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Recent research suggests that racial and poverty concentrations in urban neighborhoods in�uence how
minorities look for and �nd jobs. In this study, we use data from the Multi-City Survey of Urban Inequality to
examine this hypothesis, focusing on the use and return to various modes of job matching among blacks and Lat-
inos in different residential contexts. Results show that while Latinos are generally more likely than blacks to
acquire jobs through personal contacts, this racial difference shrinks considerably in very poor, coethnic neigh-
borhoods (i.e., ghettos and barrios). However, results also indicate that within these respective neighborhood con-
texts, Latinos are signi�cantly more likely than blacks to use neighbors and eventual coworkers to acquire jobs;
whereas blacks are more likely to use residential and organizational “outsiders.” We speculate that this qualita-
tive difference in the type of contacts used in barrios, as opposed to ghettos, affects the extent to which individual
success with informal job matching contributes to the development of a collective resource that can be used by
other job seekers in the neighborhood.

A long line of research in the sociology of labor markets established that individuals often
acquire jobs through personal contacts rather than through formal channels (see Granovetter
1995 for a recent review). In other words, whom you know shapes your potential for employ-
ment and mobility, particularly toward the bottom of urban labor markets (Elliott 2000).
Recently this argument has been invoked to understand the deleterious effects of disadvantaged
neighborhoods on working-age, minority residents. Wilson (1987, 1996), for example, argued
that poor, predominantly black neighborhoods tend to isolate workers from social contacts
needed to succeed in today’s urban labor markets, serving to reinforce pre-existing inequalities
and contribute to the growth of an urban underclass.

The recent and widespread appeal of this argument masks the fact that we still know rel-
atively little about the intersection of race, place, and job matching. In part, this de�ciency
stems from recent preoccupations with “spatial mismatches” of available jobs and inner-city
job seekers—preoccupations that downplay the social mechanisms by which individuals actually
learn about and acquire employment. When these social mechanisms are highlighted, evi-
dence continues to underscore the importance of personal networks for �nding work. For
example, in a recent study of the Red Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn, Kasinitz and Rosen-
berg (1996) found that local blue-collar jobs are regularly � lled via social networks that
exclude nearby, minority residents (see also Aponte 1996; Cohn and Fossett 1996).

Survey research on personal networks and job matching could help to illuminate these
dynamics and their generalizability across neighborhood contexts, but to date, this research
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has largely ignored the relevance of residential location for shaping both the quantity and
quality of available job contacts. Thus, the in�uence of neighborhood context on labor market
behaviors and outcomes remains poorly documented and ill understood. The purpose of the
present study is to help � ll this gap by examining the extent to which different neighborhood
contexts—de�ned by racial and poverty concentration—affect the ways in which blacks and
Latinos look for and acquire jobs in major U.S. cities. Our objective is to illuminate not only
the social underpinnings of today’s urban labor markets, but also how residential segregation
shapes the life chances of America’s two largest racial and ethnic minorities.

Background

In this section, we review recent research on racial differences in job networking and
then consider how racially segregated and impoverished neighborhoods might in�uence these
differences. After advancing formal hypotheses for investigation, we turn to the data and
measures used to test them.

Racial Variation in Job Networking

While it is widely acknowledged that social networks play an important role in the job
acquisition process, recent research suggests that this role is not evenly experienced across
racial and ethnic lines. Speci�cally, quantitative research shows that Latinos are much more
likely than other major racial and ethnic groups to acquire jobs through friends, relatives, and
other personal contacts (Falcon 1995; Falcon and Melendez 1996; Green, Tigges, and Diaz
1999; Holzer 1987, 1988; Marx and Leicht 1992; Mier and Giloth 1985). By contrast, blacks
are signi�cantly more likely than other major racial and ethnic groups to rely on formal channels,
such as answering classi�ed ads, using public and private placement agencies, or simply walking
in and applying for work (Elliott 2000; Falcon 1995; Falcon and Melendez 1996; Green, T ig-
ges, and Diaz 1999; Holzer 1987, 1988; Marx and Leicht 1992). Explanations for this racial
variation in job networking, while still evolving, typically emphasize a combination of supply-
and demand-side factors.

The primary supply-side factor relates to the fact that a disproportionately large share of
U.S. Latinos is foreign-born. This fact is relevant to racial differences in job networking in two
key respects. First, the heavy reliance of immigrants on local and transnational networks
means that a large number of Latinos in the U.S. have been “positively selected” on their suc-
cessful utilization of network contacts, who typically assist newcomers with job placement, as
well as with places to live and a sense of community (Aponte 1996; Hagan 1998; Massey,
Alcaron, Durand, and Gonzalez 1987; Portes and Bach 1985). Second and relatedly, because
large numbers of U.S. Latinos are foreign-born, many do not speak English well, may be in
the country illegally, and may have a referent from their home countries that makes low-
wage jobs appear more desirable than they appear to native-born workers. Both factors sug-
gest that Latinos, as a group, are more likely to be embedded within active job networks and
more likely to use these networks to take jobs quickly, avoiding more formal and protracted
job searches.

On the demand-, or employer-, side of the labor market, explanations typically stress
well-documented patterns of employer distaste for black workers (see Kirschenman and
Neckerman 1991; Moss and Tilly 1996; Waldinger 1997; Wilson 1996). Whether this distaste
results from outright racial prejudice or actual differences in productive or “soft” skills
between blacks and other groups is relatively unimportant. The key point is that employers
consistently rank blacks at the end of the racial/ethnic hiring queue and, as a result, are less
likely to recruit and hire them through network channels. Consequently, as Holzer (1987,
1988) explains, blacks must rely more heavily on formal recruitment and hiring procedures
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than other racial and ethnic groups—a mode of job matching that, relative to networking,
tends to emphasize credentials and experience, as opposed to skin color, in the screening and
hiring processes.

Based on both lines of argument, we advance the following baseline hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Latinos are more likely than blacks to search for and acquire jobs through
personal contacts.

The key question for the present study is whether the nature and magnitude of this racial
difference varies with neighborhood context. We discuss this issue next.

