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Abstract
Many of the tasks involved in looking for a job these days involve sharing and storing 
digital data. Digital technology is now required for job seekers to research employers, 
store resumes, complete applications, and schedule interviews. What is the employment 
process for people who are living on the poverty line, without reliable access to the 
Internet or mobile phones? We focus on technology maintenance, the continuous work 
required to stay digitally connected, to understand how low-income job seekers in 
northern California manage the circulation and storage of information. We incorporate 
the concept of delegation from Latour to explore how people consciously consider 
who or what entities are responsible for technology maintenance, as this varies by 
government policies related to digital subsidies. This article draws novel connections 
between the influence of government policy on technology maintenance and how both 
the policies and digital inequalities shape impoverished job seekers’ choices around 
sharing and storage practices.
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If one asked a passerby on an urban street in the United States for advice on how to find a 
job, responses would likely include recommendations to go online. Workshops on job 
hunting often tacitly assume constant access to mobile phones, when organizers announce: 
“feel free to step outside to answer any call from a recruiter or hiring manager.”1 Resumes 
must be stored online, applications must be completed online, and the recommendations, 
research, and scheduling necessary to land a job all typically involve access to computers, 
Internet, and cellphones. In other words, to be employed in the United States today, one is 
presumed to have reliable access to a range of digital technologies that enable digital stor-
age as part of the employment process (Gershon, 2017). As in every other facet of contem-
porary life, job seeking in wealthy nations has incorporated the “taken-for-grantedness” 
of mobile and other digital technologies (Ling, 2012).

But what about when access is not reliable? Given that digital devices and Internet 
access are expensive to maintain, employment and digital access pose a 21st-century 
technological catch-22 for those at the bottom of the socio-economic ladder: paying for 
technology requires employment, but gaining employment requires technology. We 
explore this issue studying how people maintain technology, which has previously been 
studied in education and health settings (Gonzales, 2014; Gonzales et al., 2016, 2020). 
By turning to technology maintenance, we assume that digital access is never fully 
achieved, but is an ongoing process, and one that often disadvantages those without 
resources. When individuals cycle through periods of connection and disconnection—
due to unpaid bills, broken devices, outdated virus protection, and so on— they live in a 
state of dependable instability (Gonzales, 2014, 2016). But the consequences of depend-
able instability are magnified when digital disconnection makes it impossible to access 
the materials needed to get a job. Without a reliable means of accessing the materials of 
employment, including the applications, resumes, and contact information that no longer 
live in a rolodex or file drawer, digital disconnection makes the already challenging pro-
cess of looking for work even more burdensome.

To explore the role of material availability and technology maintenance during employ-
ment seeking, we interview job seekers in California, one of the few states where qualified 
residents are currently provided with subsidized unlimited cellphone voice and text min-
utes. We interviewed 40 people, 70% of whom were homeless. This allows us to pose a 
new research question in the literature on technology maintenance: what happens when 
job seekers are operating in a media ecology in which cellphone minutes are always avail-
able, but other factors (such as theft, homelessness, and broken equipment) continue to 
prevent stable digital sharing and storage?2 We turn to Latour’s (1992) concept of delega-
tion to explore how people consider who or what entities are responsible for storing and 
sharing information when seeking employment. Examining Latour’s ideas on delegation 
side-by-side with technology maintenance allows us to address an evolving digital land-
scape—one where responsibility and ownership of technology depends on personal and 
geographic context and government policies.

Our findings suggest that while people on the poverty line with free unlimited mobile 
phone are better served than those in states with limited minutes, those with unlimited 
minutes still grapple with ongoing barriers to cellphone access. Disrupted access to digi-
tal materials required new solutions and workarounds, often requiring transitions back-
and-forth between physical and digital resources. This is particularly consequential for 
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unemployed job seekers who do not have the money to pay for those resources. We 
consider how job seekers on the poverty line engage with the ways that different tech-
nologies will delegate responsibility for storage and maintenance among a wide range of 
participants, including technology companies, potential employers, community-based 
organizations, government services, and personal networks.

By turning to impoverished job seekers, we are contributing to a long-standing schol-
arly interest in ethnographic accounts on digital sharing and storage that explore the 
class- or culture-based biases built into certain technologies, and the workarounds these 
designed biases can inspire (Christen, 2012; Kelty, 2005; Srinivasan, 2017). Designers 
often build implied users and implied narratives into the technologies they design 
(Akrich, 1992). In the case of technologies designed for sharing and storing, this often 
ensures that Euro-American middle-class assumptions are ever-present (Christen, 2012). 
Mobile phones, and the access to the Internet they provide, are expected to be omnipres-
ent and many daily practices presume ubiquitous access, disadvantaging those who oper-
ate otherwise for financial or cultural reasons (Ling, 2012). As this article shows, this 
taken-for-grantedness becomes an acute dilemma for job seekers who have unstable 
access, and given employers’ expectations of how applicants that must store documents 
and maintain communication channels.

