistic beliefs (Hunt 2002) when reflecting on the state oftt@miomic
well-being.

Families across both states are keenly aware of the relativayscatuigh-wage
jobs, as well as the associated processes of social closure in place (WeedentRid02)
these workplaces. For example, Mandi reveals a personal referentieastorieven get
one’s foot in the door with certain higher-wage employéfrsyou don’t know somebody
[who already works therghobody’s gonna give you a good enough referengatanda
echoes this sentiment in her “getting ahead” intervidhwyou don’t know someone
[working there] you ain’t gettin’ a job” However, respondents overwhelmingly note the

simple inadequacy of work generally, even including lower wage options. In the same
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interview, Amanda offers this definitive statemetits very hard to get a good job or a
bad job around here.”

Additionally, FLP households express opposition to their low wages and maintain
a need for better employment options that provide both higher wages and flexible work
arrangements. Sasha, whose economic trajectory brings her perilouslyadsest
before it improves again, expresses frustration with her low-paying poa station.

She says| don't get no benefits...I make $350 in two weeks...That don’t make no
sense.”In a discussion about good and bad jobs, Amanda‘#aysind here the

standard they pay is $8.50 an hour...I say, see ya’ lateh& adds that a good job would
involve flexibility, “ [Such askcheduling you around your childnd] respediing] you

as a mom first’ Kathleen, whose employment during the study included two cashier jobs
and artificially inseminating livestock on a farm, says increasingesvaguld help

families lessen their struggtéspecially when you have to work your butt off to try to
even make ends meet. And you're sitting there putting all these hours in. Struggling.
Staying away from your family a lot. Just to make ends meet.”

Despite placing blame on limited jobs and low wages, many families comdinue
emphasize the importance of hard work and making oneself a viable candidate for better
jobs through additional education. When asked to share her dreams for her future,
Therese, who is 26-years-old at the beginning of the study, combines more modest
aspirations with a desire to eventually live thaddle class lifestyle”’Additional
education is a necessary component of both Therese’s short- and long-terrSigoals.

reveals her immediate educational plaidter | receive this two-year degree...there’s a
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program at Mount Olive College where you can get your bachelor’s in a year to a year in
a half. You can go to school one day a week for five hours, so that's what | plan on
doing.” Therese’s ambition to improve her employment prospects through additional
education is a sentiment reflected in elsewhere in the sample. Other housedmisls di

the limits of a high school education and return to school in order to secure higimgr-pa

employment and take the next step up the employment ladder.

5.3.2 Adaptive Fatalism

In addition to structuralistic and individualistic beliefs about the origins of
stratification, scholars have also investigated more fatalistic, or lasieh explanations
for poverty and economic inequality. Support for fatalistic beliefs about paserty
present in the literature, especially among certain subgroups includingiCatews,
African-Americans and Latinos (Hunt 2002). Although the FLP interviews cannot
provide a test of these three competing explanations, these data offer insighhgegar
families’ use of fatalism as a “compromise explanation” (Hunt 2002:828) to explai
poverty and economic immobility.

Respondents enact fatalistic elements when discussing their economicymobilit
prospects, which could be an adaptive technique to rationalize the continued struggle to
make ends meet in environments of economic constraint. This “adaptive fatalism”
includes several narrative techniques. For example, when respondents do express dre

of achieving middle-class success, those dreams are tempered by thetiexpibetia
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such achievements will take years to be realized, or may nevertaiter discussing
her short-term plans for attending school in order to make herself a better job sgndida
Therese mentions her long-term dreams:
Therese: | want to own a house by the time [my daughter] is five or
six. By the time she starts school, I'd like to own my own home, be
completely self-sufficient...off the system, off Work First, hopefully
no more Medicaid, no more food stamps. | want to be completely
independent from the system. I'd like to get married. That's a
dream of mine.
Ethnographer: Any particular timeframe?
Therese: (Deep breath) At this rate, um um [no] (chuckles).
Ethnographer: Just some day soon?
Therese: | don't think it's going to be soon at all (chuckles).
Hopefully by the time I’'m 40 | want to be married, yeah. (Long
pause) | want to live the middle-class lifes&le.
Other families project the prospect of economic achievement way into the futur
and onto their hopes and dreams for their children. In a discussion about her career
aspirations, Roxanne saykalways wanted to be a hotel manager...it was always

something that seemed interesting to nk&okanne reveals that the woman who used to

baby sit her when she was a child ended up following this career pattimaites

*L Alternatively, these responses may simply reftéess-based restrictions on respondents’ time
perspectives. For example, O’'Rand and Ellis (19irdl) differences in the future orientation and
subsequent actions of youth by socioeconomic clssy also note these differences are still sabgph
for upwardly mobile lower-class youth.

