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A HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE ON RACIAL CAPITALISM:
AN INTERVIEW WITH JUSTENE HILL EDWARDS

Justene Hill Edwards is an Associate Professor of History at the University of Virginia. A 2022 Andrew
CGarnegie Fellow and a current Mellon New Directions Fellow, she is a specialist in African American
history and her research examines Black economic life in America. She is the author of Savings and Trust:
The Rise and Betrayal of the Freedman’s Bank (W.W. Norton, 2024). Savings and Trust explores the rise and
tragic failure of the Ireedman’s Bank and considers the ways in which the bank’s collapse has shaped
racial and economic inequality in America. Hill Edwards is also the author of Unfree Markets: The Slaves’®
Economy and the Rise of Capitalism in South Carolina (Columbia University Press, 2021). Always highlighting
the lives of enslaved and formerly enslaved people, Hill Edwards studies the relationship between eco-
nomic and political freedom for people of African descent in the United States.

Erika Brown, a Ph.D. candidate at Texas Woman’s University, spoke to Dr. Justene Hill Edwards about
racial capitalism and its history in the United States.

Erika Brown: Dr. Hill Edwards, you are a histo-  history, with a specialty in the history of Ameri-
rian by training, but you explore concepts that can slavery. I decided early on that I wanted to
place the economy and society at the forefront.  study “market women,” Black women who sold
How did you come to do this work that is in- food and other goods in public marketplaces in
terdisciplinary at its core? slaveholding cities across the Atlantic world. Af-

ter spending summer conducting archival re-
Justene Hill Edwards: My research has been  earch in Barbados and South Carolina, I decid-

motivated by trying to understand what African  ¢d (o focus on South Carolina for my doctoral

Americans thought about money. I began graduate  pesearch because of the abundance of archival
school wanting to be trained in African American  gyrces. I quickly learned that not only could I
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research and write a dissertation about market
women, but I could write a dissertation that looked
at the entire enslaved economy. I spent several
years examining local court records, slaveholder
account books, legislative petitions, and statues that
revealed to me that enslaved women and men were
almost always finding ways to make money. They
sold goods such as produce and livestock, baskets,
and even negotiated their own hires. This is what
historians call the “slaves’ economy.” I realized that
an important part of the story of the slaves’ econ-
omy in South Carolina would be to understand
how it changed and adapted over time, as slavery
evolved and expanded in South Carolina over the
course of about two centuries.

I then used the knowledge and perspective that I
gained in finishing my first book, Unfiee Markets:
The Slaves® Economy and the Rise of Capitalism in South
Carolina (Columbia University Press, 2021), and
applied it to writing my second book on the history
of the Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company. In
this book, Savings and Trust: The Rise and Betrayal of
the Freedman’s Bank (W.W. Norton, 2024), T knew
that I wanted to think more critically about the
intersections of African American history, the his-
tory of Reconstruction, and the history of Ameri-
can finance. So, in this way, I would say my work is
interdisciplinary because I am thinking about how
these disparate subfields intersect. It has been both
challenging and incredibly rewarding;

E. B.: Much of your research as a historian is at
the intersection of African American history, the
history of U.S. chattel slavery, and American capi-
talism. As you consider the origins of capitalism
and capitalist development, what role did chattel
slavery play in capitalism's proliferation in the U.S.
and around the world?

J. H. E: Slavery and capitalist development were
intertwined, deeply so. From banking and finance
to the insurance industry, the rise of these indus-
tries in the United States was tethered to the
growth and expansion of slavery. For example, en-
slavers’ and slave traders’ financial records, espe-
cially in the period between the American Revolu-
tion and the Civil War, show that they were con-
stantly thinking about the value, productivity, and
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for enslaved women, the reproductive potential
of enslaved people. Historians interested in this
question of slavery and capitalism have shown
that slaveholders were making financial bets on
the profitability of enslaved labor. And this did
not just happen in the southern states. Even in
northern states (some of which instituted gradual
emancipation laws in the 1780s and 1790s), own-
ers of textile factories relied on slave-produced
cotton from the slaveholding South as their pri-
mary commodity. So, slavery touched many in-
dustries that helped to fuel American economic
growth in the nineteenth century.

E. B.: Economic sociology concerns itself with
making legible how society and the economy
function in collaboration. How can we use histo-
ry as a way to help us make sense of the connec-
tion of society and the economy?

J. H. E.: That’s a great question! I think that
economic sociology as a field could benefit from
using historical methods to think about modern
economic behavior. In my book on the Freed-
man’s Bank, for example, I discuss the misalign-
ment between what recently-emancipated
African Americans wanted, in terms of their en-
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gagement with the bank, and how white bank
administrators hoped Black depositors would use
the bank. Black depositors wanted a safe place to
keep their money. Once they had enough to buy
what they wanted, which was land, they would
withdraw the money in their accounts. Alterna-
tively, bank administrators, most of whom were
white northerners who had not experienced life
in the slaveholding South, wanted Black deposi-
tors to keep their money in bank accounts for as
long as possible, to help their investments in gov-
ernment bonds yield dividend payments. This
misalignment of priorities shaped how African
Americans behaved as banking customers.

E. B.: In your new book, Savings and Trust: The
Rise and Betrayal of the Freedman’s Bank, you seek to
make a connection between the failure of the
Freedman's Bank as a cause of the disenfran-
chisement of Black Americans from the U.S. fi-
nancial system and phenomena such as the racial
wealth gap. How did issues of the 19th century
set the stage for financial problems Black Ameri-
cans face today?

J. H. E.: In the book, I not only discuss the
bank’s founding in 1865 and failure in 1874, but
I also connect the bank’s failure to issues that
African Americans face with financial inclusion
today. One of the ideas that I address in the book
is the issue of trust. When African Americans
emerged from slavery during the Civil War, they
brought with them concrete ideas about how to
save money to buy what they wanted and need-
ed. During the period of Reconstruction, what
historians call the era after the Civil War, African
Americans desired a safe and trustworthy place
to put their money. The Freedman’s Bank ful-
filled this goal.

Congress chartered the Freedman’s Bank on
March 3, 1865. The bank’s mission was simple.
It was supposed to “receive on deposit such sums
of money...on behalf of persons heretofore held
in slavery in the United States, or their descen-
dants.” White abolitionists, ministers, business-
men, and philanthropists from the North count-
ed among the bank’s first supporters. These men
supported the Union cause, including abolition.
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The Freedman’s Bank had a benevolent mission, to
help African Americans by protecting the money
that they were earning in simple savings accounts.
In its first five years, the bank’s over 70,000 majori-
ty Black customers deposited over $12.6 million
($303 muillion today) into 34 branches across South
and mid-Atlantic.

But the bank’s mission quickly shifted from benev-
olence to profitmaking. On May 6, 1870, after
members of the bank’s predominantly white board
of trustees spent two years lobbying senators and
congressmen for their support, Congress approved
an amendment to the bank’s structure. The
amendment allowed the bank’s administrators to
make loans. This was the beginning of the end of
the Freedman’s Bank.

The bank’s white administrators and trustees im-
mediately started making sizable loans to them-
selves and their business partners. By January
1873, the bank was bankrupt. The bank’s finance
committee had made about $3.5 million in loans to
white borrowers, of which $900,000 was due but
borrowers had not repaid. On March 14, 1874,
Frederick Douglass accepted the position as the
bank’s president. Within days, he realized that the
bank was insolvent. On July 1, 1874, the bank
ceased operations and shut its doors. The remain-
ing 61,144 depositors lost access to the over $2.9
million they had in their accounts. The 1,797 bor-
rowers who had outstanding loans failed to repay
the $3.5 million they owned to the bank—and to
its depositors. Of the borrowers, 95% were white.
Meanwhile, white Americans comprised only 10%
of the bank’s depositors. The Black account hold-
ers and their descendants spent the next over 70
years appealing to federal officials, even U.S. presi-
dents, for recompense. African Americans lost trust
in the financial services industry to provide them
with access to safe financial services. For this rea-
son, and many more, they remained outside of the
traditional financial services industry as customers
into the late-twentieth and early-twenty first cen-
turies.

E. B.: Within economic sociology there are con-
versations related to the financial inclusion of
Black Americans in the banking industry and other



ASA SECTION NEWSLETTER

parts of the economy. Historically, how has the
U.S. government failed to support Black financial
inclusion or directly foiled efforts by Black Amer-
icans to gain economic independence?

J. H. E.: After the Freedman’s Bank failed,
African Americans turned inward, creating their
own banks and even their own informal financial
networks. The most prominent examples are in
Richmond, Tulsa, Durham, and Rosewood. But
without federal authorities protecting the interests
of African Americans, these communities were
eliminated by racial violence (Tulsa and Rose-
wood), economic downturns such as the Great
Depression, and policies such as redlining. All of
these issues led to an erosion of trust between
African Americans and the financial services in-
dustry. Neither the federal government nor the
financial services industry have made inclusion
and a restoration of trust with African Americans
a priority.