Technology maintenance

The past decade has seen a dramatic increase in in-home access, device ownership, and 
use of information and communication technologies (ICTs), such as laptops and cell-
phones. In 2017, 95% of people in the United States owned a cellphone, 77% owned a 
smartphone, and 9 out of 10 adults got online regularly (Pew Research Center, 2016). 
However, as initial access and use becomes widespread—due in part to dropping produc-
tion costs and contract-free, pay-as-you-go monthly plans—systematic disruption in 
access, or dependable instability, may also become more widespread (Gonzales, 2014, 
2016). This is exacerbated by a simultaneous sharp drop in landline telephone ownership 
over the last decade, where only 51% of the general population has a landline phone at 
last count, and only 37% of those living in poverty have a landline phone (Blumberg and 
Luke, 2016). Without stable communication resources, people on the socio-economic 
margins are especially vulnerable to losing resources that are increasingly distributed 
remotely (e.g. insurance applications, job applications) (Eubanks, 2011; Gonzales et al., 
2016). This can have real consequences for the ability to find work.

Analzying technology maintenance allows scholars to pay attention to the ways that, 
“as the poor increasingly achieve in-home and public access to digital technology they 
will struggle to maintain that access” (Gonzales et al., 2016: 1423). This research bor-
rows from cultural studies scholarship on breakdown and repair (Graham and Thrift, 
2007; Jackson, 2014) and is consistent with recent work that finds that people living in 
poverty are more likely than their wealthier counterparts to struggle with disrupted ICT 
access (Neale and Stevenson, 2014; Rideout and Katz, 2016; Robinson, 2014), which 
may exacerbate existing social inequalities (Norris, 2001; Van Dijk, 2005; Viswanath 
and Kreuter, 2007).
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As the policy landscape has shifted, so too has the experience of technology mainte-
nance. Subsidized cellphone service in the United States is a relatively new phenome-
non, which has exploded in popularity over the last 5 years. The stability of mobile 
Internet and cellphone access is quite varied nationwide, in part due to differences in ICT 
subsidies by state. In addition, although everyone must continuously work to maintain 
ICT access, the poor and marginalized disproportionately bear the burden (Graham and 
Thrift, 2007). Thus, studying job hunting practices reveals the consequences of how 
people maintain access to the material and communication essentials needed to find 
work. This takes place in a changing policy landscape that constantly shifts the loci of 
tensions in the digital divide. In short, what does maintenance look like when the local 
state government provides unlimited minutes? How does this change 21st-century job 
seeking, as it becomes an increasingly digitized experience? Our data aim to provide 
insights into the implications of technology maintenance when a state, in this case 
California, takes a greater responsibility in maintaining digital infrastructure. Employment 
seeking is an important context in which to evaluate these variations.

Maintaining access, maintaining employment

These days, being unemployed makes being digitally unstable a problem. This is largely 
because the media repertoire that employers and job seekers use to connect with each 
other has become increasingly digital. According to a report by Carnevale et al, around 
60–70% of all jobs advertise online, although this is especially true of jobs requiring a 
college degree (Carnevale et al., 2014). According to a Pew Research Center report, 79% 
of American job seekers have searched for jobs and job information online (Smith, 
2015). Increasingly, even if job seekers do not learn about a job opening online, to apply, 
they must fill out online forms. Finally, because of the prevalence of mobile phones, even 
if a job candidate finds a job offline and applies offline, employers still expect to be able 
to reach the applicant at any time by phone. In short, being disconnected from the Internet 
and cellphones, even temporarily, makes job searching nearly impossible. Tasks which 
once required a paper application and landline access increasingly requires stable access 
to a computer, cellphone, and Internet, all of which are intermittently inaccessible for 
many we interviewed.

Cellphones in particular are essential in linking low-income and homeless populations 
to resources and employment opportunities (Eyrich-Garg, 2011; Rice and Barman-
Adhikari, 2014), and previous technology maintenance research has found that disrupted 
cellphone service can compromise employment (Gonzales et al., 2016; Gonzales et al., 
2020). Interviews with low-income students revealed difficulties staying in touch with 
employers when phones were broken (Gonzales et al., 2020), and people with HIV 
described missing calls from interested employers (Gonzales et al., 2016). Stable cellphone 
access, however, is contingent on the interrelationship of federal law and regulations, 
phone companies’ business strategies, as well as individual users’ financial standing.

In the United States, unlike most other countries, the federal government subsidizes 
phones for low-income people, thus shifting some of the responsibility for continual 
phone coverage from individuals to a public/private partnership between the federal gov-
ernment, state governments, and phone companies. Changing government policies shift 
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the responsibility of maintaining material access. This is happening at the same time that 
innovation is complicating job seekers’ access to digital employment materials. To 
understand this relationship, it is worth reviewing the role of US policy on communica-
tion subsidies.

