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CHAPTER I 
Introduction 

Just seven years after the 2008 recession you can drive around the periphery of metropolitan Tampa and see the resurgence of economic growth. Standing in the face of the ever-expanding urban territory, longtime residents of Riverview were attempting to organize a petition to “Save Riverview”. While gaining popularity on social media, with many people agreeing with the cause, even more prevalent was the response, “It’s too late.” Even with the recognition of a problem, the community stood powerless against the growth. At a moment of critical conjuncture, these residents were unable to reverse to progress of history.  Researchers are well aware of the importance in timing of historical events and that moments, such as “Save Riverview”, can be of crucial importance to the course of history (Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2000; Tilly, 1994). Yet, what is the significance of a community that has accepted this fate in the course of history? 

Riverview is one of eight unincorporated cities that make up an area on the outskirts of metropolitan Tampa known as South County. These eight unincorporated cities are transitioning in their relation to the global economy as its economic basis shifts away from extraction and agriculture towards service based industries. This transition in South County’s economic basis is coupled with the development of new subdivisions, retail stores, and restaurants funded through capital held by multinational corporations. Represented by the county-level ‘system wide area plan’, the area is transitioning from several rural, unincorporated cities into the county-level implemented ‘system wide area plan’ known as South Shore. This transition in the name of the area, from South County to South Shore, is representative of the transition of South County’s rural landscape in to global, urban community. (Hillsborough County, YEAR)

Despite this appearance in urban growth, and its accompanying affluence, the prevalence of service sector chain corporations has altered the employment structure of South County. My main question of this study is: How has the prevalence of South County’s service sector resulted in the marginalization of employment opportunities for twelve young adults? In order to answer this question I analyze processes of economic development within the locale and the structural shifts of the global economic system since the late 1960s. These shifts include the reorganization of the global division of labor and the resulting rise of service sector industries as the basis of communities.  I focus particularly on the transition of South County from several unincorporated rural communities into a county-level implemented plan for urban development. Within this urban growth of South County service sector chain corporations have emerged as central actors. The strategic uses of forms of precarious employment by these corporations, and the reliance of the community on these corporations, have resulted in the marginalization of opportunities for many young adults. 

Case Study Site and Topic


The State of Florida has numerous county based governments. Much of the governance of the development of South County takes place at the level of Hillsborough County.  The focus of this study is on the development of the mainly rural area in southern Hillsborough County. This area is one of the last few rural areas within the county as developers and local officials plan to expand the development to the extents of the county line, represented in documents by the Urban Service Area boundary.  

Using South County as an ‘extended’ case (Burawoy, 1998), I argue for the recognition of the theoretical importance of place in world systems and comparative-historical studies and how structural processes are revealed in the spatial and temporal specifies of locales. In addition, using qualitative interviews with twelve young adults I seek to explain how systematic inequalities, caused by their community’s relation to the structural shifts in the global economy, have resulted in the marginalization of opportunity for these individuals.

Though South County never went through a deindustrialization phase, the area’s development is the result of the same processes that altered the earlier affluent cities that thrived during the US’s period of manufacturing dominance. The global division of labor has resulted in the restructuring of capital accumulation within urban areas such as Tampa relying heavily on consumption and service to maintain their growth. These areas are often referred to as ‘mixed-used’ because of the variety of their industrial basis. These mixed use areas incorporate housing, office space, and commercial activity in the hopes of producing sustainable, livable communities. In South County, these mixed use areas show the prevalence of chain corporations and their influence on local growth. 

South County’s growth has a resemblance to other local cities within Hillsborough County; already neighboring cities, such as Brandon and Bloomingdale, bear the reality of these models of growth. Traveling through Hillsborough County one can find a Wal-Mart and a Publix every ten miles. At every intersection, one can find a 7-11 and a Wawa; a CVS and Walgreens; a McDonalds and a Subway. These corporations are responsible for the transformation of the physical space of South County; as well as, through the use of forms of precarious employment (Kalleberg, 2009, 2012; Vosko, 2010; ILO, 2011), the marginalization of opportunities for many individuals. 

Young adults in the early stages of their career are among the most common to experience these conditions (Bradley, 2005, 2008; McDowell, 2010; Newmann, 1999; Willis, 1977). This is often associated with young adult employment in service sector corporations (Tannock, 2001; ILO, 2011). These positions are portrayed as teenage and entry level jobs (Wal-Mart, 2013), yet many of these individuals are past their teen years and have many years of experience working. This history of employment often reinforces the marginalization of these young adults as these forms of employment offer little credential for career with promotions. These young adults then become trapped in a cycle of periodic employment and unemployment which becomes detrimental to their material well-being. 