Place and Job Networking

A fundamental assumption in recent studies and policy initiatives on urban inequality is
that racially segregated and impoverished neighborhoods shape, as well as re�ect, individual
opportunities (Alba, Logan, and Bellair 1994; Briggs 1998; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and Aber
1997; Jargowsky 1997; Massey 1998; Massey, Gross, and Shibuya 1994; Rosenbaum and Pop-
kin 1991). These so-called “neighborhood effects” are believed to be especially important for
understanding minority opportunities because racial and ethnic minorities are more likely
than whites to face restricted residential choices. Massey and Denton (1993) argue that these
restrictions stem primarily from ongoing white prejudice in lending and housing markets,
while Wilson (1987, 1996) contends that they re�ect new economic circumstances that have
emptied inner-city neighborhoods of their minority middle class. Either way, the effect has
been disconcerting. According to Jargowsky’s estimates (1997), the number of racially segre-
gated, high-poverty neighborhoods in U.S. urban areas has more than doubled over the past
two decades, as has the number of people living in them.

This proliferation of disadvantaged neighborhoods is important socially and politically not
only because they house disproportionate shares of racial and ethnic minorities, but also
because they exert independent and negative effects on a variety of social and psychological
outcomes. These outcomes include cognitive development and educational attainment among
children (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, and Sealand 1993; Crane 1991; Entwisle, Alexander,
and Olson 1994), sexual activity and fertility among adolescents (Billy and Moore 1992;
Brewster, Billy, and Grady 1993; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985), and criminal victimization
among all groups (Miethe and McDowall 1993; Smith and Jarjoura 1989). Research on labor
market behaviors and outcomes remains less developed, but conventional wisdom points in
similarly negative directions.

The most commonly cited negative effect of living in a racially segregated, high-poverty
neighborhood is labor market detachment, or joblessness, which many observers attribute to a
lack of proximate job opportunities and/or loss of “work ethic” among local residents. How-
ever, ethnographic research (Anderson 1990; Freidenberg 1995; Liebow 1967) and case
studies of single urban areas (Kasinitz and Rosenberg 1996; Wilson 1996) suggest two other
ways in which disadvantaged neighborhoods might negatively affect the labor market oppor -
tunities available to local residents. First, because disadvantaged neighborhoods typically have
high rates of joblessness, they can reduce social interaction with current jobholders, who
often serve as critical conduits of information about new job openings, many of which are
never publicly listed. Second and relatedly, because disadvantaged neighborhoods discourage
interaction with “mainstream” populations and institutions, they can also in�uence the type of
job contacts residents have access to, thereby affecting the quality, as well as the quantity, of
network assistance available to local job seekers (Elliott 1999).

In discussions of contemporary urban inequality, these “neighborhood effects” are typi-
cally assumed to exert themselves uniformly on all groups. However, further re�ection sug-
gests several reasons why these effects might vary by race and ethnicity, negatively affecting
blacks more so than Latinos. The �rst reason is that most, if not all, of the research on neigh-
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borhood poverty and its negative effects on workers focuses on blacks. When attention turns
to Latinos, discussion typically shifts from themes of extreme labor market isolation to the
vibrancy of local job networks and the cultivation of local ethnic economies. This analytical
disjuncture suggests that residence in disadvantaged neighborhoods may increase, rather than
stabilize or suppress, observed racial differences in job networking, thereby exacerbating racial
inequality and competition within contemporary urban labor markets. Two lines of reasoning
support this possibility.

First, studies documenting employer discrimination against blacks often point to the
importance of residential context for invoking negative racial stereotypes (see Kirschenman
and Neckerman 1991; Moss and Tilly 1996; Waldinger 1997; Wilson 1996). The basic point
is that while employers generally disfavor blacks, they strongly and speci�cally disfavor blacks
from poor, inner-city neighborhoods—negative stereotypes are place-, as well as race-based.
This fact not only makes it more dif� cult for black residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods
to �nd jobs, it also suppresses their cultivation and use of effective employment networks.
This suppression can occur in two mutually reinforcing ways. First, even if an employer “takes
a chance” on a black, inner-city worker, he or she is still unlikely to use that employee’s social
networks to recruit more black, inner-city workers. Second and relatedly, if black workers
sense this situation, and if their own hold on their jobs is precarious, then they may be less
likely to risk their reputations by recommending friends and neighbors. The implication is
that blacks in poor, black neighborhoods are less able to rely on job contacts to look for and
acquire jobs than blacks in general, and when they do, they must rely more heavily on
“outsiders”—that is, contacts who live beyond their immediate neighborhoods and work for
different employers.

By contrast, there are reasons to suspect that among Latinos, disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods actually increase the cultivation and use of localized job networks. The �rst reason is
compositional. Because poor, Latino neighborhoods have high shares of foreign-born residents,
and because foreign-born residents are more likely to pursue employment through personal
contacts than native-born workers, job networking in these environments is likely to become
intensely localized—we might call this the “density-ampli�cation” effect. Another reason why
job networking might be intensely localized in poor, Latino neighborhoods is because of
return migration patterns and associated norms of reciprocity. The argument here is that
many residents of poor, Latino neighborhoods likely cycle back and forth between their send-
ing and receiving communities. So, one way that they can help ensure themselves of job
opportunities in future return trips is by serving as job contacts during the time that they are
living and working in the receiving community. This network activity not only helps others in
similar situations, but presumably also increases one’s odds of local, in-kind assistance on
future return trips.

On the employer-side of the matching process, such dense and localized job networks
have been shown to play an important role in the development of ethnic niches within urban
economies, which researchers �nd to be much more prevalent among Latinos than native-
born blacks (Light and Gold 2000; Logan, Alba, and McNulty 1994; Model 1993, 1997;
Waldinger 1996). This point suggests that Latinos in disadvantaged neighborhoods are not
only more likely to use friends and neighbors to look for and acquire jobs than blacks in disad-
vantaged neighborhoods, but that they are also more likely to use insider referrals, that is,
contacts already working for prospective employers. Based on these complementary lines of
reasoning, we advance two additional hypotheses for empirical investigation:

Hypothesis 2: Residence in poor, coethnic neighborhoods will increase differences
between blacks and Latinos in the overall rate of informal job matching.