2 Therese defines the middle class lifestylé“aso cars, a husband, me, [my daughter], we're both
employed making decent money where we can maledtg good living. Nothing extravagant at all,
simple, like the family vacations every year, tiat of stuff.”
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beaucoup bucksand does a lot of traveling. However, Roxanne’s plan to follow in her
babysitter’s footsteps quickly unraveled as Roxanne tried to start her owen care

And then once | got into it...l knew it wasn’t going to happen

around here, you know what | mean? | worked at [a local

restaurant and hotel] and got paid minimum wage. Like, around

here there’s not really any room for advancement...you're a desk

clerk, you're a desk clerk. That's it.
Roxanne then turns to her 6 month-old daughter and ‘8&ys,better be a doctor or
something, take care of mominRoxanne abandons her employment dreams due to her
perception of regional limitations as well as her ability to project hendreato her
offspring>® Adaptive fatalism also seems to take hold of respondents regardless of their
age. Sasha, a 19 year-old NC mother, tells the ethnographer she hopes her son gets
“further in life” than she did. Sasha’s definition of “getting ahead” is paying her bills on
time or early.

Another fatalistic sentiment includes families’ quick dismissal ofeathg their

ideal pay or employment due to some complicating personal or environmental factor.
Mandi, for example, tells the ethnographer that she might like to go back to school for
accounting, as she‘igood with math and things like that, so I think | could do that”.
When asked about her ideal salary, Mandi replt@h,god, | don’t even know. | mean, |
don’t want no lawyer’s salary or doctor’s salary, nothing like that. | don’t want to leave

[this town], so you have to think of what people pay around here...l want at least

average.”Roxanne, who wanted to be a hotel manager, similarly utilizes a narrative of

>3 Roxanne’s statement also alludes to the factsthatexpects her daughter will do well enough firehc
to provide for Roxanne later in life.
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environmental constraint when she discusses prematurely ending her gairaéoas.

Mary, a 32-year-old, married NC respondent, echoes Roxanne’s sentiments when
she discusses her ideal job. Mary has a certification in cosmetology, anslsheishust
be employed by a salon or spa. She would not have a “good” job with fringe benefits if
she worked in any other type of cosmetic-services establishmenifT heite’s nothing
like [a salon or spa] around here, you’'d have to go to Fayetteville or Raleigh for
something like that.Mary continues to emphasize the impossibility of this type of
employment through a sense of her own chronic residential immobility. $héea
family would consider moving, but théglon’t have any money saved up and it takes a
lot to move”.

The fact that respondents would have need for a fatalistic way of addressing their
economic immobility is quite evident when even the households with “good jobs” admit
upward mobility and “getting ahead” financially is unlikely. Martina, tate; 40-year-
old NC grandmother, self-admittedly has one of the few “good” jobs left inrélae a
Martina works in manufacturing, sewing specialty products at a shirt yadthren asked
about getting ahead, Martina says:

Getting ahead is when you are not living paycheck to paycheck, if
you have an appliance that breaks down or you have something
unexpected happen, that you don’t have to wait a week or two or
take money from another bill to fix what's broken. Getting ahead
means you have enough in reserve that you are not gonna go under
in a week or two weeks...I'm still working on it.

Martina and her husband suggest humor may be an integral part of adapting to chronic

economic immobility, as they laugh their way through the next question:
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Ethnographer: Is there a difference between getting ahead and
moving up in the world?

Husband: Yeah, but | don’t have a ladder for it!
Martina: Your ladder is broke?!

Husband: My ladder is broke.

Martina: Hey, speak for yourself! My ladder’'s made of
quicksand...l do a lot of climbing.

FLP households define “getting ahead” and “moving up in the world” with a
sense of adaptive fatalism, citing reasons of personal or environmentahareotr
rationalize their inability to obtain the employment and/or wage of theice. Despite
their desire for middle- or upper-class markers of consumption, such as expenses
or cars, households conservatively project such achievements for themseRes. FL
families also seem to engage both structuralistic and individualistic theneestiey
reflect on the circumstances of their immobility, a finding that is supportedien ot
literature regarding poor people’s perceptions of economic justice, inequmalipyoaerty
(Hunt 2002). FLP respondents maintain a keen awareness of regional constraints on
employment, particularly access to higher-wage jobs, while also emiplgasie need to
make themselves more competitive through additional education. Nonmetropolitan
households’ perceptions of their own opportunities for economic mobility seem quite
conservative, and even doubtful, which may in turn negatively contribute to these

households’ well-being in other, non-economic ways.
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5.4 Discussion

This analysis of FLP households’ trajectories provides greater undensiaidi
the potential for and experiences of economic mobility among nonmetropolitan low-
income families. For the 71 families in the FLP, economic mobility isregvkmited
and should perhaps be characterized as economic immobility. Over half of the FLP
households experience trajectories of no net change, and just over a quarterroptbe sa
experiences an upward trajectory during their participation in the studigeHolds’
upward trajectories are modest and result in putting families on slightéyr Eatincial
footing rather than moving them definitively out of poverty. Upward trajectorieslsoe
driven entirely by the employment status of families rather than mgelsato household
composition (i.e. marriage) as indicated in existing literature. The gmpltt changes
that influence families’ upward trajectories include moving into employrment f
unemployment, adding income earners or jobs, receiving raises at thent¢obs
and/or securing a higher-paying job.