A brief history of lifeline nationwide

Since 1984, there has been a program in the United States—Lifeline Assistance—designed 
to help low-income people install landlines. The Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) first introduced this program under Ronald Reagan to address flat rate increases in 
landline costs, initially only covering 50% of the costs but rapidly expanding to subsidize 
100%. California had experimented with a similar program a year before the FCC chose to 
introduce such subsidizes nationwide (Johnson, 1988). Once nationwide, each state could 
choose how it implemented the Lifeline Assistance program. For example, Arkansas pro-
vided this assistance to anyone eligible for food stamps, while in Missouri in 1986, the only 
ones who qualified were over 65 or disabled, in a household earning US$7500 or less and 
receiving heating assistance (Makarewicz, 1991). Each state also set up its own contracts 
with the phone companies that provided services in that state. In short, from the beginning 
of federally subsidized phone service, different states had their own criteria for eligibility 
and entered into state-specific partnerships with private phone companies.

These organizational principles were kept when, in 2008, the federal government 
chose to expand and subsidize mobile phones. Each state contracted with several phone 
companies to provide free mobile phones. But the number of minutes and amount of data 
available vary by state and company. At the time our data were collected, most states 
offered between 250 and 500 minutes each month, with three states—California, Alaska, 
and Oklahoma—offering unlimited voice minutes each month. All states offer one or 
more unlimited texting plan and one or more data plan with 500 MB of data.

In 2016, the FCC Chairperson Tom Wheeler serving under the Obama Administration 
released an updated vision of Lifeline to include stand-alone broadband subsidies (that is 
broadband for the home) and outlined the future of mobile Lifeline. Currently recipients 
must choose between the in-home broadband and telephone subsidy. Here, we will focus 
only on cellphone subsidies, which increased to 1000 voice minutes and 2 GB in 2019. 
According to our estimates, 1–51% of eligible individuals have currently enrolled in 
Lifeline in each state, with the average nationwide being 28% of eligible users. Despite 
the fact that in practice this service is undersubscribed, public debate about the value of 
Lifeline has often focused on US concerns about fraud and abuse within the program (see 
Fung, 2017). To that end, the FCC is in the process of implementing stricter checks on 
Lifeline eligibility. We have yet to see how these new requirements may change the reach 
of the program.

In 2014, California made changes to its Lifeline program for mobile phone use, shap-
ing how responsibility for communication was delegated across individuals, private 
organizations, and governments. California chose to supplement the federal subsidy of 
US$9.25 a month, offering an additional US$6.15 per month to any company offering 
501–999 minutes per month or an additional US$13.15 per month for companies offering 
1000+ minutes per month. Currently every phone company in California providing 
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Lifeline assistance to users (all of whom are on some form of general assistance) offers 
unlimited minutes and texting.

Policy shifts the access burdens

The previous research on technology maintenance examined disrupted cellphone access 
in contexts in which cell minutes were quite limited. As a contrast, here we explore users’ 
experiences of disrupted access in California, where the financial costs of cellphone 
access for low-income job seekers are borne principally by federal and state govern-
ments. However, given the wealth of digital materials required to find a job in today’s 
employment market, is subsidized cellphone service and Internet access enough to meet 
employment needs? What kind of disruptions persist despite this resource? Finally, how 
do low-income job seekers manage storage and circulation needs in a media ecology that 
always requires, but does not consistently provide, digital resources?

Methods

Sample

Gershon conducted interviews for this project in Berkeley, California, using a snowball 
sampling approach during the summer of 2016. She initially found people to interview by 
standing outside of the Berkeley public library 15–20 minutes before it opened and offering 
flyers with details to passers-by. This strategy was designed to reach the people who were 
waiting to use the library’s bank of free computers. Some were also using the library’s free 
wifi, which patrons could access 30–40 feet beyond the library’s walls. About 8–10 of 
interviews subsequently came through word of mouth, because flyers and the tip that a 
professor was paying for what informants understood to be a survey ended up circulating 
in local homeless circles. Interviewees were paid US$25 for their participation. We allowed 
our interviewees to self-identify as job-seekers. In the course of this interview, it often 
became apparent that they had searched for jobs in the past six months, but were not neces-
sarily actively looking at the time of the interview. In those cases, we asked them to reflect 
on their earlier experiences looking for jobs.

This approach led to 40 interviews total, with 32 men and 8 women. Three women 
and 24 men were homeless. With the exception of 2 men, those who were not homeless 
lived in low-income housing supplied by local government. This meant that most of our 
informants lived in homeless shelters that didn’t allow them indoors until 8 pm at night. 
They went to the public library to find a place to charge their phones and peacefully 
spend time until they could return to the shelters. Although we did not conduct formal 
demographic surveys with informants, we asked about the race and gender of each 
informant. Of the eight women, seven were Black and one claimed to be Aryan from 
India. Gershon also interviewed 22 Black men, 7 White men, 1 Afghani who reported 
easily passing for White, and two Native Americans.