Hypothesis 3: Residence in poor, coethnic neighborhoods will lead blacks and Latinos to
 use different types of contacts to secure employment informally.
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In short, we suspect that neighborhood poverty and race in�uence both quantitative and
qualitative differences in job networking among blacks and Latinos in major urban labor mar-
kets. We now turn to the data and measures used to assess this argument empirically.

Data And Methodology

Data for the present study come from the Multi-City Survey of Urban Inequality (MCSUI)
conducted in Atlanta, Boston, and Los Angeles in 1992–1994. The sample is a multi-stage,
strati�ed, area-probability design conducted in each of the three metro areas. Neighborhoods
with large shares of ethnic minorities and low-income residents were over-sampled, and face-
to-face interviews were conducted with randomly selected adults (age 21 and older) in sample
households. The total sample contains information on 7,360 individuals, including 2,360 blacks
and 1,752 Latinos (see Johnson, Oliver, and Bobo (1994) for more details on the MCSUI).

Within the diverse Latino sample, Mexicans comprise the largest subgroup (39 percent of
respondents) and reside almost entirely in Los Angeles. Puerto Ricans and Dominicans com-
prise the next largest subgroups (20 percent and 13 percent of respondents respectively); each
resides almost entirely in Boston. While data limitations preclude rigorous multivariate analy-
sis for each Latino subgroup, we conduct side analyses, where possible, and report relevant
�ndings in endnotes. However two patterns are worth noting at the outset. First, although
often of African descent, Dominicans in our sample reside in block groups or neighborhoods,
with the highest mean rate of Latino occupancy. Second, the average rate of neighborhood pov-
erty for each Latino subgroup is higher than that for blacks in the sample. So, in short, Dominicans
in our sample do not tend to reside in “black” neighborhoods, nor do any of the major Latino
subgroups in our sample tend to reside in less impoverished neighborhoods than blacks.

Despite our inability to analyze speci�c Latino subgroups, several factors make the MCSUI
ideal for examining issues of social isolation and job matching. First, each of the three metro
areas under investigation experienced a recent increase in the number of residents living in high-
poverty neighborhoods (Jargowsky 1997:222–233). So they are indicative of broader national
trends. Second, local employment rates and median incomes in these areas have increased,
both overall and among major racial and ethnic groups (Drennan, Tobier, and Lewis 1996),
rendering issues of job matching and employment quality, as opposed to joblessness, particu-
larly salient. Third, because the survey over-samples racial and ethnic minorities and residents
of high-poverty neighborhoods, it provides suf�cient cases for statistical analyses across mul-
tiple neighborhood contexts for both blacks and Latinos.

Information on neighborhood poverty and racial composition are attached at the level of
block groups using data from the STF3 �le of the 1990 U.S. Census of Population and Hous-
ing. The Census Bureau de�nes a block group as a collection of small areas, or blocks,
bounded on all sides by visible features such as streets, railroad tracks, or invisible city and
township boundaries. In size, a block group averages roughly four hundred households and about
one thousand residents. We operationalize neighborhoods using block groups because they
are smaller and more homogeneous than larger census tracts.

Because the MCSUI is a cross-sectional survey that asks questions about past job search
activities, a key sampling issue is whether to include all respondents currently residing in a
given neighborhood, or only respondents who report living there prior to their last job search.
We choose the latter strategy because it highlights how neighborhoods affect job searching
and hiring, instead of how success (failure) in the job market affects residential location. We
also choose this strategy because scholarly and policy concerns typically focus on “isolation
effects” among long-term residents of high-poverty neighborhoods. This selection criterion
reduces the black sub-sample of recent job seekers (“stayers” 1 “movers”) by 39 percent; it
reduces the Latino sub-sample by 47 percent.
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While the restricted sample is important for maintaining the temporal/causal priority of
neighborhood context, we recognize that selection works both ways. If persons with better job
hunting strategies get better jobs that pay higher wages, which in turn allow them to relocate
to better neighborhoods, then persons left behind are not a random sample. For this reason,
we conduct our analyses for the full, unrestricted sample of movers and stayers as well, sum-
marizing differences where notable. This information allows us to assess the nature of any
biases that may result from our restricted sample of neighborhood stayers.

Sample and Empirical Measures

Within the above restrictions, we select job seekers between the ages of 21 and 64 who
reported looking for work during the previous �ve years. The �ve-year restriction is a func-
tion of the survey instrument, which was designed to increase reliability by limiting the length
of time under review. One might expect a more general sample of all job seekers to be older
and, perhaps, less adventurous, since job tenure tends to increase with age and because job
switching often involves risk. Like prior researchers, we assume these differences do not seri-
ously bias our results (Granovetter 1974; Green, Tigges, and Diaz 1999; Falcon and Melendez
1996). Because poor households were over-sampled, we weight the data for descriptive statis-
tics to re�ect the racial and poverty distribution in each metro area, adjusting the weights to
equal the original sample size.

Preliminary statistics on block group or neighborhood characteristics and labor market
behavior for blacks and Latinos appear in Table 1. Although notable variation exists among
the three sample metro areas, pooled statistics show that recent Latino job seekers generally
live in more coethnically concentrated and impoverished neighborhoods than blacks—side
analyses indicate that this is particularly true of Dominicans in Boston. Looking at speci�c
neighborhood types reveals that 7 percent of recent black job seekers in the sample metro
areas live in neighborhoods wherein at least 75 percent of the population is coethnic and 35
percent lives in poverty—we refer to this neighborhood type as “ghettos.” By comparison, 10
percent of recent Latino job seekers in the sample metro areas live in neighborhoods wherein
at least 75 percent of the population is coethnic and 35 percent lives in poverty—we refer to
this neighborhood-type as “barrios.”