The modal trajectory for FLP families across both states is one of no change
meaning families begin and end their participation in the study in much the same
financial and employment status. However, only 17 out of 40 households within this
trajectory designation also have high levels of consistency, meanindamolgts
experience some variability in employment and earnings although theatorées seem
relatively static. The degree to which some families experienceogmeht instability is
striking, recurrent and is also likely underestimated even in these data.rreque

reductions in households’ hours at work and spells of unemployment have substantial
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impact on households’ income and short-term economic trajectories. Famihes in t
category have the same relative economic well-being at the end of thigipp&on in
the study as they did three years earlier. However the years iedretwe marked by
layoffs, reductions in work hours and periods of reduced or zero earnings.

Families in this trajectory categorization, report feeling firelhcstrained most
of the time, yet there are also periods of time where the increaseagsaioster the
household’s capability to save money rather than live “paycheck to paycheck”. For
example, despite Mandi’'s use of the same strategies as familiessexpegiupward
trajectories — moving out of unemployment and leaving one job for another, higher-
paying one — her misstep at one workplace and the bankruptcy of another employer put
her back on unemployment for the second time in two years. Furthermore, lik@fnan
their nometropolitan peers, Mandi and Franklin are in a committed, cohabiting union
where one partner provides childcare while the other participates in theoveerkf
Although nonmetropolitan household composition is changing over time such that
households look more like their urban and suburban counterparts, nonmetropolitan
families are still more likely to include two parents. The nonmetropolitan poaisare
more likely to be actively participating in the workforce than their urbanteoparts.

The prevalence of the no change trajectory and modest upward trajeistories
particularly striking given nonmetropolitan families seem to have whaltetstto escape
poverty, namely their constant engagement with the labor force and intaqiatent
families. Future economic mobility research should shift its focus to emplatym

instabilities rather than the act of becoming employed (in other words, mooimng f

212



securing a job to job security). An overemphasis on employment without an appreciati
for employment instability neglects the true complications assdonth
nonmetropolitan families’ poverty exit, or at the very least, income stahliz4t

Families’ economic aspirations and how they define “getting ahead” andrighovi
up in the world” further reveal the limiting nature of nonmetropolitan places.deievi
research has established that workers draw information from their enemgrpnior
experiences and workplace contemporaries in order to form their own exqgectiout
working conditions and job satisfaction (Hodson 1985; Poggi 2010). Evidence suggests
the negative effect of having workplace expectations that far exceéy iatronger
than the positive effect associated with erroneously setting expectatolosv (Poggi
2010). Thus, FLP households’ dreams for their employment and economic futures are
modest, and are highly influenced by their nonmetropolitan environments and
contemporaries.

When asked to assess their own economic futures and define “getting ahead”,
respondents offer conservative responses that mimic the reality of upwardymiolbiii
sample, including continuing one’s education, obtaining a more highly-paid job and
improving the economic status of the household relatively rather than absolutely. If
respondents reference upper or middle class aspirations, they do so with a faira&mount

distance and expect such economic attainment to take a very long time or [yptentia

** The implications of employment instabilities exddreyond households’ economic mobility.
Additionally, periodic unemployment may contributegatively to families’ and children’s well-being b
increasing households’ levels of behavioral or terapchaos. Sporadic employment would affect thelle
of chaos in the home both externally and throughoadents’ feelings of self-efficacy. Thus, thejeatic
potential to manage chaotic conditions may alsodmpromised (Garrett-Peters and Burton in progress)
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never happen. Some families project economic success as far forwara akikthesn,

and hope their children will surpass their educational and economic achievements.
Finally, as evidenced by the exchange between Martina and her husband, economic
mobility is elusive even among nonmetropolitan households with “good jobs”. A
combination low wages, income shocks and a lack of protective monetary savings or
wealth keep families running up the down escalator.

Although the FLP data provide frequently-collected, longitudinal data regarding
households’ employment and economic status, the median period of observation is only
two years. Information about households’ trajectories and economic mobilityeca
improved by additional follow-ups, as several critical events have occumeedtbe last
wave of follow-ups. For example, only 45 percent of the NC sample and a quarter of the
PA sample have achieved a level educational attainment including some.tdllege
Families’ future employment options, including their opportunity for higher wageks a
stable full-time employment, may greatly expand upon future degree compkt®n.
families were also recruited when respondents were pregnant. Those chidnemar
firmly enrolled in elementary school, thus eliminating the need to provide afgldca
Because the presence of young children is a barrier to work, particulangroen, their
children’s transition to school may have enabled the reemployment of manyrafRhe

mothers and subsequently, transformed the economic well-being of their households

% Please see Table 2 for FLP descriptive statistics.
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6. Conclusion