We also draw upon a handful of interviews with recruiters or social welfare workers 
from Berkeley Food and Housing Project, Community Voice Mail (CVM), Goodwill, 
and Jewish Vocational Services. These interviews help to paint a broader picture of 
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delegation across the many roles and responsibilities that differently situated actors play 
in the employment landscape.

Data collection and analysis

Interviews with low-income and primarily homeless job seekers took place using a semi-
structured interview format of 40+ questions covering issues related to employment his-
tory; institutional and personal support networks; technology use; and finally, digital 
access. An additional 10 questions were only used in conversations with staff at work 
centers or welfare centers, including questions about the ways in which technology use 
was or was not supported and encouraged during the job search process. Staff were also 
asked about their observations of digital access by their clients, and how that shaped the 
job search process.

Interviews were audio-recorded and contemporaneous notes were taken by Gershon as 
interviews were conducted. Interviews were transcribed and analyzed by both of us in an 
iterative form. Both open-ended and focused coding techniques were used, with a matrix 
of notes formed to search for thematic patterns and highlight disconfirming evidence 
(Miles et al., 2013). In this process, we were searching for reoccurring themes related to 
employment seeking as it was improved, worsened, or otherwise altered as a function of 
digital maintenance issues and as shaped by availability and reliance on government phone 
subsidies and other institutional interventions.

Findings

In analysis of our interviews, it quickly became clear that people were navigating a 
media ecology filled with technologies that each delegated responsibility for maintaining 
channels or storing information differently. We rely on Latour’s (1992) article, “Where 
are the Missing Masses? The Sociology of a Few Mundane Artifacts” to frame the expe-
rience of maintaining access to digital employment materials for low-income job seekers 
in California.

Delegating maintenance

In his 1992 article, Latour explores how technological objects often do labor that humans 
would otherwise have to do. At the same time, these objects also create new types of 
labor for humans. To illustrate, Latour describes how a public building may have a door 
that needs to be manually closed. Those in charge of the building can hope that putting 
up a sign might recruit visitors into the necessary actions, yet masses of people are noto-
riously unreliable, and seldom pay attention to signs. Perhaps those in charge will hire a 
porter, shifting the delegation of responsibility to one person. Yet that person can be 
unreliable—it is challenging to convince a poorly paid person to focus adequately on 
what is a rather boring task. This may in turn lead to employing a technical object, a 
hydraulic door-closer, something far more reliable than the distractable porter, but only 
until it breaks down (Latour, 1992: 155–159).
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Latour calls this ongoing process of distributing labor between technical objects and 
human actors, delegation. In Latour’s account, it is not only the labor of the task at hand 
that is delegated, but also the maintenance of both humans’ capacities and the technical 
object’s capacities that are delegated. Neither humans nor technical objects retain the 
same capacities from day to day, and how these capacities are maintained or repaired 
becomes a question resolved only by the person or objects’ specific location in a broader 
network. It is a constantly changing set of problems and solutions. It is this insight that 
we turn to for understanding the strategies used by people who are dependably digitally 
unstable as they navigate the media ecology of looking for a job amid a patchwork of 
digital access and resources. As people in our study engaged with different devices, they 
also took into account how responsibility for maintenance and storage was distributed 
between individuals, families, community-based organizations, libraries, governments, 
and companies.

Delegating access to digital employment materials

Job seeking posed predictable challenges for this population. Limited access to the Internet 
now means a limited ability to find out what jobs exist. It also hampers the number of jobs 
one can apply to in a day—several interlocutors estimated it took them 45 minutes to an 
hour to complete a single application online. In addition, an inability to reach someone 
quickly by phone or email, especially at the entry-level jobs to which our interviewees 
applied, often meant that a frustrated employer would reject an applicant. Those we inter-
viewed had to develop alternative ways to navigate these challenges. In a number of 
instances, they went so far as to consciously avoid applying for jobs that required digital 
contact. Several reported choosing to look instead for jobs through help wanted signs in 
storefronts. In general, people’s job-searching strategies largely reflected attempts to 
arrange the delegation of responsibility for technological maintenance in their favor.

Broadly speaking, looking for jobs these days required that people use digital media 
to manage at least two types of tasks: storing information that can then be re-circulated 
(e.g. resumes) and keeping the channels of communication open so potential employers 
can contact job seekers. Being able to manage these tasks successfully depended on 
how maintenance was delegated within one’s media ecology. We address these pro-
cesses each in turn.