And with the Freedman’s Bank, Black depositors
were trusting the bank with their money and their
trust relied on their ability to access the bank’s
services. But once the bank failed, and the re-
maining Black depositors could not withdraw
their money, they lost the trust that they once had
in the bank—and in traditional white-owned
banks. In 1909, Booker T. Washington wrote,
“When they found that they had lost, or been
swindled out of all their little savings, they lost
faith in savings banks, and it was a long time after
this before it was possible to mention a savings
bank for Negroes without some reference being
made to the disaster of the Ireedman’s Bank.”
Washington acknowledged that even into the ear-
ly twentieth century, African Americans contin-
ued to mistrust banks.

E. B.: While there are economic reasons that
prevent some Black Americans from participating
successfully in the financial system, what do you
consider the social reasons, emanating from U.S.
history, that prevent this participation on the part
of Black Americans?

J. H. E.: I go back to the issue of trust—and the
lack of trust between African Americans and the
mainstream financial services industry. African
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Americans may believe that it is safer to put money
in safe places, in locations where they can easily
access their funds. So, should they put money in
banks or put money in an old coffee can or under-
neath a mattress? These are concerns that the Sec-
retary of the Treasury under President Biden,
Janet Yellen, attempted to address in her final
months in the post.

On October 29, 2024, Secretary Yellen announced
a groundbreaking initiative aimed at addressing
issues that have plagued historically marginalized
communities for generations: financial inclusion
and lack of trust. The “National Strategy for Fi-
nancial Inclusion in the United States” sought to
unite federal authorities, the financial services in-
dustry, community groups, and nonprofit organiza-
tions to improve the financial well-being of com-
munities that the banking industry has historically
ignored and often exploited. At its core, the “Na-
tional Strategy for Financial Inclusion in the Unit-
ed States” is an ambitious plan aimed at bringing
more Americans into the financial mainstream and
tackling wealth inequality—especially African
Americans.

The plan represented the latest attempt to confront
the systemic hurdles that Americans, especially
African Americans, face in accessing safe and reli-
able financial services. The relationship between
consumers having access to financial services and
their abilities to build wealth are clear. A 2021
study from the FDIC has shown that African
American families are more likely than white fami-
lies to be unbanked, meaning that they do not have
a checking or savings account with a traditional
bank. In 2021, 11.3% of Black households were
unbanked, compared to 2.1% of white households.
And according to the US Census Bureau, the
homeownership rate for Black houscholds was
44, while the rate for white housecholds was 74%
for the third quarter of 2024. The data are star-
tling. They point to the need for the Treasury’s
immediate intervention on behalf of unbanked
and underbanked Americans—especially African
American communities. But with the election of
Donald Trump to a second presidential term, the
Treasury’s plans will probably never come to
fruition.=
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STATE POLITICS OF CORPORATE DOWNSIZING:
AN INTERVIEW WITH JIWOOK JUNG

Jiwook Jung is an Associate Professor at the School of Labor and Employment Relations at the Universi-
ty of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He is an economic and organizational sociologist interested in cor-
porate governance, employment relations, and financial markets. His research has been published in
journals such as the American Journal of Sociology, American Sociological Review, Social Forces, Administrative Sci-
ence Quarterly, and Socio-Economic Review. His current projects examine shareholder activism and human
capital disclosure of high-tech firms (with Suyeon Kang at UIUC) and the impact of financialization on
non-financial firms’ productive investment after the 2008 global financial crisis (with Chien-Hao Chen at

UIUC).

Zhen Wang, a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Toronto, spoke to Dr. Jung about the relationship
between corporate behaviors and state politics and how power resources of labor vary by region and by

states’ governing parties

Zhen Wang: Your recent co-authored article in
Socio-Economic Review, “Power Resources of Labor
and the State Politics of Downsizing,” argues that
corporate decisions, such as downsizing, are influ-
enced by the political environment of states. Par-
ticularly, you found that Democratic control of
state government and state-level union member-
ship limit firms’ ability to implement drastic job
cuts within the state. In contrast, labor’s power re-
sources in right-to-work states and the American
South are limited. What motivated this project,
and what prompted you to do an organizational
study emphasizing political embeddedness?

Jiwook Jung: The project started as an extension
of my earlier paper “T'hrough the Contested Ter-
rain: Implementation of Downsizing Announce-
ments by Large U.S. Firms, 1984 to 2005,” pub-
lished in American Sociological Review in 2016. Since
my graduate study at Harvard, the political em-
beddedness of corporate decisions has been my
primary theoretical interest. Hence, in the above-
mentioned paper, I explored the firm-level political
dynamics among competing stakeholders, includ-
ing investors, workers, and top managers. After
seeing the significant influences these groups exert
over the implementation of downsizing, I began to
wonder whether the broader political environment
beyond the boundaries of firms could also affect
firm-level decisions. Again, downsizing was a rele-

vant topic, given employment issues’ political and
economic importance.

From the beginning of the project, I focused on
state-level politics. Two sources informed my de-
cision. One was the literature on social move-
ments and public policy. While working on my
dissertation project, I extensively read studies in
the literature and noticed that they often utilized
variation in political environments across U.S.
states. I thought I could also utilize a similar ana-
lytical approach because I had data on estab-
lishment-level employment size for the firms in
my sample.

Another source was the comparative institutions
literature, which gave me a theoretical lens to
build my theory of how external political factors
shape firm-level decisions on downsizing imple-
mentation. Originally developed to explain the
rise of welfare states in Western Europe, prior
research in the tradition explored country-level
political factors, such as left-wing parties in gov-
ernment and organized labor. Yet, more recent
studies have begun to apply its insight to explain
within-country variation in outcomes such as
economic inequality and poverty. In this respect,
I was immensely inspired by David Brady and his
colleagues’ study, “When Unionization Disap-
pears: State-Level Unionization and Working
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Poverty in the United States,” published in ASR in
2013. I saw the paper while mulling over my
project on state-level downsizing implementation.
Immediately, I realized I had a paper to write.

Still, the real breakthrough came with my collabo-
ration with Tom VanHeuvelen, my former col-
league at UIUC, now an Associate Professor in the
Department of Sociology at the University of
Minnesota. I suggested we work on the project to-
gether after reading an ecarly draft of his paper,
“The Right to Work, Power Resources, and Eco-
nomic Inequality, published in the American Journal
of Socwology in 2020. He introduced me to the ex-
tensive literature about the relationship between
politics and economic inequality. I am particularly
indebted to him for the section about right-to-work
laws. Without his input, I doubt I could complete
this project.

Z. W.: What are the most surprising findings in
your study on the relationships between corporate
behavior and state and local politics?

J. J.: In fact, I was quite surprised when I first saw
a significant relationship between state-level politics
and the magnitude of downsizing, especially the
finding that Democratic party control of state gov-
ernment and legislature limits firms’ ability to im-
plement drastic job cuts. Although I predicted so in
the paper, I was unsure about it when I first started
the project. One comment I often heard was that
there might be little the government can do about
firms’ downsizing decisions, given that the long-
held legal principle of employment-at-will allows
employers to fire employees for almost any reason.
Some even suggested that there might not be
enough differences between Democratic-controlled
and Republican-controlled state governments, giv-
en the centrist tendencies of the Democratic Party
(e.g., the Clinton Administration) during the 1980s
and the 1990s. Therefore, the significant role of
Democratic Party control at the state level sur-
prised some of my colleagues, who were initially
skeptical.

For the same reason, Tom and I tried to subject the
relationship to stringent tests to ensure the robust-
ness of our findings. We included an extensive list
of state-level controls and adopted state-by-firm
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fixed effects analysis. Still, I must admit that the
precise mechanisms underlying the relationship
remain underexplored. Using more detailed in-
formation about state-level political processes
and policies, I hope future research may identify
mechanisms through which state-level politics
shapes corporate decisions. I am particularly in-
terested in the role of right-leaning policy advo-
cacy groups, such as the American Legislative
Exchange Council (ALEC), in recent years.
Their promotion of policy proposals and state-
level adoption of those proposals can enhance
our understanding of the political embeddedness
of corporate decisions.

Z. W.: You identified three patterns in your re-
search: (1) In states with Right-to-Work (RTW)
laws or in the American South, labor’s power
resources were largely ineffective in moderating
downsizing. (2) In non-RTW states and regions
outside the South, labor-friendly political factors
significantly constrained firms’ ability to imple-
ment drastic downsizing. (3) Firms tend to in-
crease employment in pro-business regions like
RTW states and the South, potentially reducing
long-term employment opportunities in labor-
friendly states. Do you think these relationships
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persist under the larger changing macroeconomic
and political contexts, such as growing distaste for
globalization and protectionist policies?

J. J.: This i1s a great question, and I remain keen
on revisiting the issues Tom and I raised in the SER
paper with more recent, updated data. Many cru-
cial political, economic, and social transformations
have happened and are happening right now since
the end of our study period, including the global
financial crisis of 2008, the rise of China and other
emerging economies, the election of Trump, the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Black Lives Matter
movement, inflation, and eventually, Trump’s re-
election after the four years under the Biden Ad-
ministration. The political contestation around
governments’ and firms’ responses to those events
and crises is revealing, to say the least.