This project examines the economic well-being of nonmetropolitan low-income
families through an assessment of households’ employment and economic tesjector
Two overarching questions motivate these analyses. First, this prageacines how
families’ subjective experiences regarding poverty and im/mobility inBaeheir
choices about employment and, subsequently, their economic well-being. Second, this
research seeks to understand how nonmetropolitan low-income families change and
improve their economic status over time. Using fine-grained, longitudinal, inaldse
level ethnographic data from the Family Life Project (FLP), thesgsembvaluate
families’ objective economic outcomes as well as their subjective exges of poverty.

| address these questions more specifically through an in-depth examaofat
households’ employment experiences and short-term economic trajedtbregsask
what types of employment FLP households obtain as defined by their jobs’ objective
characteristics — wages, hours and the presence of fringe benefits. ldheteev
employment from the household perspective, including how families distinguishelmetwe
“good” and “bad” jobs and how their criteria compare to existing scholarlyanetihis
work also objectively characterizes households’ overall economic wall-dering their
participation in the study. | assess families’ economic trajest@iven changes to
household income, employment status and employment stability. Finallynirexa
households’ perspectives on their economic im/mobility, such as familieshslifea
their financial futures, and how their perspectives may influencedbeisions about

employment.
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6.1 Chapter Review

This project begins with a discussion of relevant characteristics of the
nonmetropolitan U.S., the FLP study counties and the FLP households (Chapter 2). The
chapter first outlines significant demographic changes that heavefdrmed the
nonmetropolitan U.S., including oscillations in population size and new trends defining
rural families’ household composition. The chapter then addresses aspects of the
nonmetropolitan economy, work and poverty, especially as these charasténiftience
the employment and economic mobility experiences of the low-incomedariiing in
these environments. Next, the chapter discusses the demographic and economic
characteristics of the study counties, noting key similarities andeatiffes between these
two regions. Finally, the chapter addresses the recruitment and chatiastefithe FLP
households, noting in particular households’ “stayer” status and the presence of young
children across these households.

Using a modified grounded theory method, Chapter 3 examines FLP
households’ employment characteristics and experiences. Through thesawfalys
families’ subjective sentiments regarding their employment, this ehpptsents five
dimensions of job quality. These five dimensions — affirmation, consistency, rewards
costs and trajectory — are also informed by established, scholarly job quetlitgs and
include objective characteristics such as wage, hours, presence efufeingfits and
job/schedule stability. Across the two counties, the majority of households report low

levels of affirmation, medium rewards, low costs and no change economic tiegector
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Thus, although most families in the FLP do not experience high costs of employment,
neither do their jobs provide strong monetary resources or emotional incentives.
These jobs’ failure to deliver much in the way of financial and noneconomic
resources alike may help explain the high degree of employment ingtpt#sent across
FLP households. Households’ modal employment consistency is both high and low,
meaning families are just as likely to maintain the same employmentimecas they
are to experience frequent changes to their work schedule or of theim gdusaral. As
these households largely do not hold jobs with wages above $9.75/hour and do not
receive fringe benefits, including health insurance, there is littleagic incentive to
keep one low wage job over another. Affirmation is a job quality criterion which, for
some families, compensates for low wages and provides workers with the incentive to
retain a particular low wage job over others. In addition to economic rewardsfsviorke
these households also cite the importance of high levels of affirmation on the job.
Chapter 4 presents the affirmation dimension in more detail, as this dimension
often competes or appears with the rewards dimension when families discuss
employment. This chapter reveals how workers in FLP families coupledewith
affirmation when choosing between jobs. Families can also be motivated tmtiisie
their employment due to low levels of either criterion. The chapter alsosaddre
households’ experiences with two types of work generally categorized lojelrigs of
affirmation: self-employment and jobs or workplaces that are “like J&nii most
cases, self-employment and “like family” employment offer positiverateses to other

types of low-wage jobs. These two types of employment provide households with the
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schedule flexibility and social support necessary to attain work-farméyboa Finally,
this chapter also illustrates how affirmation is a useful and parsimoniousnaeasow-
wage workers’ job satisfaction.

The final set of analyses (Chapter 5) addresses the economic trageatdrid?
households in more detail. FLP families experience three major typegeataries
throughout their participation in the study. No change trajectories are theonosion,
followed by upward and downward trajectories. Despite the economic stabititigd
by the no change trajectories, a subset of families experiencesnsiabgiriods of
economic volatility due to under- or un-employment. Households’ upward trajecogies
achieved through changes to households’ employment, rather than changes to
households’ composition such as through marriage. The theoretical and practical
implications of this project’s findings are discussed below, followed by thg'stud

limitations and potential directions for future research.

6.2 Theoretical Contributions

This project contributes to existing scholarship in the areas of work, p@anetty
mobility, especially as each of these areas of study pertaingtiodome families. First,
this project emphasizes the importance of both objective and subjective perspective
within the study of work. Specifically, this project shows how the analytichusion of
households’ subjective viewpoints and experiences can improve the accuracy and
precision of two existing measures of work — job quality and job satisfaEbasting
measures of job quality and job satisfaction fail to acknowledge work from households

perspectives, focusing instead on the perspectives of individual workergppincsach
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does not accurately reflect how workers embedded within households assess thasr jobs
work conditions have implications for the well-being of the household beyond individual
members. Furthermore, individuals’ decisions about work are not made in the absence of
the values, needs, concerns or employment of others in the household.