Measures of job search and acquisition strategies come from two related sets of questions.
First, recent job seekers were asked to identify all methods that they used in their last or cur-
rent job search. If a respondent switched jobs during the previous �ve years, but reported no
active search, he or she was not asked questions about search and acquisition processes and
thus, is excluded from our analysis. This exclusion is unfortunate, but unavoidable. The
upshot is that our estimates of informal assistance are likely to be conservative (i.e., biased
downward), since it is generally assumed that “non-searchers” enter their new jobs with the
help of personal contacts (Granovetter 1995).

If respondents report active searches and successful matches, they are asked more speci�c
questions about how they acquired their jobs: “Did you �nd your (last/present) job through
friends, relatives, other people, newspaper ads, or some other way?” For those who found
their job through personal contacts, the characteristics of the contacts and the nature of the
assistance were recorded. From this information, we examine whether respective job contacts
were family or friends, neighbors, and/or insider referrers, thereby illuminating the type of
network contacts used by job seekers in different neighborhood contexts. We also examine
whether job contacts simply passed along information about jobs, as opposed to “vouching
for” or hiring respective job seekers.

Preliminary results in Table 1 show that on average, most black and Latino job seekers
use about four different strategies to look for work. For both groups, the most common of
these strategies is using friends and newspaper advertisements, followed by using family
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members and simply “walking in” off the street. We investigate these strategies and related
patterns in the Results section below.

Results

We present the results of our empirical analysis in three sections. The �rst section reports
mean statistics on job search and acquisition strategies by race and neighborhood type. For
comparison purposes, we focus on three (non-exhaustive) types of neighborhoods: (1) majority-
white neighborhoods with poverty rates of less than 35 percent; (2) majority-coethnic neighbor-
hoods with poverty rates of less than 35 percent; and (3) neighborhoods that are 75 percent
coethnic with poverty rates of greater than or equal to 35 percent—i.e., “ghettos” and “barrios.”

Mean Differences in Job Search and Acquisition Rates
by Race and Neighborhood Type

Table 2 reports how blacks and Latinos look for jobs, strati�ed by neighborhood type.
Focusing on the use of personal contacts, results reveal signi�cant neighborhood variation
among blacks, but not Latinos. Among blacks, the use of personal contacts to look for work
increases from 70 percent in mostly white, non-poor neighborhoods to 80 percent in ghettos
(p , .01). Among Latino job seekers, the percentage that use personal contacts holds constant
at roughly 86 percent, regardless of neighborhood type. Racial comparison within neighbor-
hood types reveals no signi�cant difference in the frequency of blacks in ghettos and Latinos
in barrios using personal contacts to look for jobs—both groups are overwhelmingly likely to
do so (80 and 87 percent respectively).

Results in the top row of Table 2 also indicate that the average job seeker is likely to use
four distinct strategies to look for work, regardless of his or her race or neighborhood type.
Thus, a key question becomes, which types of strategies are most likely to lead to employment
and whether the answer varies by race and neighborhood context. Table 3 addresses this
issue, providing summary statistics on the primary method respondents used to acquire their
last/current jobs. As with search strategies, results again reveal signi�cant neighborhood vari-
ation among blacks, but not Latinos. For blacks, the lowest rate of informal job matching
occurs in mostly white, non-poor neighborhoods (39 percent) and increases in black, non-
poor neighborhoods (52 percent) and ghettos (46 percent). Further comparisons show that in
each neighborhood type, Latinos are signi�cantly more likely to acquire jobs through personal
contacts than blacks—a �nding consistent with general racial differences documented in prior
research (Falcon 1995; Green, Tigges, and Diaz 1999). The largest of these racial differences
occurs in ghettos and barrios: 46 percent of black jobholders in ghettos report obtaining their
last/current job through personal contacts compared with 75 percent Latino jobholders in bar-
rios (a difference which is statistically signi�cant at the .001-level.)1

While this large ghetto-barrio disparity lends prima facie support to Hypothesis 2, perhaps
the most intriguing part of this �nding is that it occurs despite the fact that there is no
signi�cant disparity in the likelihood of using personal contacts to look for work (see Table 2).
This pattern suggests that blacks in ghettos do not lack job contacts per se, as recent writings
on the underclass sometimes suggest. Instead, ghetto residents lack job contacts that lead to
employment, either because the contacts fail to generate offers or because the offers they do
generate are less attractive than those received through formal channels. Because we have no
direct data on the sequencing of job search behavior or range of offers that includes the most

1. In barrios, the highest rate of informal job acquisition is among Mexicans in Los Angeles at 83 percent. The
lowest rate is among Dominicans in Boston at 70 percent, which is still signi�cantly higher than the black ghetto rate of
46 percent (p , .02 based on chi-square test).
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recent job, it would be premature to conclude that the contacts used by barrio residents are
more “effective” than those used by ghetto residents. It could simply be that barrio residents
are more likely to take the �rst job offered, whereas ghetto residents are more likely to await
better offers obtained through formal channels. We wrestle with this issue in our analysis of
weekly earnings below.

For now, another key question regarding informal job matching is how job contacts help
respective job seekers acquire employment—a subject that has attracted little empirical atten-
tion in prior quantitative studies. To investigate this issue, we restrict our analysis to jobholders
who report using personal contacts to acquire their last/current jobs. Findings in Table 4 show
that among blacks, the most common form of network assistance, regardless of neighborhood
context, is having someone pass along information about a job opening. This type of assistance
is especially prevalent in ghettos, accounting for 62 percent of network hires. By contrast, Latinos
are much more likely to have job contacts “vouch” for them, that is, to talk to prospective
employers on their behalf. This type of assistance is 2.6 times more likely among Latinos in
barrios than blacks in ghettos (47 percent compared with 18 percent; p , .001).2

To assess the sensitivity of these results to our sampling strategy, we compared them with
results from the full sample of network hires, which includes neighborhood “movers” plus
neighborhood “stayers.” Findings reveal little difference between the two sampling strategies
with one exception. Our focus on neighborhood “stayers” tends to overstate the percentage of
ghetto and barrio residents who are “vouched for” by their job contacts by a factor of roughly
1.5. The implication is that longer-term residents of poor, coethnic neighborhoods are more
likely than newcomers to be “vouched for” when using personal contacts to acquire jobs,
regardless of their race/ethnicity. However, the relative difference between blacks and Latinos
in these settings remains largely unchanged from that reported in Table 4.