Given that, I would predict the relationships you
mentioned to persist in the near future. One reason
1s the persisting polarization of American politics,
as shown by the recent election outcomes. As a
result, there could be even more political mobiliza-
tion on both sides, pushing firms to adjust their
practices and policies to the constantly shifting po-
litical environments. The recent adoption of right-
to-work laws by Midwestern states, such as Indiana
in 2012 and Wisconsin in 2015, is a case in point.
It remains to be seen whether the state-level politi-
cal mobilization that has pushed for such changes
will continue or reverse its course in the long run.
Either way, the heightened political uncertainty
will further illustrate the political embeddedness of
corporate decisions.

Z. W.: Do you think the patterns you identified in
the research are unique to the U.S., or do you pre-
dict similar outcomes for other advanced
economies? Why or why not?

J. J.: T would predict similar outcomes in other
advanced economies. The comparative institutions
literature was first developed to explain the rise
(and their decline in recent decades) of welfare
states in Western Europe. The same political forces
that promoted the welfare state can limit the politi-
cal influence of business owners and managers,
thereby constraining their decision-making auton-
omy. Still, it is also highly likely that the relation-
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ship between labor’s power resources and firms’
decision-making autonomy may vary across
countries, with stronger associations in certain
countries and weaker ones in others. Particularly
interesting is the rise of ultra-right politics across
Europe, which could weaken labor’s power and,
therefore, its influence over corporate decisions.

A related, important question is whether the pat-
terns I found in the U.S. will be observed in de-
veloping or under-developed countries. I am
originally from South Korea, where the relation-
ships between politics and business have dynami-
cally evolved. Also, during my previous job in
Singapore, I closely followed political issues in
the region and their implications for corporate
decisions. Because of all these personal experi-
ences, I am keenly interested in the relationships
between politics and business in emerging
economies. More research about those countries
will enhance our understanding of the political
embeddedness of firms and may reveal diverse
mechanisms through which politics shapes cor-
porate decisions.®
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THE SHIFT PROJECT:
AN INTERVIEW WITH DANIEL SCHNEIDER

Daniel Schneider 1s the Malcolm Wiener Professor of Social Policy at the Harvard Kennedy School and
a Professor of Sociology in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at Harvard University. He earned his Ph.D.
in Sociology and Social Policy from Princeton University. His research focuses on social demography,
inequality, and the family, covering class inequality in parenting, economic resources and family forma-
tion, and household financial fragility. As Co-Director of The Shift Project, his work examines how un-
stable and unpredictable work schedules impact economic security and the health and wellbeing of

workers and their families.

Jessica Urzta, a Ph.D. student in Sociology and Social Policy at Harvard University, interviewed Dr.

Schneider about The Shift Project.

Jessica Urzua: Thank you for taking the time to
share about your work with The Shift Project for
this Winter issue of Accounts. First, could you intro-
duce The Shift Project and share what inspired you
to create it? What gaps in research or policy does it
aim to address?

Daniel Schneider: As social scientists, we know
an awful lot about American workers. As re-
searchers, we are really fortunate to be able to turn
world-class surveys like the GPS, the NLSY, and
the PSID, not to mention administrative data like
the LEHD. Before we started the Shift Project, my
co-author, Kristen Harknett (UCSF), and I general-
ly did just that in our work! But, following a few
years of working on the effects of the Great Reces-
sion, and in particular trying to unpack the effects
of economic uncertainty on households, we be-
came interested in a novel source of uncertainty —
work schedule unpredictability and instability —
and found that our old-stand-by datasets didn’t
actually capture this aspect of work. The Shift
Project really arose from that lacuna and from the
revelation — and I'll freely admit that it really was a
revelation to me and Kristen who were tried-and-
true secondary data users — that we could fill in
those missing gaps by collecting our own survey
data on things like how much advance notice
workers got of their schedules or if they experi-
enced last minute timing changes or the degree of
work hour volatility that they experienced. From

some fairly small-scale surveys in 2016, we ended
up growing the project to survey over 200,000
hourly workers employed at about 200 of the
largest firms in the service sector over 17 waves
of repeated cross-sectional surveys between 2017
and 2024. These data are collected using a novel
non-probability online design that lets us nest
workers within firms and collect these measures
of scheduling alongside other rich measures of
job quality, economic security, health and wellbe-
ing, and family process at a scalable cost. We’ve
aimed to use these data to describe the contours
of precarious working conditions and the conse-
quences for workers and their families. We also
use these data to reveal what is happening inside
of large firms, like Target, McDonalds, Kroger,
and others, and to both inform policymakers
about the problems that workers face and evalu-
ate the effectiveness of labor standards that are
put in place.

J. U.: The Shift Project uses large-scale surveys
and innovative data collection methods to collect
matched employer-employee data. What chal-
lenges and breakthroughs did you experience in
designing and implementing this methodological
approach?

D. S.: Our first challenge was really in figuring
out how we were going to effectively survey the
population of hourly workers in the service sec-


https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/
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tor. Given our goal of building an employer-em-
ployee linked sample, we quickly found that there
really weren’t sampling frames out there. We tried
panel vendors. We tried striking company partner-
ships. And, ultimately, we came to see that Face-
book (Meta) provided a kind of quasi-sampling
frame through its advertising platform where we
could identify workers at these large service sector
firms and then also use the platform to try to re-
cruit them to surveys with paid advertisements. A
key value of the data is that it provides for an em-
ployer-employee linked sample and so the ability to
look inside the “black box” of employer practices
by aggregating employee experiences. A challenge
we’ve faced there though is that worker experiences
sometimes depart from announced company policy.
Are those moments of divergence an accountability
opportunity for firms or could they be chalked up
to measurement error? Through some careful work
with survey weighting, benchmarking, and tests of
unobserved bias in the data, we are pretty confident
that we've identified moments both where firms
announced changes to practices, such as Olive
Garden introducing paid sick leave for their work-
ers, that were enacted, as well as moments where
firm announcements ran well ahead of firm prac-

tices, such as Walmart shifting to more stable and
predictable scheduling back in 2016.

J. U.: What are the most striking or unexpected
findings that have emerged from The Shift Project
data to date, and how do they shape our under-
standing of workplace practices and worker wellbe-
ing?

D. S.: Let me come at that question in two ways.
The first is to make the case that evidence can ad-
vance our understanding of social phenomena and
inform policy even when it is not surprising. One of
our core findings is that exposure to unstable and
unpredictable schedules is widespread. Nearly two-
thirds of workers at these firms get less than two
weeks’ advance notice of their schedules, a similar
share experience last minute time changes, and
work hour volatility alongside insufficiency is com-
mon. We also find that exposure to such unstable
and unpredictable scheduling is very strongly and
consistently associated with economic insecurity,
diminished health and wellbeing, and family stress.
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That doesn’t exactly come as a surprise to most
work-family scholars and it certainly wasn’t a
surprise to workers, to advocates, or to many
elected officials. But, these findings were among
the first that empirically tested theory and scaled-
up from workers’ lived experiences and there was
value in that.

The second way I'd respond is to admit that
there have been some surprises! For instance, we
often take wages to be the measure of job quality
and much of our work is oriented around broad-
ening the measure to consider other aspects of
working conditions, like scheduling. But, one
thing we’ve been surprised by is that when we
put hourly wages against unstable scheduling
practices head-to-head, we see the largest gaps in
worker wellbeing between workers with more
stable schedules vs. more unstable schedules
rather than between workers who are making,
say, $9/hr and $15/hr. That’s not to say that in-
come doesn’t matter, but just that within the
range of earnings in the sector and the range of
schedule stability, moving schedules seems to
matter more.

I'll give you another example. In many ways,
precarity in the service sector seems overdeter-
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mined. Between deregulation, de-unionization,
and financialization (not to mention globaliza-
tion!), it seems almost inevitable that every hourly
job 1in restaurants and fast-food places and retail
stores is precarious and that market pressures
have sparked a real race-to-the-bottom. But, us-
ing the employer-employee linked structure of
the data, we find significant variation between
firms in wages, schedules, and other aspects of
job quality. For instance, mean hourly pay at
Costco 1s $24 against §13 at Dollar General. Just
6% of workers report a last minute shift cancella-
tion at In-N-Out Burger against 17% at Five
Guys.

J- U.: You mentioned that your research exam-
ines how unstable work schedules ripple out to
affect families and communities. Can you elabo-
rate on these broader impacts and their implica-
tions for social inequality?

D. S.: Unstable and unpredictable schedules
pose real challenges and impose significant costs
on workers, their families, and their broader so-
cial networks. Workers who do not really know
when they will be told to work or how much they
will work live with a kind of predictable unpre-
dictability that is stressful and a source of chaos
in their lives. We find that compared to workers
with similar hourly wages and household in-
comes, working the same kind of service sector
jobs, those who are exposed to limited advance
notice, last minute timing changes, volatile hours,
and other “just-in-time” practices report signifi-
cantly worse sleep quality and more psychological
distress. Parents with such schedules have higher
levels of parenting stress and more work-life con-
flict and these aspects of family process spill over
to affect their kids, who have less regular sleep
routines and more internalizing and externalizing
problems. Firms appear to use these practices to
save on labor costs, aligning staffing precisely
with customer demand, but those firm savings are
paid for by externalizing costs to workers, their
kids, as well as their communities, as neighbors,
friends, and family are called on for last minute
childcare or social support.