Evaluations of job quality and job satisfaction are also largely objectiverand a
constructed without the explicit considerations and interests of low-incomera/arke
mind. This is perhaps because scholars have been more oriented to the implications of
workers’ job satisfaction for producing behaviors and attitudes of orgamaati
attachment than for worker well-being in and of itself (e.g. Lincoln ankkBetg’s
(1990) comparative study of workplace commitment among American and Japanes
workers). The five dimensions presented here provide a more accurate ancl inelsts
of job quality assessment than traditional, objective criteria. Yet, thelsaréenformed
by existing approaches and share similar means of job quality evaluationtfiéhus
outcomes of these analyses can be compared to other, similar studies. Hoscawese b
they also incorporate households’ subjective feelings and perspectivelrggar
employment, these dimensions contribute to our scholarly understanding of the crite
that matter most to workers, specifically those in low-wage and service sector
occupations.

The affirmation dimension in particular makes two important contributions to the
work literature. First, affirmation provides a parsimonious measure oajagtion
that also incorporates criteria from the perspective of low-income vgikgisting

measures of job satisfaction are associated with workers’ attitudes ssilnghira
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intentions to quit, but offer limited means to predict workers’ behaviors and actidns suc
as their productivity or retention. Affirmation may introduce a means to predikers’
actions and behaviors toward work, specifically among the growing segment-afige
workers. As these analyses show, low-income workers maintain a commitnjeiog if

they provide high levels of affirmation, and can be motivated to quit a job if theolevel
affirmation is low.

Second, and more usefully, the affirmation dimension provides deeper insight for
the meaning of work and job satisfaction among low-income households and
impoverished single mothers. Existing literature has established the inqeoaf
employment for impoverished single mothers, as work provides feelings -efffsedicy
and pride, and makes mothers feel like a better role model to their childegald&e
2008; Edin and Kissane 2010). Yet, single mothers’ preference for work over welfare
receipt should not be confused for job satisfaction, as many of the jobs low-incoree singl
mothers will obtain post-welfare receipt are of low quality, and offée littthe way of
economic resources. The affirmation dimension should be incorporated into the
employment assessments of working families in order to better evdieatpdst-
welfare economic well-being.

In addition to providing better metrics of job quality and satisfaction through the
consideration of subjective, household perspectives, these analyses also offetiafor
about how actors make choices under conditions of constraint. Workers in nonmetro low-
income families across the U.S., including the 71 FLP households, face employment

constraints driven by the nonmetropolitan economy, lower educational attainment and
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work-family time pressures. Although low-income families would benefinfhigher
wage positions, these analyses reveal that households prioritize other dimengions ove
rewards when evaluating their employment options. As Chapter 4 illustrifitesaton
can actually undermine rewards as the decisive criterion for continuipgjtting work.
The intangible, nonmonetary benefits of work may prove particularly imporidmhw
environments where the only work available is of the low-wage, service sadtty.
Scholars of work should more explicitly consider degree of constraint when @vgluat
workers’ choices and behaviors regarding employment.

Given the above contributions, this project’s main goal is to ask scholars and
policymakers to reassess the role of employment for facilitating riyobili of poverty.
The role of employment has become increasingly critical for poveityaea the
transition from welfare receipt, especially among impoverished singleemiobuseholds
(Edin and Kissane 2010). However, employment will continue to fail to provide a
definitive escape route from poverty so long as the jobs low-income faotitiam
provide poverty-level wages and inconsistent or irregular schedules whietfdarties
to reconsider family over work (Tubbs, Roy and Burton 2005; Newman 2006). Although
the FLP data cannot speak to households’ longer-term economic outcomes, the FLP
households are dominated by static economic trajectories that in many chsis inc
frequent periods of under- and un-employment. In large part, even the households who
experience upward economic trajectories would face economic hardship shauld thei

work, health or child care status change.
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The frequent interview tempo of the FLP also provides a detailed picture of the
degree to which low-income households and workers encounter prohibitive employment
instabilities, despite their attempts to remain engaged in the labor foecan@tyses and
family narratives presented here should alert scholars to the possilaititypthiard
mobility or the definitive exit from poverty is doubtful, particularly within
nonmetropolitan places. Instead, policymakers should support families’ long-term
economic stability through the promotion of sustainable, flexible, living wage
employment within nonmetropolitan areas. In other words, low-income famidigs m
never escape poverty despite “a lot of work effort [due to their jobs’] meager and
inconsistent economic rewards” (Edin and Kissane 2010:461).