Theory and Previous Literature

How do researchers understand the relation between people, place, and power within their studies of global economies?  Early studies in world-systems and comparative-historical literature lacked an understanding of the importance of fieldwork within particular locales and the advantages these studies give to researchers in order to elaborate on issues on inequality. Recently, these shortcomings have been brought to light as various researchers are now addressing these issues (Burawoy et al, 2005; Gellert and Shefner, 2009; O’Hearn, 2001; Sassen, 2008). A review of urban sociological literature can give insight to world-systems and comparative-historical researchers about how to deal with issues of fieldwork and locale within urban areas. In turn, urban sociological literature often lacks an understanding of the larger social structures that effect locales; by reviewing world-systems and comparative-historical literature urban sociology researchers can find understandings of how to root these locales within global processes. Ultimately, by forcing these literatures into dialogue, researchers of various disciplines can benefit in their theoretical understandings of society. This theory then must be elaborated on through fieldwork in specific, concrete locales that serve as exemplars of systemic inequalities.

Since the beginning of the industrial era in late nineteenth century Europe, researchers have focused on the division of labor, urban environment, and employment opportunities that result from changing economic structures (Smith, 1776; Marx,1857, 1867; Weber,1922; Keynes, 1936). As urban areas began to change from the advances of industrialism, they were met with new flows of migration from rural areas. Nowadays, a majority of the world’s population lives in urban areas (GHO, 2014). These urban areas flourished with rising populations and rising standards of living. These advances, however, were met with limitations. Along with these increases in populations, changing structures of the global economy resulted in unemployment for many individuals who relied on the city for their work and their well-being. 

For much of the 1900s many advanced nations cities were based on the manufacturing industry. This was especially true in the Northeast US. The growth of the cities and their manufacturing industries continued into the world war era. This time was particularly prosperous with suburban areas sprawling out into more rural areas. The prosperity of this era, however, met its fate with the deindustrialization of post-war era that was led by the spatial reorganization of labor across the globe (Bell, 1973; Bluestone and Harrison, 1982; Castells, 1977, 1978). 

Central to the process of deindustrialization within these US cities were two trends. First, globalization and the reordering of the spatial and temporal division of labor… 

The restructuring of time across internal boundaries is one of the greatest effects caused by globalization. Through supply chains workers from the front end registers of suburban America to the factories in the depths of Asia are set in sync with the demands of consumption.

The second trend was rising employment within service sector industries…

By the time globalization had emerged as an important concept used by media, government, and academia in the 1990s; world-systems analysis found itself positioned to be a leading paradigm on the topic. Giovanni Arrighi states, ‘world-systems analysis as a distinctive sociological paradigm emerged at least 15 years before the use of globalization as a signifier that blazed across the headlines and exploded as a subject of academic research and publication’ (Arrighi, 2005: 33). For Immanuel Wallerstein (2004), this process of globalization was nothing new; it was part of the long duree processes of the capitalist world-system that has been in motion since the 1500s. Wallerstein based his analysis on an interstate system of exchange that was separated into areas of core, semi-peripheral, and peripheral based on the nation-states relation to the global economic system. 

For Wallerstein there is no question about the role of the state as the state and the capitalist system have been intertwined in a continual process for centuries. Robinson (2011), however, argues that there are new qualitative changes since the 1970s that represent something new about globalization. The emphasis is on the changing nature of the division of labor in the production of capital across international boundaries and the emergence of transnational corporate actors. 

While Robinson (1998) is correct in his critique of these changes in the state’s relation to interstate system of capital accumulation, we should be sure that this does not result in the negation of the nation-state as an actor. The relation between a particular locale and the global system operates through a complex system of political and economic actors across multiple scales, which include both the actions of nation-states and transnational corporations. The results of globalization on national economies are seen most clearly in the restructuring of the global division of labor. Northeastern cities that once were the basis of the US manufacturing industry began to outsource labor to other areas in the US and across the globe. These formerly prosperous areas began to experience decline and were faced with the need to restructure their local economies in relation to the changing nature of the economic system.

To overcome these limitations of examinations of the nation-state, and assess the role of transnational actors, researchers have used case study based comparisons of these structural changes by focusing on urban areas. These researchers have termed such studies as ‘World Cities’ (Knox and Taylor, 1995; Friedman, 1986) and ‘Global Cities’ (Sassen, 2008). 


Sassen…



Emphasis on ‘place’ related to global processes


Urban sociology…



Logan and Molotch and ‘place’, role of local actors (growth machine)



Emphasis on locale and fieldwork



Chicago School and history of ethnographic research in cities


Reliance on and limitations of symbolic interactionism 



Addresses micro interactions but what about macrosociological issues?