Challenges of Applying Online. At the heart of data storage difficulties was the question of 
delegation. Almost everyone we interviewed kept the pertinent information they might 
need for a job application stored online in their email, shifting responsibility for informa-
tion storage from personal hard drives, as those were rarely available, to email servers. 
People kept copies of their resumes, as well as other information they might need for job 
applications, in their email or Google Drive. Career counselors at Goodwill encouraged 
their clients to email copies of their resumes to their counselors so someone else had a 
backup copy. Of course, this required memorization of various passwords in order to 
access digital employment materials, which can be difficult for anyone. Unlike better 
resourced job seekers who have stable hardware at home, these informants were typi-
cally reliant on library or friend’s computers, or they had cheap laptops that 
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were vulnerable to theft and damage. As a result, they did whatever they could to shift 
responsibility for maintaining a record away from the fragile devices and papers onto 
companies and the cloud. This delegation brought new challenges, including the need to 
remember passwords when log-ins are not automatic, sort through email where digital 
employment material is stored, and manage timed access on public devices.

Another challenge of digital applications is that they are increasingly requiring more 
and more external mnemonics (Stiegler, 1994). This is because many of the application 
questions ask for a degree of precise information about one’s education and former work 
experiences that people find difficult to recall without memory aids (see also Woelfer and 
Hendry, 2010). Often the type of information these applications require signals a class-
specific set of expectations about the kinds of knowledge one must have about one’s 
workplaces. This was first made clear to us when assisting Adam, a Sudanese refugee, to 
fill out online job applications to work in Alaskan fisheries. Adam had heard from a 
friend that Alaskan fisheries paid well and would accept any able-bodied person. To 
apply online, he went to a computer lab at a non-profit organization where Gershon was 
observing volunteers assist drop-in patrons. Each online job application asked for 
detailed information about Adam’s work history, some of which he had scrawled on a 
piece of paper that contained the years he graduated from various educational institu-
tions, as well as the years he worked. Other questions baffled him—such as his current 
supervisor’s last name. “He is José,” Adam explained, but he had no idea how to contact 
him by phone or any other information. Yet often these forms will not allow users to 
move to the next screen if some fields are empty. In short, the dependence on digital 
interfaces to locate information, but the lack of flexibility in navigating or accessing 
those interfaces, poses a problem.

Maintaining communication channels. Equally important to managing digital storage was 
the work involved in maintaining open communication channels so that people could be 
reached by potential employers. On one hand, it was relatively easy for people to get new 
phones, provided they had access to a stable mailing address, though the quality of these 
phones was questionable. The ease of access ensured that the responsibility for owning a 
phone was shifted largely from the phone-owner to the companies distributing phones. 
On the other hand, the companies distributing the phones were consciously cutting cor-
ners, as the phone users were all too vividly aware. They received phones that broke 
down regularly, either because they had been refurbished or were poorly manufactured, 
which is known to constrain use (Neale and Stevenson, 2014). Yet informants were too 
poor to have phones repaired, a different node in the delegation of responsibility for 
maintenance (see Kuipers and Bell, 2018). One woman explained that she had three 
phones. She had an Obamaphone which could not use satellite data because the default 
time and date settings were wrong and could not be changed no matter how much she and 
customer service representatives tried. But she could use it for free calling. She then had 
two other phones, one for Internet use and the other for backup data in case she burned 
through her data limit. She showed Gershon all three phones, all of which had different 
degrees of cracks in the screens. Many of the phones Gershon saw had broken screens, 
and sometimes these broken screens impaired functionality. People could not afford to 
repair phones, so maintaining a charge and maintaining a phone’s functionality were 
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obstacles to people who might need a stable phone number while looking for a job. With 
the decisions to provide refurbished phones, the phone company was shifting the respon-
sibility for keeping a phone functional back on to the user.

Policies and their enforcement are an important determinant of delegation practices. 
While it might be difficult for people to maintain optimally functioning phones, they did 
not seem to view this as a serious obstacle because when a phone failed they often 
approached another phone provider. Our interviewees had access consistently to phone 
service in California because the government policies were not strictly enforced, and the 
public/private partnership between government and private phone companies allowed 
for enough loopholes. While the Lifeline Assistance program guidelines insist that peo-
ple must wait 60 days before approaching a new phone company for service, this was not 
enforced. In states with two providers, such as New Jersey or Vermont, people might 
respond differently. In 2016, California had 11 providers. However, in 2019, the FCC 
began rolling out the National Verifier database. This database is intended to curb redun-
dancies and may make phones less readily available in the states where it is employed. 
As of March 2019, California is not yet one of those states.

As another reflection of how policies shape practice, when data were collected in 
2016, our interviewees seemed nonplussed upon having their phones stolen, though they 
would take some measures to ensure that this did not occur, including keeping sharp tabs 
on the device. For example, some described claiming their phone lacked charge as a 
reason not to loan to someone wanting to make a phone call—in that moment blaming 
both the phone and not so indirectly their intermittent access to electrical outlets that 
meant keeping a phone charged was a challenge. As a result, loaning phones occurred 
infrequently. One man had all the stuff he carried with him stolen 2 weeks earlier, includ-
ing his phone. He was complaining about this to a friend of his, who out of the blue dug 
through his stuff and handed him an Obamaphone and told him to hold on to it until he 
could get a replacement phone. He had no idea that his friend had a spare hidden away. 
This story stands out, however, because it was relatively unusual in this sample. For the 
most part, being homeless left people too vulnerable to circulate this particular resource 
readily and sharing phones was generally rare. Yet, when describing the phones that had 
been stolen, informants described replacing these phones shortly thereafter.