Finally, this project contributes to the small but growing body of literature
concerned with nonmetropolitan poverty and the economic well-being of the low-income
households who remain in these places. The distinct nature of nonmetropolitan poverty
has important implications for the economic well-being of nonmetropolitan locevriec
families. Despite the fact that only one-fifth of the nation’s poor live in nonmetrapolit
areas, poverty in these areas is more likely to be chronic (Lichter, Rosoigji@oadron
2003). Rates of poverty across U.S. nonmetro counties are also disproportionately high
(Weber et al. 2005) and have exceeded metro county poverty rates for the fEEss50 y
(ERS 2004). Nonmetropolitan poverty is also more impervious to conventional anti-
poverty strategies including employment and marriage. Impoverished nonmetropolita
households have higher rates of workforce participation than the urban poor (Jensen,

McLaughlin and Slack 2003) and are more likely to live in traditional nuclearyfamil
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households (Cotter 2002). The study of nonmetropolitan places offers a useful
perspective on American poverty, as impoverished and low-income households living in

these places face pervasive economic obstacles despite their labor focgeapiart.

6.3 Study Limitations

Despite the above contributions, this study faces limitations with respect to
sample composition, size and scope. Although this study provides a much-needed
addition to poverty scholarship by way of a nonmetropolitan focus, the FLP data are not
generalizable to all nonmetro low-income families. Although they share deptogrand
economic similarities, the FLP study counties are also quite unique from other
nonmetropolitan spaces. For example, despite their rural classificatid? ttwed NC
counties contain micropolitan cities and small towns. Nonmetro poverty rateaitary
degree of rurality such that the most rural areas are the most impoveEsti@Q04).
Among nonmetro counties with persistent poverty, the vast majority of thesgeas are
found in the South, and none are located in the Northeast (ERS 20049, these
analyses provide the best understanding of low-income households’ employment and
economic mobility within similarly rural areas in their respectiveaesi

When compared to each other, the NC and PA study counties exhibit notable
differences in racial composition, population growth, rates of educational acleietyem
predominant industries and poverty rates. Given differences in county chatiaste

households across the three PA counties are likely to be white, have education equal to

! As of 1999, 340 of the 386 counties with persispaverty were nonmetro, and 280 of those 340
nonmetro counties were located in the South. (ERE2).
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high school completion, be employed by the service industry (followed by retail and
manufacturing industries) and have incomes under $48,500/year. Comparable households
across the three NC counties are also likely to be employed in the serviceyifithest
manufacturing, followed by retail), but are slightly less likely to havdwugated high

school than are the PA residents. NC households are also more likely to be African
American or Latino, be impoverished and have annual incomes under $42,500.

The FLP study households are further unique in that each household was recruited
in order to establish a cohort of focal children born in approximately the saineé er
2003/04. Because each of these households contained expectant mothers, the work and
economic mobility experiences of these households are most representative blususe
likewise facing the economic, work and child care constraints associdtedaving
very young infants and children. However, the FLP sample also incorporatggafan
household configurations and respondents of varying ages, work histories and
educational achievement. In this way, the FLP sample captures a mearmiosggtil c
section of nonmetropolitan households and reflects the population characteristics of low-
income families.

The project is also limited by its longitudinal scope, as most families were
observed for a period of only 24 to 36 months. An extension of the study’s timeframe
would provide more accurate information about these households’ longer-term mobility
prospects. For example, previous scholarship has established upward economig mobili
does occur among low-income families, but can be long-delayed due to extenddd peri

of low earnings via regional wage constraints (Harvey 1993) or lower lefvels
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educational attainment (Newman 2006). Given each of the FLP households contains very
young children, it is also possible significant changes in households’ engribymd
economic status may be delayed only until their children enter school. Extended
observations would also provide additional insights about the effects of frequent
employment instability on families’ long-term economic trajectories

Finally, the study has very limited data about respondents’ actual workplace
Although some ethnographers visited or interviewed their respondents at work,
workplace observations were not performed in many cases. It is difficultrtbooate
households’ employment experiences without also having observed respondents in their
respective workplaces. Additionally, workplace observations took place on the part of
households’ main informants, typically mothers or grandmothers of focal children.
Despite the FLP’s household study design, employment data gathered foamsesypri
on the employment of the respondent and, in many cases, contains more limited data or
observations for other workers in the household. This project would benefit from follow-
up interviews which would directly address the above concerns. Two more potential

extensions of the project are listed below.

6.4Agenda for Future Research

The transforming nature of the rural economy presents a unique opportunity to
examine how marginalized workers navigate, respond and adapt to economidgrdsnstra
The structure of the nonmetropolitan economy has definitively shifted feattional
industries such as agriculture and manufacturing to service sector indunstiielsnig

health, business and retail services (MacTavish and Salamon 2003, Tickamyer and
225



Henderson 2003). The reduction of jobs within manufacturing and agriculture has limited
the earnings potential of nonmetropolitan workers, especially for those withlveds

of education and the inability to commute to urban areas where wages are higher
Respondents within the FLP households echo and epitomize the impact of these
economic trends, likewise citing the increasing prevalence of nonstandard awddew
service sector jobs in lieu of more desirable, high-wage jobs in local factories.