The sprawl of any particular metropolitan area’s growth into the surrounding landscapes is a complex system of processes that operate on various scales. As these locales increasingly become integrated into the global economy, the marginalization of opportunity for individuals is no longer just an issue rooted within the relations of cities themselves, but within their community’s relations to the larger world-system. Understanding the expansion of one modern urban area, and the effects of its growth, will help us understand rural places and how these landscapes are transformed by global, urban processes.

Methodology

Researchers have elaborated on the issues common to fieldwork, such as gaining entry and access, interviewing, role of the researcher, field notes, and politics of researchers (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Fetterman, 2010; Emerson et al., 1995; Shefner and Gay, 2002). I have used these resources as guides, but they often do not come in handy when in the real world situations of fieldwork. In this sense, fieldwork is a learning process which the researcher should go into the field prepared with an understanding of what he/she is studying, but must be willing to adapt their understandings once confronted with actual experience.

Fieldwork can reveal how structural mechanisms are revealed in particular locales. It is important not just to have an understanding structure, but to also have an understanding of the ability of actors to shape and resist these structural determinants. Even more importantly, fieldwork can highlight the inability of actors to shape and resist structure. Often, events, such as “Save Riverview”, are overlooked in macrosociology as events that have no consequences; however, these ‘non-events’ reveal the predominance of structure over agency.

Following Gellert and Shefner (2009), I use ‘structural fieldwork’ as a “qualitative field methodology in which the researcher is self-consciously guided by considerations emerging out of macrosociological theories.” Gellert and Shefner outline two main goals for structural fieldwork. The first goal is to “challenge and extend social theory”. This study is guided by social theory emerging from literature on political economy of the world-system, comparative-historical, and urban sociology. I add to these literatures the importance of understanding locales and that these places reveal the determinants of social systems. Gellert and Shefner define places as “where systems themselves are produced, re-produced, and contested”. It is within these places that researchers find the concrete sites of our study of social systems. Further, I add to these literatures the importance of fieldwork and how fieldwork allows researchers to elaborate on the second goal of structural fieldwork: the concept of ‘power’. 

Following Lukes (2005), I elaborate on the dimensions of power and how these result in the marginalization of opportunity within political and economic structures. I seek to observe how dimensions of power operate within locales and how actors resist marginalization; as well as how these struggles often go uncontested (Gaventa, 1980). Within this case, planning operates across various scales from the local to the global as various actors (including residents, officials, and organizations) are intermeshed in a system of growth. While local residents’ voices are entertained early on in the process, participation is low and, in futures instances, often futile. Chain corporations are capable of contesting local zoning laws and local residents are redistricted by state law from taking part in the political process of rezoning. 

Often, it is emphasized by researchers to “start where you are” (Lofland et al., 2006). In this vein I determined the best option for my research would be to study what I knew. I chose South County because it is the place that I grew up; for more than a decade I had watched the old, abandoned pastures turn into subdivisions and shopping malls. Further, I knew of a specific problem that I felt had larger structural determinants. While I have eventually gone off to college, how have so many of the people I grew up with become stuck, even while the urban affluence around them grew? 

It is important to note that I had moved away. Even though from the outset I had planned to study “where I was” I would soon learn that I had returned home from college with new sets of institutional powers that separated me from people I’d known. This epiphany came while I was interviewing a friend I have known for a longtime. I arrived to interview with a notebook, tape recorder, and IRB consent form; all which at first presented no problems. However, it was in my actions of jotting notes, starting to record, and getting him to sign his consent that the situation changed. As the interview proceeded I could see him sitting way too stiff in his chair and speaking in some altered voice that was far more articulate then his usual everyday sayings. At one moment, one of his animals was rustling around in some plastic bags; I could see he wanted to get up and check it out, but instead he clung tight to his chair while paying half attention to the interview.  

This is not to say that we should not study our own locales, but that we should be aware of our own presence on the research conditions. Researchers should not be naïve enough to enter the field and believe that we are always starting in the same spot, for the purpose of fieldwork is to illuminate the structural causes of inequalities; some of which may be exerted through the researcher. These are the insights that a researcher with a certain ‘social proximity’ to their locale can understand. Bourdieu (1996) discussed this as the researcher having knowledge of the particular social and cultural histories of their research location. I have gathered this proximity over many years of living within South County.