In short, as Latour describes, it is an open question who is responsible for maintaining 
connections to functioning technology. Policies, device quality, financial resources, and 
networks all shape the experience of delegation. Responsibility can move rapidly among 
participants, including moving between the individual and the cellphone company. To 
manage this, each is involved in cutting corners or breaking rules. Companies aim to 
optimize returns by circulating cheap, temperamental phones, which fulfills state require-
ments while keeping customers returning to the market. In turn, phone users are forced 
to rely on fragile devices and have limited options. They must break the law by approach-
ing a new company within the 60-day window, go phoneless (rarely an option), or bor-
row a cheap phone from friends and loved ones. While mobile phone ownership and use 
are widespread, the instability of that access often yields periods of disruption and fre-
quent changes in phone numbers.
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Exceptions. It is worth noting that while most interviewees either had an Obamaphone 
or a paid cellphone, or were expecting to get one shortly, a few interviewees were still 
stymied by government requirements. Two men in their late 20s did not have phones 
because they were not on general assistance and thus did not qualify for an Obamaphone 
and could not afford a phone. A 63-year-old man found it too daunting to fulfill the 
government requirement that one had to have a permanent address, not a P.O. Box, to 
which the government could send the phone. While he was living in a tent in a friend’s 
backyard, he explained that his friend was too mentally unstable or untrustworthy, and he 
could not count on his friend to hand over any of his mail. Here was an example where 
a moment of delegation failed.

Finally, while people might be relatively blasé about losing a phone and willing to 
loan their phone to another occasionally, this was not the case for computers. People 
went to great lengths to conceal from each other the fact that they owned computers, 
especially when living in shelters. Gershon discovered this while interviewing two men 
who she met walking together toward the library. By arranging to interview each man 
separately, she was able to discern that each one had a computer, but was keeping this 
information from the other. They both hid their computer carefully within layers in a 
locker, and never removed it when anyone else at the shelter might notice. Interviewees 
tended to buy computers from Craig’s List ads, claiming that they could buy a used lap-
top for US$150–US$200. When computers broke down, they tended not to have them 
repaired but rather bought another one.

Maintaining access to immaterial affordances. Staying connected required more than just 
maintaining functioning hardware; it also involved maintaining access to and successful 
use of the immaterial components of a cellphone, such as voicemail, wifi, and phone 
numbers. Knowing how to use these different devices and platforms was knowledge that 
was sometimes delegated among a number of different people (see Ghosh, 2016 for simi-
lar practices among low-literacy users in Ghana and India). For example, Gershon inter-
viewed one man who could never remember how to check his voice mail. Every day, he 
visited a friend of his, a local store-owner who was always at the store and helped him 
check his voicemail:

Ilana: Do you ever find that people left messages for you for a job?
Bob:  Maybe once or twice, they call me back and then I get back at them when 

I go to Tom’s. I got there a lot. Like today, I will go by there later. Most 
of the time, he’ll call me before the day is out and ask me to come by. And 
then when I’m there, I’ll ask him to check my phone. He’ll say, “I’m not 
going to keep doing this. Let me show you again.” But he’s my buddy, so 
he does it for me.

While Bob may have been extreme in his inability to remember how to check his 
messages, Gershon came across a number of similar instances. One woman handed 
Gershon her phone in the middle of an interview, explaining that her daughter had 
turned off her wireless connection because she disliked the music her mother played 
through her phone. Could Gershon figure out how to turn it back on, the interviewee 
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wondered (she did after some trial and error). In other words, while no one reported 
sharing ownership of a device with another on a regular basis, they would occasionally 
talk about sharing tasks related to these devices (such as checking voicemails) with oth-
ers on a regular basis. Delegation of immaterial storage and access practices was often 
disseminated across the community.

Another immaterial access problem, changing phone numbers, was an employment 
stumbling block for people in this sample, and one that has been described in previous 
technology maintenance research (Gonzales, 2014; Gonzales et al., 2016). That work 
found that changing numbers often disrupted the job search process. When that happened 
in this sample, people reported announcing their new phone numbers on Facebook or 
occasionally by email to all their contacts. Access to the Internet was essential for being 
able to contact friends and family when phone numbers were unstable. They were con-
stantly receiving new numbers from their friends and family as well — their contact list 
was ever-shifting.