Although this work has made several important contributions to work and poverty
scholarship, the FLP data and this research can be usefully extended in thedollowi
ways. First, scholars should continue to investigate work and poverty within
nonmetropolitan places, given regional and local differences in population and economic
characteristics. Due to differences between nonmetro places, the caosstif@cting one
nonmetropolitan community cannot be assumed to affect others. To this end, future
research should investigate the applicability of the five dimensions presenteaoerg
low-income households in even more rural areas. As poverty and rurality areghpsiti
associated, it is possible these dimensions will be differentially mi#dotincreasingly
rural and economically constrained places. Their validity should be tested imuraire
environments.

Future work should also investigate the role of social policy in households’ work
and poverty experiences, including households’ decisions about employment and their
subsequent economic outcomes. Existing literature has addressed the importdnt role
national labor, health and social investment policies (Zuberi 2004, 2006) and welfare

state generosity (Brady 2009) in determining the lives and well-being ofoitkéngy
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poor. A comparison of social policies across these PA and NC counties alongside the
explicit investigation of this topic through additional interviews with FLP housshol
would helpfully enhance this particular research project.

At the very least, and irrespective of its focus on nonmetropolitan low-income
families, this dissertation answers the call for data addressingomiat@mporary
accounts of poverty and of economic mobility experiences among the poor (Edin and
Kissane 2010). In lieu of a more detailed investigation into the lives of nonmetopolit
impoverished and low-income families, it is important to note the extent to whieh thes
analyses suggest a kind of dubious solidarity between urban and rural poor. The
narratives of individual workers and families across both urban and nonmetro areas are
rife with tales of limited job prospects, modest wages and the inability toesteur
fringe benefits that would guarantee families a modicum of stability, dttteasigh
access to health care and child care (Newman 2006; Edin and Kissane 2010).

The extent to which both populations experience cycles of poverty and welfare
receipt also cannot be understated, as employment instabilities affectwelfare
recipients and nonmetro working poor households alike. How can employment be so
absolutely central for improving the lives of impoverished families, yettfam so
miserably? It is clear low-income workers “do not need lessons about the difynit
work” (Newman 1999:297). The rest of us might reconsider what dignity of work should

mean, given these families’ perspectives.
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Appendix A: Selected Poverty Rates and Economic Inchators,
2002

Characteristic Nonmetro | Metro
Median household income (dollars) 34,654 45,257
Poverty population (millions) 7.5 27.1
Prevalence of poverty (percent) 14.2 11.6
Poverty by region of U.S. (percent)
Northeast 10.7 10.9
Midwest 10.7 10.1
South 175 12.7
West 14.3 12.1
Poverty rates for selected groups (percent)
Non-Hispanic Blacks 33.2 22.7
Non-Hispanic Whites 11.0 7.2
Hispanics 26.7 21.4
Children (younger than age 18) 19.8 16.0
Elderly (age 65 and older) 11.9 10.0
Nonelderly adults (age 18-65) 12.4 10.2
Educational attainment of poor adults (percent)
Less than high school education 44.5 40.0
No more than high school education 32.8 30.7
More than high school education 22.8 29.3
Income levels of poor adults (percent)
Less than half the poverty line 36.4 41.9
Between half and 75 percent of the poverty lin | 28.2 25.5
Greater than 75 percent of the poverty line 35.4 32.6

(Source: ERS 2004)

Appendix B: Selected Demographic Characteristics
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Camden/Phila. New Hope FLP FLP
(Edin & Ethnographic (PA (NC
Kefalas 2005) Study Sample) Sample)
(Gibson-Davis &
Duncan 2005)
N=162 N=43 N=50 N=43
Age (n=42) (n=42)
Mean 25.8 29.6 23.6 24.5
Median 24 * 23 25
Range 15-56 * 18-35 16-39
Age at First Birth (n=42)
Mean 18.3 * 21.2 20.9
Median 17 * 21.5 20
Range 13-36 * 16-33 15-39
Race/Ethnicity
% Black 38.9 51.2 10 45.2
% Latino 29.0 34.9 12 14.3
% White 32.1 13.9 76" 40.5
Average Number of Children
Total 2.2 * 1.9 25
(n=42) (n=42)
Age <25 1.6 * 1.4 1.8
(n=93) (n=24) (n=24)
Age 25 and over 3.1 * 2.3 3.4
(n=69) (n=18) (n=18)
Education
Some college (%) 31.9Mm * 24.0 45.2
High School/GED Only (%) 23.2m 65.1 30.0 28.6
Less than high school (%) 44 9™ * 22.0 26.2
Unknown (%) -- * 24.0 --
Work Status (Age >18) (n=130)
Not working or in school (%) 47.7 * 44 34.9
Working (%) 40 39.5 42 60.5
Unknown (%) -- -- 14 4.7

*Statistics unavailable.

ATotal does not add to 100%, as there is one Ndtimerican respondent not included in the listedadac

categories.