Logistic Regression Analyses of Job Acquisition

To determine whether the above differences are statistically signi�cant after controlling
for background characteristics such as immigrant status, gender, human capital, and city of
residence, we use logistic regression techniques to predict respective modes of job acquisition.
Rather than stratifying analyses by neighborhood type, we use categorical measures for all
levels of neighborhood coethnicity and poverty to help disentangle the relative effects of each
ecological dimension on individual job matching behavior. This approach also permits us to
include all respondents in our sample, rather than just those residing in the three neighbor-
hood types presented in Tables 2–4. Results of these logistic regression analyses appear in
Table 5. To make sense of the interaction terms, we recover respective odds ratios in Table 6
for blacks and Latinos residing in different neighborhood contexts. These odds ratios are net of
the other observed variables in Table 5 and are computed by summing appropriate coef�cients
and taking the inverse log of the total.

Results in Column 1 of Table 5 con�rm that, in general, Latinos are signi�cantly more
likely than blacks to acquire jobs informally, net of others factors, 1.8(exp .561) times more
likely, to be exact. However, results also show that after controlling for background factors,
this racial difference shrinks considerably in very poor, very coethnic neighborhoods (i.e., in
block groups that are at least 75 percent coethnic and 35 percent poor).3 In these “problem”

2. In barrios, the likelihood of having a job contact vouch for the job seeker, given an informal match, is highest
among Puerto Ricans at 75 percent, as compared with 18 percent among black ghetto residents. So, while the experiences
of poor, inner city Puerto Ricans might be similar to those of poor, inner-city blacks in some respects (e.g., educational
attainment and unemployment), these similarities do not imply similarities in the types of informal job assistance received.

3. Re-analysis with dummy variables for the four major Latino subgroups in our sample—Mexicans, Puerto Ricans,
Dominicans, and “other Latinos”—reveals the same basic pattern for all subgroups. Net of other factors in the model,
Puerto Ricans exhibit the highest odds of informal job matching (2.0 times those of blacks, all else equal). The smallest
differential occurs among Mexicans, whose odds are 1.7 times those of blacks, all else equal. These �ndings suggest that
we lose less detail than we might suspect when we compare job matching between blacks and “Latinos” as a whole.
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environments—a.k.a. ghettos and barrios—the odds of Latino jobholders acquiring jobs informally
are only 1.2 times greater than those of black jobholders—a statistically insigni�cant difference.
This convergence occurs because the extreme “blackness” of ghettos is positively correlated with
blacks’ odds of informal job matching, whereas the extreme “Latin-ness” of barrios is negatively
correlated with Latinos’ odds of informal job matching. The corollary �nding is that, net of other
factors, the greatest black-Latino difference in informal job matching occurs in neighborhoods
where respective members are in the minority, not where they are ethnically concentrated.

Remaining columns and panels in Tables 5 and 6 report the likelihood of using speci�c
types of job contacts to acquire jobs, given an informal match. The �rst type of contact

Table 5 ·  Log-Odds Coef�cients for Respective Modes of Job Acquisition

Informal Job 
Acquisition 

(1 5 yes; 0 5 no)

Informal Hires Only

Independent Variables
Kin or Friend

(1 5 yes; 0 5 no)
Neighbor

(1 5 yes; 0 5 no)
Inside Referrer 

(1 5 yes; 0 5 no)

Black (ref.) — — — —

Latino .561* .016 2.203 .439

Block group characteristics

,20% poor (ref.) — — — —

20–34% poor .017 .939* .033 .160
351% poor 2.048 2.224 .091 2.329

0–24% coethnic (ref.) — — — —

25–49% coethnic .379 2.350 2.310 .153

50–74% coethnic .344 2.092 2.184 2.199

751% coethnic .394* 2.432 2.425 2.324

Interaction terms

Latino 3 20–34% poor .489 21.528 2.474 21.039**
Latino 3 351% poor .451 2.353 2.431 2.268

Latino 3 25–49% coethnic 2.466 .670 .655 .040

Latino 3 50–75% coethnic 2.715* .543 .802 .575

Latino 3 751% coethnic 2.806* .976 1.052** .550

Controls

No. of search strategies 2.009 2.017 .021 2.047

Female 2.394*** 2.340 .246 2.057

Age (yrs.) 2.005 2.017 .011 .002
Work experience (yrs.) 2.007 .015 2.021* .004

Less than high school (ref.) — — — —

High school degree 2.154 .024 2.294* .049

Community college degree 2.418* 2.153 2.154 2.091
Four-year college degree 2.605** 2.999** 2.754** 2.222

Foreign born .205 2.130 .130 2.272

Poor English ability .709*** .579 .348* .302

Years at current address 2.003 2.023 2.010 .006

Atlanta 2.082 .462 .042 2.123
Boston 2.121 .406 .482** .369*

Los Angeles (ref.) — — — —

Constant .525 2.821** 2.398 .947*

N 2,048 1,228 1,228 1,228

* p , .05  ** p , .01 *** p , .001
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examined is friends and family, or “strong” ties. Excluding formal matches, results reveal no
signi�cant overall difference between blacks and Latinos in general. However, results also indi-
cate that Latinos in barrios are nearly twice as likely as blacks in ghettos to use strong ties to
acquire jobs—an odds ratio of 0.98 compared with 0.52, net of background factors.4 This racial
difference emerges as the result of countervailing patterns among blacks and Latinos in high-
poverty neighborhoods: among blacks in high poverty neighborhoods, racial concentration is
negatively correlated with the use of strong ties; among Latinos in high poverty neighbor-
hoods, it is positively correlated.