Especially germane to job hunting, area codes turned out to be a significant indexical 
marker that functioned to store information. Despite the fact that changes in phone num-
ber within low-income networks seem to be quite commonplace, an area code still indi-
cated residence. As an example, Janet explained that she had recently gotten a new 
phone, and she was very disappointed to find that she still had a Santa Cruz area code. 
She had recently moved back to Oakland after having lived in Santa Cruz for 5 years. She 
said that all her friends kept asking her if she was still in Santa Cruz when she circulated 
her new phone number. When seeking employment, area codes were thought to signal 
other aspects of employability as well, which is consistent with previous work that finds 
the technology is used to conceal stigmatized identities, such as homelessness (Le Dantec 
and Edwards, 2008). If people had a 415 or 510 area code, this signaled that they had 
local ties and probably lived near public transportation in the Bay Area. However, an 
area code from outside the region risked signaling that he or she was transient and had 
not lived in the area long enough to get an Obamaphone locally. Applicants perceived 
that this might also signal being a high-risk employee—someone ready to move on with-
out warning. As a result, efforts were made to have the right area code at the right time.

In short, in this sample, area codes and geographic residence is still very much linked, 
although linked in a different way than during a landline era. Indeed, now they are linked 
together precisely because of the way that people experience digital instability.

Workarounds for the dependably unstable

As the infrastructure and repair literatures both note, system breakdown is often a 
moment to highlight the necessity of cellphones (Graham and Thrift, 2007; Kuipers and 
Bell, 2018). In the case of personal digital infrastructure, this becomes apparent when we 
explore the workarounds that people must enact to maintain open communication.

Having a stable phone number while applying for jobs is clearly essential. One needs 
a place to get messages from interested potential employers and ideally the person 
answering the phone does not announce that the number belongs to a homeless shelter. 
But it is not simply phone connection that is important, as smartphones often function for 
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low-income populations as their primary Internet access (Tsetsi and Rains, 2017). In an 
interview, Gershon asked June if she could get online with her phone, and she answered,

June:  Not anymore. I don’t know what happened. It just stopped. So . . . and 
the little screen was too small to play with, but I was able to do a few 
things. But on June 10 it just stopped. I don’t know what happened. And 
I’m like, what’s wrong with my email?

Ilana:  Can you get a new phone? Can you replace it if it’s broken?
June:  I don’t want to because I got my resume out there with this number right 

now. And I don’t feel like taking out the time to call people. Give me a 
month or two. Because it’s a pain in the ass . . . Without a phone, oh my 
gosh, I don’t know. People can’t call you back, you know! You can call 
them, and they’ll be like, “Who is that,” Who doesn’t have a phone 
today? . . . How come you don’t have a phone, what is your situation? It 
seems unstable to me. Do I want to risk it? Thank god for the free phone.

In particular, for June, getting a new phone number was a headache because she had 
job applications circulating with a phone number and she needed to be accessible on the 
number that she had provided. While her phone was not fully functional, at least it 
received calls, and so she was unwilling to replace the phone and thus be forced to call 
all the potential employers with her new number, signaling her precarious situation.

Because many of our informants were homeless in addition to being unemployed, 
another common problem that required workarounds was finding places to charge 
devices and access Wi-Fi (see also Humphry, 2014; Vázquez et al., 2015). The library 
was an important place to access these resources. Yet, outlets and terminals were in high 
demand and a lack of transportation—an essential component of finding and maintaining 
work in California—further complicated their search. As David described,

You were allowed 3 hours per day total through the whole library system. I would work for an 
hour in Pasadena and then go to the South Pasadena library, and then I’d go to the San Marino 
library, and I’d get my 3 hours that way. It required some traveling around. I didn’t have a car, 
so I’d bike or take the train.

Sometimes people gave up on libraries all together to avoid these constraints. Leroy 
noted, “If I can afford a coffee, then yeah. McDonald’s and Burger King also have free 
wifi. Sometimes it’s my traveling office.”

To complicate matters, institutional, corporate, and individual infrastructures are 
often intertwined in problematic ways that may shift responsibility for effective worka-
rounds between clients, organizations, and the state. Many interviewees pointed out that 
technology access signaled reliability more broadly. To illustrate, Gershon’s interview 
with a recruiter who specialized in finding caregivers revealed that she screened out pos-
sible caregivers who did not always answer their phones. The recruiter admitted her 
company’s expectations of technological access was unrealistic, expectations which 
point to the interdependency between institutional offerings and individual resources:
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When we hire, we show them how to look at a computer and see their schedule, but we still get 
people telling us they don’t know their schedule. People have problems just logging in. And 
some people don’t have computers, so they should go to the library. And we hate it when 
phones get shut off, because we should be a priority, you need to talk to us. If you are having 
financial problems—talk to us, and we can help. We give out advances a lot. We don’t advertise 
that, but we do. I would love it if we could give a stipend for phone or gas –something that helps 
get the job done. Not just paid. . . . And how do you give someone $20 and tell them to put it 
towards their phone bill? I wish we could give all caregivers a company phone.