J. U.: The Shift Project has completed rigorous
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evaluations of secure scheduling laws in Seattle,
New York City, and Oregon. What have you
learned about the effectiveness of these laws, and
do they point to best practices for other cities and
states considering similar legislation?

D. S.: Just as labor standards have been passed in
localities and states to set minimum wages, require
paid sick leave, and mandate paid break time, so
too have labor standards been advanced to regu-
late unstable and unpredictable scheduling prac-
tices. These laws, first enacted in San Francisco,
and since in Seattle, New York City, Chicago, Phil-
adelphia, Los Angeles, and Oregon (as well as
some smaller cities), require large service-sector
employers to provide workers with two-weeks no-
tice of their schedules and to pay “predictability
pay” when schedules are changed at the last
minute. In many ways, these laws are modest in
their ambition. They don’t outlaw last-minute tim-
ing changes or ban shift cancellation. They just
require some compensation and perhaps discour-
agement. That said, some of these same provisions
make the laws fairly complex and so make the al-
ready difficult job of labor standards enforcement
perhaps even more challenging. It’s been an open
question, then, what effect these laws have had on
work schedule stability. Our evaluation of Seattle’s
Secure Scheduling Ordinance found that the law
did significantly increase the share of workers get-
ting two weeks’ notice of their schedules and some
recent work-in-progress that looks across six such
laws finds similar results. While other regulated
practices change a bit, it does seem like two-weeks’
notice is the place where the needle moves the
most, perhaps indicating that it is both legible to
employers and workers and actionable.

J. U.: Turning to employer compliance, a recent
report by The Shift Project on labor standards vio-
lations in the California service sector highlights a
“complaint gap.” What factors contribute most to
this gap? Are certain types of firms more likely to
violate labor standards? What policies or strategies
could address employer non-compliance, and what
role might worker advocacy play?

D. S.: Our work has evolved from describing the
challenges and consequences of exposure to pre-
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carious work — including unstable schedules and
limited paid sick leave — to trying to estimate the
effects of labor standards on job quality. In some
ways then it is a natural progression that we’ve
turned to looking at the problems of compliance
with such labor standards. To address that topic, as
we often do, we solicited advice from other scholars
and practitioners to design a new survey module,
this one focused on collecting workers’ direct re-
ports of potential labor standards violations, like
not being paid for overtime, being told to keep
working after clocking out, or not receiving paid
sick leave even when mandated. We also asked
workers what they did in response to those kinds of
events — did they report or complain? If so, what
happened? If not, why not? We’ve taken a close
look at this data for a sample of workers in Cali-
fornia, which has some of the most progressive la-
bor standards in the country, covering wages, paid
sick leave, as well paid breaks. We find that serious
Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) violations, paid
sick violations, and paid break time violations are
common, but that workers rarely come forward
with complaints. When they do, it is most com-
monly to report the violation to their manager or to
HR, and reporting to an external body, like a labor
center or local, state, or federal government is ex-
ceedingly rare. This “complaint gap,” points to the
limits of complaint-based enforcement and really
adds to the urgency for finding new methods of
strategic enforcement that officials can use to
proactively identify the sites of labor standards vio-
lations.

J. U.: What’s next for The Shift Project? Are there
new dimensions of inequality or labor market dy-
namics you plan to explore? How do you see The
Shift Project informing public policy and research
in the years ahead?

D. S.: Just as working conditions vary pretty signif-
icantly between the firms we observe in our data, so
too do their organizational and financial arrange-
ments. For instance, where basically 99% of
Dunkin Donuts stores are franchised, Starbucks is
essentially 100% company-owned. This kind of
fissured employment relationship has been theo-
rized to be really important for shaping things like
wages, schedules, benefits, and even labor stan-
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dards compliance. Other work argues that the
pressures of shareholder value orientations, per-
haps most acutely under private equity owner-
ship, may similarly lead to cost cutting and disin-
vestment in workers that takes form in more pre-
carious working conditions. We’re working to
merge the individual-level employer-employee
linked survey data from Shift on job quality with
establishment- and company-level measures of
franchising and ownership structure that we’re
scraping from Franchise Disclosure Documents
and culling from corporate databases. I'm excited
for that kind of linked work for questions about
firm structure and job outcomes as well as for
work that can inform regulatory efforts. =
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ORGANIZATIONS AND THE LABOR MARKET:
AN INTERVIEW WITH LAURA ADLER

Laura Adler is an Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior and Sociology (by courtesy) at the Yale
School of Management. Her research examines topics at the intersection of organizations, economic
sociology, and culture with a focus on the future of work. Her recent projects explore how anti-discrimi-
nation law has shaped organizational pay practices. Other research examines the world of work from
the perspectives of workers, employers, and regulatory authorities. She is particularly interested in mixed
methods design, often using fieldwork to develop novel hypotheses and testing these using experiments,

surveys, and archival data.

Allison Wigen, a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Sociology at Boston University, interviewed Dr.
Adler about jobs, organizations, and labor market dynamics.

Allison Wigen: Thank you for taking the time
to share about your work for this issue of Accounts.
Before we zoom in on your research, I am curious
about how you position your work broadly, and as
an economic sociologist. Your research is located
at the intersection of organizations, economic
sociology, and culture. How did you come to
work at this intersection?

Laura Adler: I am interested in the interface
between organizations and the labor market—
questions like how workers find jobs, how organi-
zations select workers, and how both parties draw
on ideas about the market in the process of nego-
tiating pay. These questions come down to two
fundamental concepts in economic sociology—
valuation and evaluation, or the culturally-in-
formed processes we use to assess, select, and de-
termine the value of people and things. So 1
would say I work at this intersection because
these three literatures are all essential to under-
standing how organizations interact with the
broader labor market.

At the same time, I also set out to identify re-
search questions that will allow me to work within
these theoretical traditions. Because most of my
work is inductive, this means finding puzzling
phenomena in the world that are clearly an-
chored to organizations, markets, and cultural
beliefs about value, although it typically isn’t clear
precisely what theoretical ramifications the stud-

1es will have.

A. W.: How has your research focus evolved over
your career? Are there recurring themes or ques-
tions that have consistently driven your work?

L. A.: I have long been motivated to understand
two different phenomena: the challenges of the job
search in today’s labor market and the endurance
of gender inequality in an ostensibly egalitarian
society. I would say the most significant shift in my
approach to understanding these questions has
been in terms of the unit of analysis. I started in
graduate school focusing on job-seekers, including
research on how people evaluate their job options
and how they justify their job search behaviors.
Over time, I began to adopt a more organizational
lens, which allowed me to engage with organiza-
tional theories that I found inspiring. Most recently,
I have started to think about the role of the family,
and specifically the gendered division of labor at
home, in shaping organizational inequality.

A. W.: Let’s talk about your 2021 Work and Occupa-
tions article, “Choosing Bad Jobs: The Use of Non-
standard Work as a Commitment Device.” Your
article introduces the idea that bad jobs serve as
“commitment devices” for nonstandard workers—
in your case, aspiring artists. Can you elaborate on
how commitment devices challenge traditional
economic theories of job selection?
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L. A.: In the literature on labor markets, there’s a
strong assumption that workers will choose the best
jobs available to them, measured as some combina-
tion of extrinsic rewards (pay, benefits, social status)
and intrinsic rewards (meaning, interest, satisfac-
tion). Left out of this picture is the broader land-
scape in which jobs are evaluated by workers. For
instance, we can think about a broader social con-
text, in which workers are aware of how jobs look
to others—an insight that sociologists have pointed
to in thinking about whether jobs fit with one’s
identity.

But we can also think about a broader temporal con-
text, in which workers are conscious of how one
job will change who they are and shape their future
preferences. Artists face a difficult road—there are
few opportunities for success and lots of self-doubt
(much like graduate school!). In interviews, they
emphasized a concern that they might lose their
drive to pursue this highly valued but very chal-
lenging path. So, this finding emerged inductively.
While I was motivated by a sense that the eco-
nomic literature didn’t explain the full picture, I
arrived at the insight about commitment devices
through the process of data collection and analy-
Sis.

A. W.: Your study focuses on nonstandard work-
ers within cultural industries and creative fields.
How might the concept of using bad jobs for
commitment devices apply to other industries or
occupations?

L. A.: I think this larger temporal landscape in
which we make job decisions applies to anyone,
but depending on the type of job, career identity,
and social position of the worker, the particular
issues will be different. So, there are important
scope conditions regarding the issue of maintain-
ing commitment. Specifically, I think this process
will be relevant in occupations that have the fea-
tures of a “calling” and where opportunities are
scarce such that the chances of being lured away
—by more money, stability, or recognition—are
significant. One can think about this in acade-
mia: facing a difficult labor market and with op-
portunities for lucrative industry jobs, Ph.D. can-
didates often face the option of taking a non-
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academic job. But, there are concerns about how
this will affect their later ability to pursue academic
work, both because of how others view them and
because a higher paying job may erode a commit-
ment to academic goals.