My parents first moved to Riverview in 1993. After moving away for a few years our family moved back in 2000. I lived there till I moved away to college in 2011. Before moving away to graduate school and beginning this research, I also had a brief stint back in Riverview after I graduated college in 2013 which I stayed with one of my informant’s and worked at another friend’s family’s restaurant. I include this anecdote as gratitude for those who have helped me personally; as well as an example of the informal networks many of these individuals come to rely on in times of need. This informant, David, was the original source to many of the other participants in this study. These acquaintances are family, friends, and coworkers that David asked to participate in my research project in hopes to elaborate on their hardships related to their employment in service sector jobs. 


The individuals that make up this study are young adults in their early 20s to early 30s with majority of their employment in service sector. The have lived in South County for many years and have witnessed the changing landscape of their communities. The data on individual experiences consists of twelve semi-structured interviews that lasted approximately one hour each. Interviews were done at the homes of those interviewed. All participants were asked to sign a confidential IRB consent form and were informed that they were not obligated to continue the interviews if they did not want to.

Structure of Thesis


In the next chapter, I discuss the development of South County. This will include a brief overview of the history of each town. I will also discuss the transition of South County into an urban area, known as South Shore. I will focus on service sector led growth and the role service sector chain corporations in the communities relations. 

In Chapter Three, I will discuss the individual experiences of this community. I will give a brief overview of the biographies of the twelve individuals I interviewed. This will not provide an extended life history but a short biographical portrait of these individuals. I will then relate how the prevalence of service sector chain corporations within their local community has led to the marginalization of opportunity for these individuals.


In Chapter Four, I will conclude this thesis. I will discuss the theoretical implications of this thesis for world-systems, comparative-historical, and urban sociological literature. In particular, I will emphasize the importance of fieldwork within locales to understand systematic processes of power.

CHAPTER II 
The Case:

South County and the Marginalization of Young Adults
Introduction

South County as an ‘extended case’ (Burawoy, 1998)


Burawoy says… (something about social theory and case studies)


Fieldwork’s ability to address macrosociological theory

Importance of ‘place’, how structural processes are revealed in concrete locales

Overview of the eight unincorporated cities

In this section I will discuss the eight unincorporated cities and their transition into the county-level implemented ‘system wide area plan’ and Hillsborough’s larger 2035 plan

Hillsborough County 2035…

South Shore System Wide Area Plan…

Riverview…

Gibsonton….


-Has similar language as Riverview’s plan, almost the same script


-Show industry designation

Wiamauma…


Wiamuama Village designation…

Sun City Center…


Special designation for seniors/retirement community?

Apollo Beach…

Ruskin…


-As site of resistance to growth

Balm…

Manatee South…

What job opportunities are created through this growth?


Prevalence of service industries, especially fast food and retail…


Chain corporations….


A central shift in the base of the US economy was the rise of the service sector. The frequency of forms of precarious employment must be understood to differ in various sectors (ESOPE, 2004). The service sector is commonly associated with these forms of precarious employment. The rise of the service sector importance in the US economy emerged alongside the growing affluence of American society in the Post-War era consumption rose to new levels. Consumers, rather than producers, became the nexus of trade leading to buyer-driven commodity chains (Gereffi, 2001). The retail industry has since emerged as a significant part of the US economy (Lichtenstein, 2009). Since, the mid-60s, the retail industry has undergone dramatic changes (Bluestone et al., 1981). From local, “mom-and-pop” stores to large, multinational corporations the retail industry has led a restructuring of labor markets. These corporations utilized forms of precarious employment to gain leverage in the highly competitive environment of retail (Luce, 2012). Retailer’s and service industries pay lower wages than other employers (Andersson et al, 2003 and  Boushey et al., 2007).

Role of Service Sector Corporations


In this section I will discuss the role of service sector corporations within this transition

Young Adults and Precarious Employment

In this section I will discuss how the prevalence of service sector employment leads to the marginalization of young adults in South County

Gaining an understanding of how corporations utilize forms of precarious employment is essential. In addition, we must also understand the altering ways in which general precariousness affects different demographics. Young adults in the beginning stages of their adulthood often find employment at these firms that utilize forms of precarious employment. This raises the question of how young adults’ are altered in their trajectories because of the insecurity and uncertainty associated with precarious employment.

Young adults are expected to achieve a certain material security, yet have been cut off from the means to achieving such ends. The transition into adulthood is viewed as a temporary period of development; yet this temporariness has prolonged and the linearity has fractured (Harriet and Devadason, 2008). Young Adults experience temporary periods of stability and transition through a variety of these forms of precarious employment (Glauber, 2013). In so much that structural conditions and institutions have been altered, the norms of previous generations which were seen as means to further ends have become uncertain in achieving these same expected ends (Bradley, 2005). Young adults come to rely on various sources of security including government, family, second jobs, and/or informal means (Newman, 1999).