Signi�cant racial and neighborhood differences also appear in the use of neighbors and
insider referrers. Starting with neighbors, results show that their use increases with neighbor-
hood coethnicity among Latinos, but decreases among blacks. As a result, Latinos in barrios
are about 1.5 (1.09/.72) times more likely than blacks in ghettos to use neighbors when
�nding jobs informally. The �ipside is that blacks in ghettos are 1.5 times more likely than
Latinos in barrios to use contacts outside their neighborhoods, given an informal match. To deter-
mine if this �nding is more a function of neighborhood joblessness than poverty and coethnic-
ity, we re-ran the models in Table 5 with a control variable for the percentage of residents

Table 6 � Odds Ratios Recovered from Table 5 and Depicting the Interaction Effects of
Neighborhood Poverty and Coethnicity on Informal Job Matching, by Race

% Coethnic in
Neighborhood

Black
Neighborhood Poverty Level

Latino
Neighborhood Poverty Level

,20% 20–34% 351% ,20% 20–34% 351%

Odds of Informal Job Match (from Table 5, Column 1)

#25 [ref. 5 1] 1.02 0.95 1.75 1.78 2.62

25–4 1.46 1.46 1.39 1.61 2.66 2.40
50–74 1.41 1.44 1.35 1.21 2.01 2.02

75–100 1.48 1.51 1.41 1.16 1.93 1.74

Odds of Using Kin or Friend, Given Informal Match (from Table 5, Column 2)

#25 [ref. 5 1] 2.56 0.80 1.02 1.42 0.57

25–49 0.70 1.80 0.56 0.72 0.78 0.79

50–74 0.91 2.33 0.32 0.93 0.89 0.90

75–100 0.65 1.66 0.52 0.66 0.97 0.98

Odds of Using Neighbor, Given Informal Match (from Table 5, Column 3)

#25 [ref. 5 1] 1.03 1.10 0.82 0.53 0.58
25–49 0.73 0.76 0.80 1.15 0.74 0.82

50–74 0.83 0.86 0.91 1.52 0.97 1.08

75–100 0.65 0.68 0.72 1.53 0.98 1.09

Odds of Using Insider Referral, Given Informal Match (from Table 5, Column 4)

#25 [ref. 5 1] 1.17 0.72 1.55 0.64 0.85

25–49 1.16 1.37 0.84 1.88 0.78 1.04

50–74 0.82 0.96 0.59 2.26 0.94 1.24

75–100 0.72 0.85 0.52 1.94 0.81 1.07

Note:
These odds ratios have been recovered from Table 5 by summing the relevant coef�cients and then taking the
inverse log of the total.

4. Re-analysis indicates that the Latino subgroup most likely to acquire jobs through friends and family in the bar-
rio, net of other factors, is Puerto Ricans (3.2 times more likely than blacks in ghettos), followed by Mexicans (1.9 times
more likely than blacks in ghettos), and �nally Dominicans (0.6 times more likely than blacks in ghettos).
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sixteen years and older who were unemployed or not in the labor force. Results of this supple-
mental analysis (not shown) reveal no signi�cant changes in the relationships presented in
Table 5.5

In examining the use of insider referrers—contacts already working for prospective
employers—we �nd the same basic pattern. Among Latinos, the use of insiders increases with
neighborhood coethnicity, but among blacks, it decreases. As a result, Latinos in barrios are
2.1 (1.07/0.52) times more likely than blacks in ghettos to acquire jobs through insider refer-
rers, given an informal match and net of other factors.6 Together, these �ndings begin to pro-
duce a broad portrait of racial and neighborhood differences in informal job matching—one
that highlights qualitative differences in the types of contacts used to acquire jobs, rather than
quantitative differences in the overall likelihood of such use. Speci�cally, results indicate that
when barrio residents look for and acquire jobs, they tend to use contacts that are close to
themselves socially (strong ties), spatially (neighbors), and organizationally (insider referrers);
whereas, when ghetto residents look for and acquire jobs, they tend to rely on contacts that
are further from themselves socially (acquaintances) and spatially (non-neighbors).

One explanation for this qualitative difference lies with heightened employer distaste for
blacks in ghettos compared with Latinos in barrios. Another explanation lies with potential
earnings variation in the use of different types of job contacts among blacks and Latinos—
variation that could encourage members of each racial group to pursue different types of job
contacts. To explore the latter possibility, we use Ordinary Least Squares regression to examine
the effects of respective modes of job matching on weekly earnings. Before we discuss the logic
and results of this analysis, however, it is worth brie�y reviewing the other background vari-
ables that signi�cantly in�uence the odds of informal job matching among blacks and Latinos.

Column 1 of Table 5 shows that the strongest background factor is poor English ability,
which doubles the odds (exp .709 or 2.03) of informal job matching, all else equal. The fact
that this variable, and not foreign-born status, is statistically signi�cant suggests that English
ability plays the key mediating role in understanding Latino immigrants’ well-documented
propensity to acquire jobs informally (Hagan 1998; Massey, Alcaron, Durand, and Gonzalez
1987; Portes and Bach 1985). To determine if this mediating effect is truly a function of lan-
guage skills and not a proxy for time in the U.S., we re-estimated the model in Column 1 of
Table 5, adding a measure for the number of years elapsed since an immigrant �rst came to
live in the U.S. Results (not shown) con�rm that English ability is the more important of these
two variables in explaining immigrants’ propensity to acquire jobs informally.

Like English ability, educational credentials are also inversely correlated with informal job
matching—the higher one’s degree, the lower one’s odds of acquiring a job informally. Finally,
results also indicate that women are only two-thirds as likely as men to acquire jobs infor-
mally, all else equal. This �nding is consistent with Hanson and Pratt’s (1995) study of gender
and informal job matching in Worcester, Massachusetts and likely re�ects the intersection of
two social facts: the homophily of social relations and men’s greater labor force attachment. In
other words, because individuals tend to develop social ties within, rather than between,

5. As one might expect, neighborhood joblessness rates are higher in ghettos than barrios. In our sample, the
respective percentages are 62.2 and 53.9. The only supplemental model in which this variable reached statistical
signi�cance at the .05-level was in the prediction of using a neighborhood contact, given an informal match. Contrary to
expectation, results indicate that neighborhood joblessness is positively correlated with the use of neighborhood con-
tacts among Latinos; among blacks, there is no signi�cant effect. Because of our concerns with colinearity, we re-ran the
models with and without indicators for neighborhood poverty and coethnicity. We did this both for the pooled sample
and for blacks and Latinos, separately. The same basic �ndings prevailed. These supplemental results reinforce the image of
Latino barrios as sites of highly insular and localized job networks, even in the face of general labor market disadvantage.