A. W.: In another recent project, coauthored with
Elena Ayala-Hurtado, forthcoming at Administrative
Science Quarterly, you examine how job-seekers navi-
gate the tension between leveraging social connec-
tions to access jobs and meritocratic ideals that
view the use of social ties as nepotism. How do you
see this conflict shaping contemporary labor mar-
ket dynamics?

L. A.: It’s been great to work on this project with
Elena and we’re so excited that it’s coming out at
ASQ, This paper identifies an overlooked tension at
the heart of the process of professional network-
ing: on the one hand, a social capital logic suggests
that we should use our ties to gain an advantage in
the job search while, on the other, a meritocratic
logic says we should earn our own positions with-
out the benefit of uncarned advantages. We see
this conflict as pervasive in the contemporary labor

13



ASA SECTION NEWSLETTER

market. Job-seekers feel concerned about
whether using their connections is legitimate, but
they feel compelled to do so anyway. Using in-
credible data that Elena collected with Spanish
college graduates, we theorize how people make
sense of using connections despite their merito-
cratic reservations.

A. W.: In your findings, you advance the concept
of “situational alignment,” a process of justifica-
tion that reconciles these competing cultural
scripts by aligning factors such as the job-seeker,
the job, and the type of help. Could you elabo-
rate on how this “situational alignment” refines
our understanding of the tension between social
capital and meritocracy?

L. A.: We theorize a process justification that
builds on sociological theories from Scott and
Lyman, Zelizer, and Boltanski and Thevenot to
suggest that justification is possible when people
perceive an alignment of the facets of the situa-
tion—in our case, the job-seeker, the job, and the
type of help that connections provide—in ways
that conform to both of the competing logics.
When these are not aligned, the situation is un-
justifiable. While scholars have explored the
problem of justification, fewer have developed
frameworks that explain the boundary between
what is justifiable and what is unjustifiable. One
important exception is Zelizer’s theory of rela-
tional matching, and we expand on this in our
paper to incorporate other components of the
situation, beyond the behavior and the social re-
lation, including the characteristics of actors and
their goals or objectives.

A. W.: In another recent project, you explore
how the interaction between organizations and
pay equity laws has shaped employers’ pay-set-
ting practices. Can you elaborate on how debates
over legal liability in pay discrimination influ-
enced organizational pay practices? How did the
law lead organizations to forego job evaluations
as their dominant pay setting practice, in favor of
a market-based approach? And how did you ar-
rive at the law as an alternative pathway to mar-
ketization?

L. A.: For the last few years, I've been looking at
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how organizations set pay for their workers and
why. What kind of beliefs about value underpin
pervasive practices like paying people very different
salaries to do the same job? One thing I learned in
my fieldwork 1s that employers today are very mar-
ket-oriented: they pay based on what other com-
panies pay, both at the level of the job and for this
specific person, with salary history interpreted as
an individual’s “market price.” But this wasn’t al-
ways the case. In a prior era, employers would rig-
orously evaluate the job and measure its impor-
tance to productivity, so that pay was distributed
across jobs based on relative worth (rather than
market value) and people within jobs were paid the
same amount, privileging internal equity (rather
than market competitiveness). I became curious
about what happened to move employers in this
direction.

I went into my analysis with three hypotheses:
marketization could be driven by increased compe-
tition, decreased union power, or changing tech-
nology. To my surprise, I found that an entirely
different set of events triggered the transition—
namely, debates over the legal definition of pay
equity in the 1970s and 1980s, which threatened to
hold employers accountable for pay inequality be-
tween jobs (rather than just within jobs, as required
by the Equal Pay Act). As I show in a paper in Mo-
bilizations, the courts determined that pay inequali-
ty was legitimate if it emerged from market dy-
namics. The new paper traces how employers, in
turn, embraced market-based approaches to re-
duce their liability. This surprising discovery led
me to theorize the law as a more proximate influ-
ence on marketization, articulating how organiza-
tions can embrace the market because it reduces
their own responsibility for contested outcomes.

A. W.: You argue that the comparable worth
movement backfired by entrenching gender pay
inequalities. Can you elaborate on the unintended
consequences of this shift? What alternative pay-
setting practices might have been more effective in
advancing pay equity?

L. A.: The comparable worth movement backfired
because their cases resulted in negative rulings that
legitimized any pay inequality that could be at-
tributed, however tenuously, to market dynamics.
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But this was not the fault of the comparable
worth movement—rather, this progressive
movement collided with a rightward shift in U.S.
legal thinking. In other countries, like Canada,
the comparable worth movement succeeded,
with a significant impact on gender pay inequali-
ty. So, the movement itself, I think, was on the
right track. Without tackling the issue of pay in-
equality between occupations, we will never be
able to close the gender pay gap. But these claims
pose a fundamental challenge to free market be-
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liefs, which suggest that employers should have
total freedom to allocate pay however they choose.
So, I think comparable worth is a theoretically
sound approach, but it requires finding the right
political opportunities.

On the Job Market?
Share on Accounts

ENTREPRENEURSHIP, NETWORKS, AND DIGITAL
FUTURES: AN INTERVIEW WITH OLAV SORENSON

Olav Sorenson is the Joseph Jacobs Chair in Entrepreneurial Studies, Professor of Strategy and of Soci-
ology, and Faculty Director of the Price Center for Entrepreneurship & Innovation at the Anderson
Graduate School of Management at UCLA. His primary stream of research pertains to economic geog-
raphy, focusing on how entrepreneurship influences the growth and competitiveness of regions within
countries and on why some regions appear more supportive to entrepreneurs than others. He has called
attention to some of the unexpected consequences of the fact that social capital plays an important role
in entreprencurial success. Largely in recognition for this research, Professor Sorenson received the 2018
Global Award for Entrepreneurship Research. His secondary streams of research have been on the rela-
tionships between basic science and innovation and on how organizations can better learn from their
interactions with customers and from their manufacturing experience. His work has been published in
journals such as Science, the American Journal of Sociology, the American Sociological Review, Administrative Science
Quarterly, Management Science, the Strategic Management Journal, and Research Policy.

Yasemin Girgin, a Ph.D. student in Sociology at Boston University, talked to Dr. Sorenson about the
evolving dynamics of entreprencurship, networks, and innovation in the digital age.

Yasemin Girgin: Thank you for joining us for
this issue. It’s a pleasure to have the opportunity to
interview you. Could you tell us a bit about your
journey to becoming an economic sociologist?
What prompted you to pursue a career in this

field?

Olav Sorenson: Thank you for the invitation.
The pleasure is mine. That’s a bit of a long and
meandering path. So, I am just going to tell the
abbreviated version here. As an undergrad, I did
not major in sociology. I majored in Social Studies,
an interdisciplinary concentration. I took more
courses in history and in physics than in any other

subject. But I took two courses that heavily influ-
enced my decision to apply to doctoral programs
in sociology, one on technology and society
taught by Daniel Bell, the other on mathematical
sociology taught by Peter Marsden. I particularly
appreciated the precision, power, and complexity
of the formal modeling of social systems, and
many of the articles taught in that class came
from the organizations and social networks litera-
tures. So, when I decided to go to graduate
school, I applied to sociology programs.

I spent most of my time in graduate school at
Stanford. Organizations seemed to be in the air
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there, and Stanford had attracted an incredible
bench of organizations scholars, including Mike
Hannan, Jim March, John Meyer, Dick Scott, Jeff
Pfeiffer, Joel Podolny, Jim Baron, and Steve Barley.
Perhaps not surprisingly, most of the graduate stu-
dents at that time also ended up studying organiza-
tions.

The other factor that strongly influenced my tra-
jectory into economic sociology was engagement
with practice. As a graduate student, I consulted
extensively for a company in the pay-per-view
space, LodgeNet Entertainment. Over the course
of my four years at Stanford, I probably conducted
research and wrote reports on more than 60 topics
for them. Although I initially took the job for the
income, deeply understanding the business and the
industry and seeing the day-to-day organizational
dynamics at the company solidified my interest in
studying organizations.

In that sense, during and immediately after gradu-
ate school, I would have considered myself an or-
ganizational sociologist, rather than an economic
sociologist. To some extent, I still do. The “eco-
nomic sociology” label only seemed to emerge in
the late 1990s, as many sociologists became inter-
ested in studying the structure of economic ex-
change between individuals or between individuals
and organization. Entrepreneurship feels as though
it sits someplace at the intersection of economic
and organizational sociology. Entrepreneurs are
individuals but they are individuals who create or-
ganizations.

Y. G.: In your Annual Review of Sociology article with
Tristan Botelho and Ranjay Gulati on the sociolo-
gy of entreprencurship, you emphasize the need
for a deeper exploration of the full entrepreneurial
life cycle, particularly the post-entry phase, which
has historically received less attention. Given the
evolving nature of entreprencurial ecosystems, es-
pecially with the integration of digital platforms
and the increasing role of AI, how do you see
computational methods, such as machine learning
or simulations, contributing to our understanding

of this phase?