In America Young adults’ status, especially in the form of adulthood, is achieved through the securities provided through employment. This transition has been altered. It is a paradox; the inability to obtain status due to their inability to obtain material security through employment. Their lack of material security reinforces their status of youth and lack of status of adulthood. Their transitions out of high school and in to the sphere of the “real world” is fulfilled through ‘ambiguous employment relationships’ (International Labor Organization, 2011) at popular, chain service sector corporations, such as retailers like Wal-Mart and restaurants like Applebee’s.  I refer to these ambiguous employment relationships as forms of precarious employment. These forms of precarious employment are the various categories of employment these young adults have took part, such as part-time, low wage, low benefit, underemployed, low skill, unemployed, etc... 

Precarious employment is not just about employment, it also about the conditions of life. I build off of the literature on precarious employment to analyze the effect of precarious employment on young adults as they try to achieve material security and the status of adulthood. The term ‘precarious’, and its many alterations such as precariousness and precarity, has in the last few decades became a popular term among academics and policy makers. The term grew to popularity in Europe, in countries such as France, Spain, Italy, and, eventually, the UK, and has recently emerged in the US (Barbier, 2002). The term precarious is synonymous with insecurity, uncertainty, and instability. In particular, the term precarious employment has rose to prominence in response to the restructuring of the global economy and labor markets. Precarious employment, then, is employment that causes insecurity, uncertainty, and instability in the lives of the workers who experience its various forms. 

Employment is a central aspect of life in America, and for this reason it is essential we gain an understanding of the impacts of changing forms of work. Precarious employment has been defined in multiple ways. Father Joseph Wrezinski in a 1987 government commissioned report, Great Poverty and Socio-Economic Precariousness, defined precariousness as “the lack of one or more sources of security that allow individuals and their families to endorse their elementary responsibilities and enjoy their fundamental rights. The resulting insecurity can be more or less important and have more or less acute and irreversible consequences. It leads most of the time to significant poverty and when it affects several aspects of existence and tends to prolong itself in time and become persistent, it reduces the opportunity for someone to get their rights back and endorse responsibilities for themselves in the future” (Corrine Nativel, 2011). ESOPE defines precarious employment as “a variety of forms of employment established below the socially accepted normative standards in one or more respects which results from an unbalanced distribution towards and amongst workers of the insecurity and risks typically attached to economic life in general and to the labour market in particular” (ESOPE, 2004). Scholars who have studied precarious employment often emphasize the role of the normative model of employment that became the standard of Post-War America (Kalleberg, 2009; 2012, Vosko 2010). These scholars point towards the Post-War era, when government, business, and unions established a ‘standard of employment’ (SER). This standard was based on various agreements upon wage, time, duration, and benefits; all which provided a sense of security and certainty in workers’ lives. However, there has been a change from the normative model of America’s Post-WWII ‘tripartite’. The emergence of forms of precarious employment coincides with shifts in the US economy. 

Conclusion paragraph for this chapter…The following two chapters, Chapter three and four, focus on the effects of these conditions on the lives of twelve young adults that live in South County.

CHAPTER III
The Working Lives of Young Adults in South County
Unemployment

For those in low-wage positions it is not uncommon for them to experience transitions in to unemployment. As employment may be ‘short-lived’, individuals transition in and out of employment and unemployment. Reemployment often comes at another name-brand chain that follows similar practices as other businesses that employee low-wage labor. Individuals then have a long resume that lacks any credential for advancement at corporations that offer a fair wage.

These individuals also lack of representation and knowledge of the means that are available to them. This is evident in Chad’s experience of the process to claim unemployment. Chad states that there was supposed to be a three-way call between him, a Wal-Mart representative, and an unemployment representative. However, Wal-Mart’s representative did not show up for the call. He had spoken to the Wal-Mart representative a week beforehand to make sure that he had everything submitted and set-up. The representative told him ‘everything was good’. However, during the call between him and the unemployment representative he was told he failed to submit ‘a certain document’, and that the unemployment office would not take his case any further. He is now in limbo about what to do next. Chad seeks advice from his former co-workers on how to manage his way through the process, yet even they offer little advice on what will come next. This experience for Chad shows the neglect, or at least the lack of concern, by his former employer. It is questionable why the Wal-Mart representative failed to show up for the meeting, and even further how much effort the representative took to putting Chads application together. For now Chad remains unemployed and the stress is weighing heavily. With little other options he has come to rely on unsteady, risky informal means of income. 