6. Re-analysis suggests that all Latino subgroups in barrios are about equally likely to acquire jobs informally
through neighbors but that there is signi�cant variation in the use of insider referrers: Puerto Ricans in barrios are about
three times more likely than Mexicans and Dominicans in barrios to acquire jobs informally with the help of insider
referrers (six times more likely than blacks in ghettos).
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groups and because men tend to spend more time in the labor market than women over their
lifetimes, men are more likely to know and use personal contacts to acquire jobs than women.
Patterns may differ in the informal economy.

Regression Analyses of Weekly Earnings

In our �nal set of analyses, we use Ordinary Least Squares regression to examine the
effects of respective modes of job matching on weekly earnings, logged to approximate a nor-
mal distribution.7 If results show that blacks who acquire jobs through strong ties, neighbors,
and/or insider referrers earn signi�cantly less than blacks who use other modes of job match-
ing, it would suggest that the relatively infrequent use of such contacts by blacks in ghettos
re�ects proactive pursuit of better job opportunities. If, on the other hand, such contacts exert
no earnings penalty and/or lead to higher paying jobs, evidence would suggest that their
infrequent use in ghettos stems from their failure to generate job offers. For comparison pur-
poses, we estimate the earnings model four times: once for the pooled sample, and once for
respondents at each level of neighborhood poverty (,20 percent; 20–34 percent; $35 per-
cent). In all four models, neighborhood coethnicity is controlled as a set of dummy variables.

Results appear in Table 7, with Column 1 reporting coef�cients for the pooled sample.
Several �ndings emerge from this analysis. First, in comparison with other modes of job
matching, neighborhood contacts exert a negative effect on weekly earnings—the only signi�cant
effect among the respective job matching variables. Second, none of the neighborhood coethnicity
variables are signi�cantly correlated with individual earnings. This is true in all models and
suggests that to the extent to which racial segregation in�uences earnings inequality among
blacks and Latinos, it does so indirectly through its contribution to neighborhood  poverty or
some other mediating variable. All other variables in the model behave as expected: earnings
are higher for men and individuals with more education and work experience; whereas, earn-
ings are lower for women, individuals with poor English ability, and residents of impoverished
neighborhoods. City of residence has no signi�cant effect.

Results for sub-samples strati�ed by neighborhood poverty (Columns 2–4) reveal that the
negative effect of using a neighborhood contact occurs only in high poverty neighborhoods
and really only for blacks. Speci�c calculations show that among blacks in high poverty neigh-
borhoods, jobs acquired through neighbors pay 25 percent less than jobs acquired through
other modes of job search, net of other factors ($174/week compared with $230/week). By
contrast, the wage penalty associated with neighborhood contacts among Latinos in barrios is
less than 10 percent ($190/week compared with $210/week) and is statistically insigni�cant,
all else equal. No other job matching variables are statistically signi�cant in the model for
high-poverty neighborhoods.

These �ndings suggest that there is a stronger �nancial incentive for ghetto residents to
expand their job search networks beyond their immediate neighborhoods than there is for
barrio residents. To the extent that there is role overlap between neighbors, strong ties, and
potential insider referrers, this “neighborhood incentive” may also help to explain why ghetto
residents are less likely to use these other types of contacts to acquire jobs, relative to barrio
residents. We elaborate on these possibilities below.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, we sought to illuminate the extent to which neighborhood context in�uences
the labor market strategies and outcomes of urban blacks and Latinos. Two central conclusions

7. In all our regression analyses we use STATA’s survey regression function to correct for the correlation of individual-
level attributes within block groups, thus lending a conservative bias to our tests of statistical signi�cance. Equations are
calculated using unweighted data per discussion by Winship and Radbill (1994).
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emerge from our efforts. First, “neighborhood effects” associated with extreme racial and pov-
erty concentration appear to mute, rather than amplify, well-documented differences between
blacks and Latinos in the likelihood of using personal contacts to look for and acquire employ-
ment. This �nding is important because it challenges the orthodoxy that ghetto residents are
uniquely isolated with respect to job contacts, especially in comparison with Latinos in barrios.
Our second conclusion is that despite this similarity, job seekers in ghettos and barrios use very
different contacts to acquire employment—racial differences in job networking are more qualitative
than quantitative in racially segregated, high-poverty environments. Speci�cally, barrio residents
are much more likely than ghetto residents to use friends or family, neighbors, and insider referrers

Table 7 � Ordinary Least Squares Regression Analysis of Weekly Earnings (Logged)

Block Group Poverty Rate

Independent Variables Pooled Sample ,20% 20–34% 351%

Black (ref.) — — — —

Latino 2.092* .002 2.166* 2.091

Block group characteristics

,20% poor (ref.) —
20234% poor 2.107**

351% poor 2.134***

,25% coethnic (ref.) — — — —

25–49% coethnic 2.026 2.062 .023 2.019
50–74% coethnic 2.022 2.050 2.037 2.019

751% coethnic 2.064 2.053 2.069 2.060

Job acquisition method
Kin or Friend (0:1) .071 .046 .098 .097

Neighbor (0:1) 2.177** 2.183 2.071 2.277**

Inside referrer (0:1) 2.086 2.037 2.168* 2.034

Other type of personal contact (0:1) .050 2.056 .485 2.104

Interaction terms

Latino 3 kin/friend 2.053 2.102 2.063 2.053

Latino 3 neighbor .054 .068 2.110 .175
Latino 3 inside referrer .120 2.056 .308** .080

Latino 3 other personal contact 2.020 2.282 2.273 .198

Controls

Female 2.148*** 2.242*** 2.174** 2.052

Less than high school (ref.) — — — —

High school degree .228*** .341*** .165 .188***

Community college degree .278*** .347*** .163* .337***
Four-year college degree .676*** .809*** .521*** .707***

Work experience (yrs.) .029*** .035*** .031*** .021***

Work experience (yrs.) squared 2.001*** 2.001** 2.001* 2.001*

Poor English ability 2.112** 2.040 2.180** 2.084

Atlanta 2.013 .007 2.079 .474
Boston .018 2.026 2.054 .064

Los Angeles (ref.) — — — —

Constant 5.443*** 5.375*** 5.405*** 5.297***

N 2,056 687 647 722

* p , .05 ** p , .01 *** p , .001
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to acquire jobs, and these contacts often “sponsor,” or “vouch for,” respective job seekers. By con-
trast, ghetto residents are much more likely to rely on non-neighbors and organizational outsiders
to �nd jobs, and these contacts often merely pass along information about available positions.