0.S.: That’s right. We have hundreds of studies on
the characteristics of entrepreneurs, on innovation,
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and on the early mobilization of resources. The
organizations literature also has decades of re-
search on large, established companies. But we
know surprisingly little about the process of
transforming the organization from that early
fluid startup phase to being a large and stable
bureaucracy.

Although I have only used machine learning and
simulations in a couple of my own papers, I be-
lieve that both hold great promise for the study
of startup scaling and entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems. Organizations have complex dynamics
both internally and externally. Even highly sim-
plified models that try to incorporate those dy-
namics often do not allow for closed form solu-
tions. So, simulation provides an excellent tool
for building somewhat more realistic models of
organizations and seeing what the interactions of
those assumptions predict.

On the empirical side, large language models
(LLMs) in particular might help to solve many
data problems. Collecting and coding the data
needed to study the growth and evolution of
companies and ecosystems has historically re-
quired armies of research assistants. But much of
the relevant data now gets captured in various
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types of electronic records—org charts, address
books, operating manuals, employment contracts,
etc. LLMs can often sort through this information
efficiently, effectively, and consistently with relative-
ly little customization. As researchers learn better
how to use these methods, I expect that we will see
an explosion in novel datasets.

Y. G.: Considering the sociology of entrepreneur-
ship’s connection to areas like economic sociology,
social networks, stratification, and culture and cog-
nition, which theoretical frameworks or perspec-
tives do you think are most promising for advanc-
ing research on the post-entry phase? How can
these frameworks help bridge gaps in our under-
standing of entrepreneurial dynamics and innova-
tion?

O. S.: Different lenses will provide different in-
sights so I would love to see people approach these
questions from a variety of perspectives. Personally,
I find ecological and evolutionary perspectives
compelling, thinking about organizations and
ecosystems as ecologies of interacting actors that
evolve in response to both internal and external
selection pressures.

I have also always been attracted to a social net-
work perspective. However, I feel as though social
topologies have been better at explaining and un-
derstanding positions than they have been at ex-
plaining and understanding trajectories. For social
networks to help us to better understand dynamics,
we probably need more dynamic theories of social
networks, of the creation and dissolution of ties.

Y. G.: Given that new-generation entrepreneurs
are increasingly likely to have spent much of their
time online—potentially forming deeper and more
robust ties in virtual spaces where they’ve “lived”
the longest—how should we reconsider the tradi-
tional concept of economies of agglomeration,
where physical proximity has been viewed as essen-
tial for innovation and growth? What role do virtu-
al communities play in shaping entreprenecurial
networks and opportunities, and how do you per-
ceive these networks in relation to those based in
physical spaces, particularly regarding access to
resources, collaboration, and growth?
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0. S.: That’s a super interesting question. On
the one hand, I feel that virtual spaces have been
overhyped. Most online relationships started off-
line, and people rarely have serendipitous inter-
actions online. So, the virtual does not fully sub-
stitute for physical proximity.

At the same time, the technologies for interacting
virtually keep getting better and better. I know a
number of startups that have been born virtual,
hiring employees around the world without any
central offices as meeting places. The virtual
companies that have succeeded appear to have
adopted routines that substitute for some of the
benefits of physical proximity, such as keeping
multiple Slack channels always open to allow for
spontaneous communication. Studying which
routines work and why would be a great topic for
a research project.

What would happen if these virtual worlds could
fully substitute for the types of interactions that
produce agglomeration economies? Uncon-
strained by job opportunities, where would peo-
ple choose to live? One possibility is that those
with high earnings might spread out from cities
to places where their earnings could buy even
more, more land and more services. If so, we
might see a major realignment in the geography
of stratification. Much of the last forty years has
been a story of increasing inequality across
places. But that type of migration would simul-
taneously reduce inequality across places while
increasing it within places.

But another possibility is that places could be-
come even more polarized. Unconnected to the
location of a job, a person might prefer to mi-
grate to someplace with people even more similar
to them, in income, in beliefs, and in tastes.

Y. G.: Could you share some insights into your
current research on the “interpretations trap” in
Hollywood? How might the concept of embed-
dedness, as discussed in your previous work, ap-
ply to the entertainment industry, particularly to
Hollywood?

0. S.: In our 2006 paper, Dave Waguespack and
I argued that economic actors could enact their
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expectations, creating self-confirming prophecies.
In that paper, we found that movie studios had a
strong tendency to distribute movies made by di-
rectors and actors with whom they had worked in
the past. As one might expect if the studio had in-
side information on the quality of these films, the
films from these prior relationships, on average,
outsold those made by others with whom they did
not have prior relationships. But the studios them-
selves created this differential. When distributing
films from directors and actors with whom they
had pre-existing relationships, studios would
schedule them for better release dates and would
spend more money promoting them. Absent that
extra promotion, these films might have actually
done worse than those made by those not in these
embedded relationships.

We might imagine that similar processes happen in
lots of other types of economic relationships. Ven-
ture capitalists, for example, invest more in com-
panies that they believe have higher odds of suc-
cess. But, by giving those companies more re-
sources, they also increase their ability to hire high-
quality employees and to invest in product devel-
opment and promotion, improving their odds of
surviving and thriving,

The interpretations trap shifts the question from
the ex ante beliefs about the prospects for a project
to the ex post interpretations of prior successes and
failures. The fundamental attribution error posits
that people tend to attribute their own successes to
their efforts but their own failures to the environ-
ment. When evaluating others, however, we suspect
that the attribution depends on the extent to which
the evaluator can relate to the person being evalu-
ated. For those perceived as similar, evaluators
might attribute successes to the individual but fail-
ures to the environment. But for those perceived as
different, the reverse logic holds: Success becomes
seen as attributable to the environment (or to luck)
but failure gets interpreted as being due to the in-
competence of the individual.

Y. G.: Given your expertise in entertainment in-
dustry strategy, how do you think the strategies for
obtaining prestige in the film industry have evolved
with the rise of digital platforms? Specifically, how
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has the shift to digital distribution influenced the
way films are valued and positioned as presti-
gious?

O. S.: Digital platforms have dramatically
changed the film industry. Theatrical revenue,
the Box Office, once the dominant source of in-
come for films, now represents just one, often
minor, source of revenue. Many films never even
get released to theaters. Prestige projects appear
less common as platforms focus on the bottom
line rather than status. It has also been hard for
academics to understand many of these changes,
particularly on the economic side, because the
platforms have not been forthcoming about how
much these films cost to produce or how many
people watch them. Because people subscribe to
the platforms rather than paying for access to
individual films, the platforms themselves may
not even have a good understanding of whether
and which films are profitable for them.

Platforms may also not think about films and
serials just in terms of views. For a platform, con-
tent that can attract new subscribers or that can
keep people from dropping their subscriptions
has value beyond just the number of pecople
watching it. That fact may mean that compelling
serials, where people want to stay subscribed so
that they can see the next episode, have risen in
value relative to stand-alone films.

For actors, one of the interesting dynamics has
been that digital platforms appear to have been
fantastic for stars, such as Adam Sandler or Jen-
nifer Aniston, seeking to capitalize even further
on their existing fame. But it has been less clear
that streaming has helped to launch young stars.

Streaming, however, in many ways remains in its
early stages. Platforms have arguably been pro-
ducing too much content, in the competition for
subscribers. They have also been rapidly learning
what content helps them to sell subscriptions. As
they “right size” their internal production bud-
gets and focus on the most valuable content, we
may see an even further pivot away from passion
projects toward formulaic but commercially-reli-

able films.=
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BOOKSHELF: AN INTERVIEW WITH VICTOR ROY
ON CAPITALIZING A CURE

Victor Roy MD, PhD is a family physician and sociologist and an Assistant Professor of Family Medicine
and Community Health at the University of Pennsylvania. His research focuses on health and political
economy, specifically the influence of financial and economic systems on the health of marginalized pa-

tients and populations.

Ryan Fajardo, a Ph.D. candidate in Sociology at Northwestern University, spoke to Dr. Roy about his
book Capitalizing a Cure: How Finance Controls the Price and Value of Medicines.

Ryan Fajardo: Your book analyzes the valuation
and pricing of sofosbuvir, a breakthrough treatment
for hepatitis C, developed by the pharmaceutical
company Gilead Sciences. Could you briefly over-
view hepatitis C, Gilead, and sofosbuvir?

Victor Roy: A decade ago, new curative sofosbuvir-
based treatments were launched by the manufac-
turer Gilead Sciences for hepatitis C. The treat-
ments were much heralded, and rightfully so — they
offered cure rates nearly 100% after just a 3-month
regimen, and represented a meaningful step for-
ward from previous treatments that were toxic and
difficult for patients to take. These treatments of-
fered a critical tool against a major public health
challenge: in the U.S., over 2 million people are
infected with hepatitis C; internationally, at least 50
million people are infected. The virus causes liver
damage in most patients, and can be fatal over a
lengthy disease course. In 2014, hepatitis G was the
leading infectious killer in the U.S.