In in the case of these individuals they entered and began to age in the workforce enduring a period of recession. If involuntary part-time is taken into consideration, the duration of the recession has had a great impact on the economic opportunities of those within the community. Tampa reached its peak jobs level in the 3rd quarter of 2006 and hit its low in the 1st quarter of 2010. Currently, US involuntary part-time workers ‘for economic reasons’ total around seven million people (BLS, 2014). South County’s connection to the global economy hindered its growth during this period. This highly integrated system of growth within South County thrived on the construction, real estate, and finance industries, all which receded during the 2008 recession. David lost jobs at both a sandwich shop and a pizza shop after the stores closed down. Often, this happened on a moment’s notice:

“I showed up to work and they – and he was cleaning out the shop. I called him three days beforehand to make sure he still needed me in on that day, and, uh, I show up and he’s just decided to give-in, to just throw-in the towel and give-up.”

Obviously, it must be hard to plan for a situation like this, even if David and the owner had prior concerns that the store would be shutting down. Even more than David’s loss, was the loss of the owner of the pizza shop. The owner just days prior had been sure that his store would be open; yet, he decided to ‘just throw-in the towel’. A reference to a popular phrase in boxing in which a fighter’s corner stops the fight because their fighter has taken too much of a beating and cannot, and should not, continue. The owner had therefore lost the means to maintain the shop. David, then, had to suffer the repercussion, going back in to unemployment and seeking refuge in governmental assistance.

The recession was only a temporary speed bump in terms of economic development within South County, as homes and retail have recently begun to flying up again. Corporations, such as Wal-Mart, often thrive during periods of economic downturn due to focus on low-prices for cash-short customers. As Roger states:

“I think Wal-Mart probably benefitted in the short-term on that because people were scared and they wanted to save money. So, you know, Wal-Mart is really a price leader. So, it probably helped in the short-term…I think the 2008 mini-recession or whatever you want to call it probably helped them in the long-term in terms of sales”.


Roger makes no hesitation to call the recession a ‘mini-recession’, regardless of the implications it had on the store’s wider community. As a manager, Roger knew how the recession helped him obtain his goals. He saw opportunity in the fear of those who saw the true dangers of the downturn. These were families that were ‘scared’ of the conditions, families that feared for their well-being, and most likely needed, rather than ‘wanted’, to save money. Roger notes that Wal-Mart is in the best position, as an industry ‘price leader’, to capitalize on the demand of those that are in need a bargain. 

Whereas, the recession was just a speed bump, in terms of the economic development of the community, the same can’t be said in terms of the individual experience of the downturn. It is then a question of what opportunities are now available for their advancement. As years pass the individuals become entrapped in a vicious cycle.  Certainly, this lack of mobility takes its toll on any perceived dream of advancement; this leaves little motivation for the reasoning that hard work will save them from their immiseration. The toll of this condition extends in to the lifestyle of these individuals and may persist much further than their young adult lives. Low-wage, part-time jobs are seen as a transition stage for many teenagers living in the suburban environment (Newman, 2010). Despite their status in part-time work, many of these are not teenagers, but rather young adults. These young adults hold hope that this is just the same, that ‘this is just a stage’. However, when they grow past their teen years and come to feel they are unable to progress; how do they cope with their conditions? When opportunity becomes so degraded that they are unable to launch their independent lives and they become so stigmatized by their ‘childish’ nature; what options of agency are left available for those without hope and assistance?

Opportunities

The experiences of these individuals are generalizable to more general conditions due to the restraint of opportunity that current models of growth allow. Regardless of one’s place in within the metropolitan area, these strategies leave many individuals without work that allows them to sustain. For those individuals with little education and training - and even for some of those with - the opportunities available for work follow a typical trend of low-wage and, often, part-time positions, as mobility in to other industries with better pay and more prestige is limited. David references his time at an automobile auctioneer as his only ‘good job’. This job offered full-time hours, ‘time and a half pay on the weekends’, as well as health and dental insurance.  Despite this temporary opportunity the rest of his work experience since his first job at sixteen has involved name-brand retailers and restaurants, including working for ‘Petsmart and Wal-Mart twice’. 

Retail jobs are not immediately bad jobs, nor even jobs that lack “skill” (Ehrenreich, 2011). For those higher up the chain, wages can be rewarding with six-figure bonuses. However, the experiences of many workers at Wal-Mart are not as rewarding. Heather states:

“I just – I kinda felt like I was in an abusive relationship when I was working there…It’s like I knew it made me unhappy, but I kinda felt stuck, and I was like you know what, when your unhappy and you feel this way it doesn’t matter if it’s in your relationship with your husband or with your superiors or the people that you supervise and it took me six and a half years of excuses.”