MIncludes only respondents aged >25.
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Appendix C: List and Description of Interview Protocols

Topic

Description

Consent/Intake/Demographi

Pregnancy

Post-Natal| Questions regarding respondent’s geheadth and well-being after
giving birth to the focal child. Child’s health abéthing experiences
also included.

Neighborhood*| Questions aimed at how families definse and traverse geographic
space focusing on both the immediate neighborhaddeatending to
other parts of the towns, cities and counties irctvithey live and work.

Health* | Current and past health status (includiegltin problems and chronic
illness, if applicable). Included doctor and hoahitterfacing.
Typical Day| Included hour-by-hour descriptions loé family’s typical day’s
activities.

Adultification | Discussions of acceptable leveldofisework, etc. for young children
and involvement with sensitive or sexually expliopics. Also mother’s
experiences as a child.

Work | Respondent’s work history.
Childcare| Childcare situation, including cost, ltb@a, and respondent’s general

Social Support/Network

Household Economy

6 Month

Dreams

Intimate Relationship$

School Readines

Local Food Environments

Access and Security
Activity Log*

Residential Mobility

Baby Faceg

Parenting

Crime/Conflict

Substance Use/Abug
Child Development

Social Networks 11*

Work Interviews — 2, 15, 24

36 months
FIG (Fill in the Gaps) List

s Basic family demogm@aphivey and review of consent form.

Questions regarding respondent’s gehesdth and well-being prior to
giving birth to the focal child.

feelings toward.
List of respondent’s famflyends and other sources of social suppo
Includes what type of support each resource pravide
Review of household income apemrditures.
Interview conducted when focal child wapraximately 6 months old.
Reviewed child and mother health, child’s developime
Aspirations of respondent discussed gegeeddio ambitions for
children.
History of partnership, ssbactivity, and current relationship status.
Evaluation of family’s pre-schmreparation.

D

D

5

I procurement.
Looks specifically at spatial dimemsis of life. Hour-by-hour, location-
specific log of family’s activities for one week.

Residential history of familycluding rent, location, and descriptions
housing.

Developmental activity and storybooKirepexercise.
Parenting practices of respondent and any othensil(f or otherwise)
with parenting duties.

General questions about neighborhsaféty, incidents.

Drug use, including legagallealcohol, prescription drugs.

Milestones, achievements, etc. for focal child.

Detailed account of degreenuich respondent’s social supports were|
utilized.
, List of respondent’s employment circumstancestand points post
focal child’s birth.

Assessment of protoadherence and attempt to answer previously

e

, Discussion of access and quality of grocery stargser sources of foodt

unaddressed or unanswered questions.
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Breastfeeding

Health/Mental Health
Child Injury

Observations

Transect

Respondent’s breastfeeding expeseud opinions.

Mental-health of respondert tamily specifically addressed.
Safety assessment and accompanyingtopures.

Interviewer accompanied respondevarious places, including and n
limited to WIC visits, doctor appointments, birtlydaarties, grocery
shopping trips.

Neighborhood walk-around or drive-arouitti vespondent.

Dt

* These protocols have accompanying charts conglteing the interview.

Appendix D: FLP Interview Descriptive Statistics

Number of Interviews Length of Study
Participation
(Months)
Mean 21 31
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Median 21 34
Mode 20 40
Max 37 51
Min 4 6
Range of Interview Range of Interview
Start Dates End Dates
January 2003 — February 2004 -
November 2004 August 2007

Modal Start Date
March/April 2003

Modal End Date
July 2006

Statistics above refer only to n=71 families in@ddn these analyses.

Appendix E: FLP Households’ Occupations

Respondent Partner/Husband/Boyfriend

Food Service (19)

Fast Food, miscellaneous (8)
Restaurant, server/waitstaff (6)
Fast Food, management (2)
Food preparation (3)

Laborer (15)
[landscaping, construction, warehouse,
automotive]

Retail/Sales (8)

Retail (17) Delivery/truck driver (6)
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Retail, miscellaneous (12)

Retail, cashier (5) Self-employed (5)
[Electrician, painter, contractor, mechani
Health Care (13) salvage (supplemental income)]
Nursing Assistant/CNA, non-home based ()
In-Home Health Care provider (2) Manufacturing, factory (4)
Registered Nurse (RN) (3)
Massage Therapist (2) Supervisor (3)

[prison, maintenance]
Administrative Assistant/Receptionist (9)

Administrative Assistant (6) Restaurant Prep/Server (2)
[insurance company, county /state offices|,
medical office, hospital/ER] Repairman (2)
Receptionist, medical office (2)
Receptionist, hotel Apprentice electrician
Childcare (6) Health care provider, non-home based
Childcare provider (in-home babysitter) (4
Childcare provider (daycare) (2) Police/EMS
Agricultural/farm labor (5) Carpenter
Manufacturing, factory (3) Farmer
Hairdresser/Hairstyling Illicit
(under the table) (3) drug sales/distribution (suspected)

Maid service/housecleaning, janitorial (2)
Telemarketing/Sales (2)
Security Guard
School Bus Driver

Military
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