Along with the hope these treatments offered came
major controversy: they became dubbed the
“$1,000-a-day pills”, as Gilead Sciences priced the
treatments near $90,000 for a three-month regi-
men. Public health systems in the U.S. and interna-
tionally began rationing the treatment, given the
major fiscal pressure these systems forecasted from
covering such a treatment for large patient popula-
tions. This meant forcing people to wait in uncer-
tainty as their disease progressed. Meanwhile,
Gilead Sciences made $50 billion in revenues, and
directed a large share of these revenues to corpo-
rate shareholders. As part of this controversy were
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major public debates about the price and value of
medicines, and whether paying more for a better,
curative treatment was worth it for society. Mak-
ing sense of these debates required analysis of
large-scale shifts in pharmaceutical business mod-
els, exemplified by Gilead Sciences.

R. E.: You use sociological theory to describe in-
novation as a process that is uncertain, collective,
and cumulative. Could you elaborate on how
these dynamics manifest in the pharmaceutical
industry, particularly in drug development and
approval?

V. R.: These three features were described in an
article by Lazonick and Mazzucato (2013) and
identified critical traits of innovation ecosystems
more generally.

Pharmaceutical research is uncertain, because
investments in knowledge production in the early
stages do not have a quantifiable probability of
payoff. Public investments in research are critical
because such high levels of uncertainty — when
the risks are “incalculable” as economist Frank
Knight described — is at odds with profit. Private
capital is drawn into an innovation process only
when there is a knowable risk, which involves the
quantified probability of future returns on capital.
In the hepatitis C case, we see critical public in-
vestments preceding private capital by elucidating
the virus and its components, as well as develop-
ing technologies that allowed public and private
labs to test potential drug compounds. Pharmas-
set, the company that initially developed the drug
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that would become sofosbuvir, received public fund-
ing at its inception and also emerged from a pub-
licly funded university lab.

Biomedical research and development is collective,
because different actors are involved in parallel or
in sequence in the chain of knowledge production.
This collective knowledge production ecosystem
for hepatitis C treatments involved government
agencies, university researchers, venture-backed
labs, physicians and patients involved in clinical
trials, taxpayers who fund public research and pay
for medicines, and large pharmaceutical compa-
nies. Part of the reason debates over pricing and
access are so heated is because many parties make
claims to the rewards of this process. One clear
example of the collective nature of pharmaceutical
innovation is the large amounts that companies
spend annually suing each other over patents to
which they feel legally entitled.

The cumulative feature of R&D describes the fact
that new knowledge is always built on prior learn-
ing and knowledge. On a basic level, a Phase III
clinical trial is built on the knowledge gained from
Phase II trials, and so forth. More generally, scien-
tists rely on knowledge developed by others — both
“failures” and “successes” — to identify potential
strategies that can help tackle the specific problem
they seck to solve. This raises the question of risks
and rewards, and how different actors that take
different risks should financially gain.

R. E.: Gilead asserts that sofosbuvir delivers long-
term savings by reducing downstream individual
healthcare costs associated with hepatitis C-relat-
ed morbidity and mortality. How is this projected
value calculated, and in what ways does financial-
ization shape this valuation process?

V. R.: I highlight two main ways that the value of
new treatments like those for hepatitis C are
quantified and communicated within the public
health debates. The first one centers on down-
stream savings that may be gained by treating
now and preventing the cost of caring for subse-
quent disease, such as the complications of scar-
ring of liver tissue which includes liver failure and
liver cancer. This perspective was popularized in
debates over hepatitis C. A second one involves
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calculating the comparative health benefits of a
given treatment versus a prior treatment, and as-
signs an economic value to these benefits. This en-
ables new treatments to have quantifiable econom-
ic value at a population level — which in turn allows
assessment of whether this value is worth the price,
also known as “cost-effective” in health economics
terms.

Financial actors don’t directly generate this science.
What’s more interesting is the way that a financial-
ized drug development process appropriates these
pricing and valuation practices, as these data
points are touted in public communications and
turned into a common sense logic in debates. Part
of what I describe in the book, lending on Joseph
Dumit’s book Drugs for Life, is how this science
helps naturalize the circulation of capital accord-
ing to the dynamics of contemporary financial
capital. Increases in prices, market expansion, and
growth in profits are taken-for-granted inputs into
such studies, and thereby converted into public
health value that can be quantified and communi-
cated within policy spaces.

R. E.: You use the concept of hegemony to explore
why high drug prices persist in the pharmaceutical
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industry. How do companies like Gilead cultivate
and maintain their hegemonic power, and what
potential sources of countervailing power could
challenge this dominance?

V. R.: I draw on the concept of hegemony from
anthropologist Sunder Rajan’s analysis of power
relations involving the pharmaceutical sector and
shed light on the way companies create a kind of
“common sense” in the fields of action in which
they operate. In addition to more overt forms of
political power — such as campaign contributions
and lobbying — I am similarly interested in the
knowledge practices that governed the terrain of
debate over the pricing and value of hepatitis C
medications. A common sense view — that better
treatments should be valued by paying more —
had gained traction in the elite policy world, the
academy, and even among many that would tradi-
tionally take a more adversarial posture against
ostensibly highly priced medications.

CAPITALIZING
A CURE

HOW FINANCE CONTROLS
THE PRICE AND VALUE
OF MEDICINES

VICTOR ROY
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One way this common sense view had gained
traction was that Gilead partnered with acade-
mics, who lent their academic prestige to this
“value” argument. In this way, Gilead was able to
find knowledge practices in pharmacoeconomics
that aligned with their political position within
debates over price and value — and they were able
to “invest” in ensuring these practices formed a
dominant perspective among key decision-mak-
ers. Of course, this view of value did not go
completely un-contested — and government, civil
society organizations, researchers are all capable
of mounting countervailing power.

R. F.: What alternative frameworks for drug val-
uation and pricing could address the inequities
observed in the case of sofosbuvir? Are there exist-
ing examples of such models being implemented?

V. R.: In the case I investigate, prices of new
treatments are based on the prices of prior
treatments — with each treatment setting the floor
for the next treatment. Companies, financial
markets, investment analysts all expect the own-
ers of pharmaceutical intellectual property to be
able to charge these prices based on what health
systems have previously paid and what monopoly
patent protections enable. The financial gains
made possible in this system, as I detail in the
book, are enormous for corporate sharcholders
(and thereby corporate executives, who are major
shareholders themselves) — even as these share-
holders have not provided almost any capital into
the innovation process directly. Instead, they have
traded on share price in secondary financial mar-
kets for the purpose of capital gains.

This system of pricing and valuation becomes
untethered from considerations of access and
affordability. In contrast, one could imagine a
system in which prices are more tethered to costs
— whether costs of manufacturing, as in the case
of generic manufacturers or the costs of research
and development, as the pharmaceutical compa-
nies had in a prior era claimed as the primary
rationale for their pricing and IP protections.

R. E.: In light of your commitment to advancing
healthcare quality and equity, what steps do you
believe should be taken to reform healthcare pric-
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ing practices, both in the United States and glob-
ally?

V. R.: Reforms can’t be only focused on pricing;
reforms are needed across the innovation value
chain. I can share a few examples of such
changes, though this list is a starting point and
not exhaustive. I'irst, licenses involving publicly
funded research at agencies like the NIH should
contain access provisions, such that companies
that later base a successful treatment on such re-
search must have a transparent strategy to guar-
antee access for patients and health systems. Sec-
ond, intellectual property protections should
more narrowly be granted to those applications
that are truly inventions commanding a patent.
As patents have grown more broad, pharmaceu-
tical companies have been able to build entire
“patent thickets” around a product, which limits
competition from generic manufacturers and
artificially keeps prices higher than they other-
wise would be. Such patent games also incen-
tivize incremental improvements rather than in-
vestments in radical breakthroughs. Third, gov-
ernment agencies in the US. and around the
world could consider more manufacturing and
late-stage capabilities that enable them to pro-
duce treatments that are of critical public health
importance. This strategy would build public
capacity to direct resources in ways that meet
public health goals rather than financial market
expectations, as happened with the hepatitis C
treatments. Such proposed changes would be in
addition to the recent shifts introduced during
the Biden administration, which involve
Medicare negotiating drug prices for a limited set
of drugs for the first time.

On a global level, more efforts to transfer tech-
nology from companies based in the so-called
“Global North” are necessary, as observed during
the inequitable rollout of COVID-19 vaccines.
Such technology transfer can also help develop
“home-grown” manufacturing capabilities in
places like Sub-Saharan Africa, and would de-
crease reliance on the benevolence of “Big
Pharma.” The World Health Organization has
been supporting such experiments in local manu-
facturing through their mRNA vaccine technolo-
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gy transfer hubs. Of course, all of these reform
efforts will face major headwinds in the grave polit-
ical climate unfolding in the U.S.