David’s experience is similar:

“It was, to a degree, uh, probably one of the worst jobs I had just ‘cause what I had to go through and endear. And, you know, just the way they treat…tend to talk to you. It’s an alienation of employees and just not even personable in any way or form, shape or form. Um, and I can’t necessarily work anymore where I feel dehumanized. Where I doubt any last one of them managers truly remember anybody that they worked with names. As if they paid attention or care.”

Heather’s quote is quite worrying; especially after she stated to me that she had been ‘sexually harassed’ before by one of her managers and went on to mentioned the sexual encounters of her co-workers with several of the other members of management. This imagery of being in ‘an abusive relationship’ presents itself as an experience that has been physical; an altercation that has caused a complete subordination of her body and mind to her ‘superiors’. This led her to feel ‘unhappy’, but ‘stuck’ and left only with years of ‘excuses’. David too felt the subordination, leaving him ‘dehumanized’. His experience shows the complete disconnect of reciprocity between him and his former employer.  It also shows the seemingly lack of necessity managers feel towards their employees. With such high turnover rates in employment at chain retailers, such as Wal-Mart, managers see these employees as only temporary; a stark contrast from Sam Walton’s famous sayings about keeping your employees happy. 

The value of an employee within corporations, such as Wal-Mart, is determined by position and experience. The summation of this value leads, therefore, to employees that are disfavored by their employers. These low-wage, and often part-time, positions are expendable and lead to high-turnover rates and have very little training. In fact, very little is given to those that fill these positions, and even less when the employee receives only part-time hours.  The differences in full-time and part-time work are most characteristic in the examination of benefits. As Roger states:

“The wages don’t really change, because that’s a base rate when you start. That’s not really based on full-time, part-time; it’s based on position. So, wages itself is based on position. You can be a part-timer, in a position, you’re gonna get the same as a full-timer is gonna get. What changes is the benefits.”


These wages are determined by the Home Office ‘based upon competitors in the local area’. Each individual employee, or ‘associate’ as they are referred to by retailers like Wal-Mart, then gets an ‘experience grade’ which gets capped at ‘three points’. The unfortunate reality is that those ‘competitors’ offer wages similar to Wal-Mart’s and just as less ‘experience’ for better opportunities. These are the conditions that organize the low-wage labor market.  Store managers are often middle men within a larger hierarchy. Human resources dictate the maximum full-time employees at ‘sixty-percent’. District also sends along a monthly budget that dictates the funds allotted each month for wages. At the end of the day the Store Manager’s greatest responsibility is towards the Profit and Loss Statement; with the top line being ‘sales’ and the bottom line being ‘profit’. Everything else in between are ‘expenses’ split in to two categories: ‘You have some that are controllable and some that are non-controllable’. 

Resources

Following a recent trend taken by other corporations in the industry, in 2011, Wal-Mart eliminated health insurance for employees working fewer than twenty-four hours per week. Starting Jan 2015, Wal-Mart will eliminate health insurance for employees working fewer than thirty hours (Business Insider, 2014). As these employees lose health coverage through their employers they are forced to look for other means. Individuals can stay on their parents insurance until age twenty-six; afterwards they come to rely on governmental and non-profit assistance, or even go without. This policy is typical of trends in the low-wage labor market. This leaves only one option for individuals in the low-wage market: to escape. However, opportunities for advancement are slight, and those jobs that are available rely on resources that are out of reach within these individuals’ current standards of living. These standards of living often entail a lifestyle much different than those of idealized suburbs. Further, in recent years, the suburban unemployed population within Southern metros has outpaced their northern counterparts by more than 10% (Brookings Institute, 2011).These individuals are renters rather than homeowners. Yet they live in a community that thrives on expensive housing, which often limits the availability of shelter. These individuals often live in small apartments wedged in between much wealthier subdivisions. It is not uncommon for these individuals to not have a steady place to stay. They sometimes stay with friends and family – whether for just a few nights or even extended stays – and use storage facilities to store their possessions.

Central to this papers focus is on the strategies those corporations, such as Wal-Mart, implement to maintain growth and decrease costs; a shift from the perceived good ol’ American paradigm of corporations providing jobs that allow individuals a lifelong career and a certain sense of stability. It may be that the well-being afforded to individuals during the mid-1900s in the US that was supported by both the government and corporations is an overly-romanticized, historical anomaly. Regardless of this conclusion about our past, what is certain in my analysis is that this current shift in strategies leaves many individuals either with a job that barely allows them to sustain or unemployed. It is common for these individuals to live paycheck-to-paycheck. For those employees that make close to minimum wage and work part-time, income is sparse. An employee can often only make ‘around $200 a week’. Sometimes they are able to get close to ‘thirty hours a week’, but typically ‘it is below twenty’. 