The overarching picture then, is one in which barrio residents develop highly localized
and densely connected employment networks that connect residents to jobs; whereas in ghet-
tos, residents are more likely to cultivate and rely on ego-centric contacts “on the outside”—
beyond the local neighborhood and outside immediate ethnic niches. While our research can-
not fully explain this qualitative difference in job networking between ghettos and barrios, it
does offer clues. One such clue is �nancial. Speci�cally, �ndings show that ghetto residents
who acquire jobs through neighbors tend to earn signi�cantly less than those who acquire
jobs through other channels, all else equal; whereas, the same is not true for barrio residents.
This pattern suggests that one reason ghetto residents use “outsiders” more often than barrio
residents is because there is material incentive to do so. Of course this line of explanation
leads us to ask why a “neighborhood disincentive” exists in ghettos, but not barrios, in the
�rst place.

In considering this question, contextual differences in human capital seem an unlikely
culprit, since average educational attainment and English language skills tend to be lower in
barrios than ghettos. This fact brings us back to the issue of employers’ distaste for black,
inner-city workers (Holzer 1996; Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991; and Moss and Tilly
1996; Waldinger 1997; Wilson 1996). This distaste, whether rooted in real or imagined differ-
ences in productivity, has the potential to restrict the formation of densely connected and
highly localized employment networks in two important ways. First, by placing inner-city
blacks at the end of the racial hiring queue, employer prejudice channels ghetto residents into
low-paying jobs relative to their educational attainment and English-language skills, which, in
turn, probably encourages them to look beyond neighbors and potential coworkers in hopes
of �nding better-paying jobs. The second way employer distaste might dissuade localized job
networking is by discouraging insider referrals from ghetto residents who do acquire better
paying jobs. Employers might make individual exceptions, but prior research suggests that
they are very unlikely to cultivate employee networks that attract black, inner-city workers
in large numbers. Sensing this, black, inner-city workers who have “made it” may also be
unlikely to risk their workplace reputation by referring friends and neighbors.

Contributing to these qualitative differences in job networking could also be the fact that
disproportionately large shares of Latinos in barrios are immigrants, many of whom do not
speak English well and may be in the country illegally. These attributes, coupled with wage
referents that make low-paying jobs in the U.S. look relatively attractive, could encourage
barrio residents to accept whatever jobs they can get quickly, often through local, insider
referrers. Ghetto residents, by contrast and by virtue of being U.S. citizens, have more ready
access to welfare and unemployment bene�ts, allowing them to be more selective in their job
searches: Rather than accept low-paying jobs through neighborhood contacts, ghetto residents
may choose to prolong their job searches and, if no acceptable offers are forthcoming, even
drop out of the labor market altogether. Related to these structural issues is the fact that
ghetto residents, again by virtue of being native-born, are likely to know their rights and
demand them more readily than barrio residents, making them less desirable workers for low-
wage employers.

Our speculation on these issues points to one of the limitations of the present study,
namely, that we have limited information on the “black box” that encompasses searches and
hires. Our data, like most survey data on job matching, tells us only about the last/current job
acquired by individuals and not about the range of offers from which it was selected. So it
could be that ghetto residents use the same types of contacts to look for and acquire offers as
barrio residents, but then, for whatever reason (e.g., low pay, unpleasant working conditions,
lack of health insurance), choose not to accept these offers. Along those lines, we lack data on
how individuals sequence their job searches. Do job seekers, as some observers assume (e.g.,
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Montgomery 1992), begin their searches with methods they believe will yield the highest
returns and proceed to other methods only when these initial “maximizing” strategies fail? Or,
do job seekers begin with methods that are the most convenient, that is, “cost” the least?

Although we have been unable to address these issues directly in the present study, we
have uncovered additional clues that can help inform future research on this subject. First,
regression analyses show that the number of strategies used to look for work is insigni�cantly
correlated with informal job acquisition. This “non-� nding” suggests that there is little reason
to believe that job seekers start with one type of strategy, say formal channels, and exhaust it
before turning to a different type of strategy, say informal strategies. Second, regression analy-
ses (not shown) reveal no signi�cant correlation between the number of search strategies and
weekly earnings, net of human capital, gender, and city of residence. Had there been a strong
negative correlation, it would have supported the “maximizing” argument, since individuals
using fewer strategies would presumably enter better paying jobs. Overall, these clues suggest
that job seekers look for employment in a variety of ways simultaneously and accept reason-
able offers that are among the �rst to come along. Further research into the range and
sequencing of such offers by race and neighborhood context would add greatly to our current
understanding of labor market processes and urban inequality.

Finally, we would be remiss if we did not acknowledge potential shortcomings associated
with our aggregation of “Latinos”—a pan-ethnic category consisting of very different groups
who do not necessarily share anything beyond a common language. While our side analyses
(see footnotes) indicate that major �ndings summarized above hold for all three major Latino
groups in our sample—Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Dominicans—further analysis is clearly
needed to con�rm this generalization. Dominicans, because they are often of African descent
and thought to be “black” by many white employers, offer perhaps the most illuminating case
for probing the extent to which employer discrimination mediates the possibility of densely
connected, and highly localized job networks in poor inner-city neighborhoods. We look for-
ward to future research in this area.
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