R. E.: As both a sociologist with a Ph.D. and a
practicing physician with an M.D., how has your
dual expertise shaped your approach to sociologi-
cal research? Are there specific insights or methods
from your medical background informing your
sociological inquiries?

V. R.: As a practicing physician, I'm trained to
integrate various sources of data — a patient’s “his-
tory of presenting illness” and tests and lab data,
for example — to make a diagnosis. I take a similar
approach to my sociological practice, which tries to
gather up quantitative data with historical and tex-
tual sources. I draw on Stark’s conception of a so-
ciological “account” — in its meaning both as num-
bers and narrative — to make sense of the questions
that draw me. In the book, for example, I docu-
ment the financial data while also tracing the his-
torical and political-economic forces shaping cor-
porate strategy that can help explain what the fi-
nancial data means.

Additionally, I think being a doctor ultimately
draws me to sociological questions that I see as af-
fecting my patients. I'd like to try and be a good
doctor and a good sociologist for my patients,
which means trying to connect what Mills de-
scribed as connecting “private troubles” — like hav-
ing difficulty accessing care — with “public prob-
lems,” like the financialization of our healthcare
systems. The connections I can help make, I hope,
contribute to better strategies and solutions. This
experience as a doctor is less about a specific
method, per se, but about an orientation to sociol-
ogy that perhaps aligns with the tradition of “pub-
lic sociology.”=
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AWARD NOMINATION CALLS

Economic Sociology’s Ronald Burt Student Paper Award

The Economic Sociology Section invites nominations for the 2025 Ronald Burt Outstanding Student
Paper Award for a paper written by a graduate student in the field of economic sociology. Papers may be
either published or unpublished, but must have been authored by students who have not received their
Ph.D. by March 23, 2025. Students are encouraged to nominate their own work. Letters of nomination
are not required. Nominees must already be Section members or must join the Section. Papers co-au-
thored with faculty are not eligible for the Burt award. Electronic copies of the paper should be submit-
ted no later than March 23, 2025 to all members of the Burt Award Committee. Please direct any in-

quiries to Minjae Kim at minjaekim@rice.edu. Submissions: https://forms.gle/zl.zZe81fvp2ve8uZ7

Economic Sociology’s Granovetter Award for Best Article in Economic Sociology

The Economic Sociology Section invites nominations for the 2025 Granovetter Prize for an outstanding
article published in the field of economic sociology. Eligible publications must have a 2023 or 2024 publi-
cation date. Authors are encouraged to nominate their own work. Letters of nomination are not re-
quired. Stand-alone chapters from edited volumes are eligible for this award. Nominees must already be
Section members or must join the Section. An electronic copy should be sent no later than March 23,
2025 to all members of the Granovetter Award Committee. Please direct any inquiries to Victoria Reyes
at vreyes@ucr.edu. Submissions: https://forms.gle/hV6kxRqoPstN1pLLN6

Economic Sociology’s Viviana Zelizer Best Book Award

The Economic Sociology Section invites nominations for the 2025 Zelizer Book Award for an outstand-
ing book published in the field of economic sociology. Eligible books must have a 2023 or 2024 publica-
tion date. Authors are welcome to nominate their own work. Nominees must already be Section mem-
bers or must join the Section. To nominate a book, please send a hard copy of the book to all four com-
mittee members listed below by March 31, 2025. Letters of nomination are not required from ASA
members. Publishers who wish to submit a book for consideration must include a nomination letter that
states how the book contributes to economic sociology. Please direct any inquiries to Dan Hirschman

at dan.hirschman@cornell.edu. Submission information and form: https://forms.gle/ TPXrVWh-
Q1OQPHFBNz5

NEW PUBLICATIONS

BLOG POSTS & ARTICLES

Gaytan, Marie Sarita. 2024. “The Romance and Reality of “Authentic” Craft Spirits.” Work in Progress,
December 21. Online.

Vallas, Steven. 2025. “Republic of Fear? Complexity and Coercion in Amazon Warehouses.” Work in
Progress, January 20. Online.

Cameron, Lindsey. 2025. “The Age of Algorithmic Consent and the Birth of the “Good Bad” Job.”
Waork in Progress, February 3. Online.

Block, Fred. 2025. “What Went Wrong: A Different Diagnosis.” Work in Progress, February 17. Online.
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SECTION OFFICE HOLDERS

Chair: Juan Pablo Pardo-Guerra, University of California, San Diego
Chair-Elect: Daniel Fridman, University of Texas at Austin
Past Chair: Ken-Hou Lin, University of Texas at Austin
Section Secretary/ Treasurer: Victoria Reyes, University of California, Riverside
Max Besbris, University of Wisconsin-Madison
Minjae Kim, Rice University
Armando Lara-Millan, University of California, Berkeley
Beth Redbird, Northwestern University
Katherine Sobering, University of North Texas
Megan Tobias Neely, Copenhagen Business School
Ya-Ching Huang, Boston University (Student Representative)

EDITORIAL COMMITTEE

Ya-Ching Huang is a Ph.D. candidate in Sociology at Boston University. Her
research interests include economic sociology, culture, morality, health and
healthcare. Her dissertation project on pediatric palliative care hopes to under-
stand how clinicians, parents, and policymakers ascribe meanings to the quality
of life of children facing life-threatening or life-limiting illnesses. Through this
research, she aims to reveal how these perceptions influence decisions about the
involvement of pediatric palliative care, the coordination of care provisions, and
access to care services. Additionally, her other research investigates the produc-
* tion and distribution of homemade cloth masks amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

Erika Brown is a Ph.D. student in Sociology at Texas Woman’s University. She is
a community-focused scholar who interrogates the lived realities of Black people
under the financial system in the United States. Erika earned a B.B.A in Finance
from the University of Texas at Austin and an M.B.A from the University of
North Texas in Marketing. Her work draws on her experiences as a Black
woman, a twenty-year veteran of corporate America, and a former employee in
the field of FinTech. Her research interests include personal finance, financial
(mis)education, financial (il)literacy, and wealth inequality.

Zhen Wang is a Ph.D. student in Sociology at the University of Toronto. Her
research interests include organizational studies, financialization, sociology of
banking, and sociology of risk. She received her B.A. in Accounting and Finance
from Boston University Questrom School of Business in 2016. She then ob-
tained her CPA and worked as a tax accountant for several years before return-
ing to academia and earning an M.A. in Sociology from the University of

Toronto. Her previous experience working for a public accounting firm and
b dealing with clients from the financial sector inspired her Ph.D. research, and she
currently studies the behaviors of smaller regional banks in the U.S., particularly
in terms of risky conduct, and how they both resemble and differ from big Wall
Street banks that presently dominate economic sociology discourse.
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Yasemin Girgin is a Ph.D. student in Sociology at Boston University. She is inter-
ested in economic sociology, work & organizations, analytical sociology, and so-
cial psychology. She holds a B.A. from Middle East Technical University and an
M.A. from Bogazi¢i University, both in Sociology. In her M.A. research, she
studied role diversification patterns and relational dynamics of inequality in the
Turkish acting field. Currently she works on talent evaluation processes in cre-
ative industries, ideologically motivated urban transformations, and socioeco-
nomic & political impacts of natural disasters.

Allison Wigen is a Ph.D. candidate in Sociology at Boston University. Her re-
search and writing focus on culture, class and inequality, work and occupations,
environment, family, and social theory. Her recent article, “Negotiating Unequal
Exchange: Relational Work in Cross-Class Sibling Relationships™ (Sociological Fo-
rum), uses economic theories of relational work to examine how economically
disparate siblings conduct indirect support exchanges. Her dissertation utilizes
ethnographic and historical methods to examine how commercial fishermen’s
work and artmaking have evolved in response to environmental change. Wigen
holds an Ed.M. in Arts in Education from the Harvard Graduate School of Ed-
ucation, and a B.A. in Literary Arts from Brown University.

Joyvce Ho is a Ph.D. candidate in Sociology at the University of Michigan. Her
rescarch interests lie at the intersection of economic sociology, environmental
sociology, political economy, and the sociologies of risk and morality. Her disser-
tation examines how climate disasters are reshaping the landscape of property
insurance in the United States, and how they simultaneously reformulate social
understandings of risk, protection, and compensation for loss. She holds a B.A.
in Sociology and Economics from the University of Toronto and an M.A. in So-
ciology from the University of Michigan.

Ryan Fajardo is a Ph.D. candidate in Sociology at Northwestern University, spe-
cializing in economic sociology, cultural sociology, and the sociology of science
and technology. His research broadly explores how emerging economic tech-
nologies shape cultural beliefs and practices. His dissertation focuses on the legal-
ization and regulation of digital sports betting in the United States, with particu-
lar attention to how stakeholders conceptualize the role of emotions in digital
betting environments. Ryan holds a B.A. in Sociology and Economics from

Williams College.

Jessica Urzua is a Ph.D. student in Sociology and Social Policy at Harvard Uni-
versity. She is interested in studying how power and social structure in labor
markets affect economic inequality, and how social policies may exacerbate or
mitigate this inequality. She received an A.B. in Social Anthropology from Har-
vard College and an M.A. in Economics from Columbia University.
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