This minimal amount of income creates a need for second forms of income; however, non-standardized hours make it difficult to plan their own schedule. They receive their schedule on a weekly basis; often with changes in the hours, shifts, and days they are to work. Employees are also expected to be alert for any phone call received from their managers on days off; they are expected to answer and make up shifts for others who fail to show up. While employees know they can’t get fired for saying ‘no’, they live with the guilt hanging over their head knowing that it will be used against them one day. The need for another job is then hindered by their non-standardized schedule. 


Often, this is coupled with a lack of means to even get to another job. This is the case of transportation for some of these individuals. Many don’t have automobiles, yet live in areas designed to be navigated by automobiles. As David states: 

“In this town…not having one definitely hinders one’s ability to get around and do any of these things cause you have to be readily available and capable of getting there in time if they need you”. 

Options for modes of transportation are hindered by the infrastructure of South County. The basis of planning for the area has been around easily navigable, efficient roads and highways.  This leaves little other option, however, for those without access to automobiles. Walking, biking, and even, until just recently, public transportation are limited within South County. Others have automobiles, but don’t have the funds to make them legal with insurance, registration, and tag or unable to make them operate with gasoline and well-maintained parts. Those without automobiles are stigmatized by having to rely on others for rides. To continuously ask friends and family day after day for a ride becomes bothersome for both the individual and those he/she asks. As Jason states:

“You can’t rightly put too much responsibility on someone else when it’s not that relevant to them. So, with that being said it was not that easy to even favor my friends, or, uh, ask them for a ride. Whether it be just because of a confidence thing, that we men in America are not wanting to ask for help, to admit that weakness or that short-coming, if you will. And also a lot of schedule clashes and there’s just a stigma within people of this general area, perhaps more so in this general area, that they would feel immediately annoyed that someone would ask for a ride, as if they’re asking more from that person than they realize, and that its more of a situation for them that they have to ask for a ride, that it is an issue of these things they do that they would have to ask for a ride. So, many people don’t want to, they charge more gas money than you’re willing to pay, or more than you would be putting in their car.” 

Jason’s need for help is often met with ambivalence. His situation is perceived by others as his own incompetence. Certainly, there have been people willing to give him a ride, but it’s the daily need to rely on someone else that forms their criticism. His situation is also seen as an inconvenience to those he comes to rely on. For Jason, this is certainly not ‘easy’. The shaming received from others for his necessity to depend on others alters his confidence, his manliness, and his unwillingness to admit his ‘weakness’. He wants to be independent, and by no means wants to depend on others. He proudly states that he has been providing for himself since his teens, since his mom wasn’t able to. As an able-bodied male, his mother forced him to pay rent while he was at home. An incentive, he says, that was meant to be ‘motivation’ for him to move out. His progress towards his goal of independence has been hindered by his lack of resources and opportunities. 

For couples, such as Chad and Heather, having one car requires immense planning and cooperation by both. This was alleviated by both eventual working at the same retail store; however, the compromise was temporary as both eventually lost their jobs. This has left the couple with ‘no running water’; as well as a car without any gas. It is interesting how Heather reasons her current situation relative to others:

 “So, that money, that’s, uh, is so freeing to us is really what holds us hostage…because my friend, they made the mistake of buying a brand new house, having it built, getting a brand new car for her husband, and they literally have no money and are so in debt – and they wanna die. And now they’re trapped! They are trapped every day to know they have to come up with more than $3000 a month to pay all of their bills. And I would rather know I had to come up with six-hundred dollars, and, hey, maybe there’s no running water, but I’m gonna be ok. And – it just starts and escalates from there…”

Heather has no desire for luxurious lifestyle and most of the time is quite modest. Her and her husband, Chad, bought her mom a piece of property in Wimauma and she mentions that she has considered just moving there and growing her own food. It is an expression that has themes of independence at a time when she is most dependent. Rather, than seek refuge in others, she still desires to provide for herself. For Heather, her lifestyle is a relative deprivation. While others seek prosperity and happiness through ‘money’, she finds her meaning of self in ‘being nice’ to her customers and caring for an array of animals she has adopted. She ‘loves animals’. She is proud ‘mother’ of a pigmy-pig, four rats, four cats, and a couple of guinea pigs. All which free roam their one room apartment. I liked the cats, but the pig not so much; as it seemingly needed to establish dominance by charging at me numerous times during the interview. 

CHAPTER IV 
‘Happiness is interprative…’: Work, Youth, and Power
CHAPTER V 
Conclusions 
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