This recruiter was willing to imagine a different delegation of responsibility between 
the staffing agency and the caregivers, a workaround that more closely resembled what 
California already made possible through its Lifeline Assistance, albeit only for those who 
qualified. This California-based recruiter was clearly encountering people living on the 
poverty line, despite the fact that they made too much to qualify for general assistance.

The delegation of responsibility within community-based organizations

The consequences of digital disruption are widespread and often overlooked, as indi-
cated by the lived experiences of individual interviewees. Their experiences are shaped 
both by state and federal policies, as well as norms of job-seeking in the region. Given 
this, it is important to understand structural solutions that have been explored to fill gaps 
in the job-seeking process created by digital disruption. Although these solutions evolve 
as technological innovation and policies evolve, the following sheds additional insight 
into and the role delegation plays in responses to digital instability at an organizational 
level. Non-profit organizations are as involved in trying to manage how responsibility 
for technology maintenance was delegated as much as the clients they served (see also 
Le Dante and Edwards, 2008; Moser, 2009). As an example, we turn to Community 
Voice Mail (CVM), an organization now defunct in the United States, in part because 
funders believed Google Voice would eventually serve the same role, another delegation 
of responsibility between non-profit and technology corporation. The organization is still 
active among indigenous communities in Canada, partially because the Canadian gov-
ernment has no program comparable to Lifeline Assistance.

CVM was founded in 1991 by Pat Berry, inspired largely because of the plight of a 
homeless job seeker. Pat worked in Seattle’s Labor Temple, a building that housed the 
headquarters of a number of the city’s unions. James, a garrulous homeless man, would 
often stop by for a cup of coffee and to chat about his life experiences, which included 
stories about working with heating, ventilation, and air conditioning. They wanted to 
help him, but he was not a former union member. In the United States, this is a constant 
policy problem—you cannot get help unless you belong to a defined subgroup. One 
week, Pat received a request from an employer for a worker who knew how to fix air 
conditioning. She did not have anyone on her rolls with this skill who was free, but she 
quickly thought of James. Yet she had not seen James in a few days and realized she had 
no idea how to reach him. This was frustrating for her, and she figured out a solution. 
relying on a relatively new technological innovation at the time. Only a few years earlier, 
companies had begun installing voicemail systems which were not linked to specific 
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landlines—users could dial a number from any phone and receive any messages that had 
been left at a phone number reserved for that particular user. Pat realized that this tech-
nology could be used effectively by homeless people, who otherwise had no reliable way 
to receive messages that did not also signal, at the same time, that they were homeless. 
While occasionally homeless shelters would take messages, anyone answering the phone 
would announce what organization the potential employer was calling, and these mes-
sages, once written down, might also risk being misplaced.

CVM re-configured how responsibility for receiving and storing phone messages were 
stored. Homeless people could circulate the number, assured that they had complete con-
trol over the message that callers heard when they dialed the number. The messages would 
be preserved until they choose to delete the message. Unless they gave the number to 
someone else as well, they and the local CVM staff were the only ones with access to the 
messages. In addition, when potential employers left a message, they initially experienced 
this particular version of voice mail as second-order information that the person was likely 
to be employed, to be connected to a larger institution that could supply an individual 
voicemail, since at the time, primarily large companies, hospitals, and universities had 
this technology.

While homeless people would obviously use their voice mail to receive and store 
a wide range of messages, the fact that potential employers could leave messages 
captured the imagination of funding agencies. Within the first 2 months of establish-
ing CVM, 70% of its users found jobs, a statistic that led to significant recognition 
from Ford Foundation, which gave them an innovation award in 1992. Part of the 
appeal for funders was that here was an instance in which a relatively cheap access to 
technology was seen as providing homeless people with the necessary tools to find 
employment. In a sense, this was an example of a different kind of delegation of 
responsibility, in which technological solutions allowed funders to overlook the 
socio-economic reasons why people might be homeless in the first place, and focus 
instead on a solution for a certain stage in the job search process that became an obsta-
cle for homeless people without access to all the infrastructure of people who are 
housed. This success led over time to CVM’s expansion; by 2005, CVM had offshoots 
in 43 cities around the country. Moreover, this type of institutional response to prob-
lems caused by the diffusion of technology across the job-market sector underscores 
that technology can, at times, also ameliorate these problems.

In the process of expansion, CVM also struggled with the same problems of techno-
logical maintenance that we have been describing occurs on an individual basis. Each 
city’s branch initially had its own machines for storing voice mailboxes that had been 
adapted from hospitals for this particular use. Yet when the machines broke down, often 
no one on site knew how to fix it. The headquarters in Seattle often had to field a few 
too many questions about how to fix these machines, engaging with the complicated 
struggle of describing over the phone how to repair these machines. Finally the director, 
Jennifer Brandon, decided to switch to another technology so that the Seattle office 
housed all the equipment that contained the actual voice mailboxes, centralizing the 
responsibility for maintaining the technology. Maintenance, in other words, is a prob-
lem at all levels of scale.
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Conclusion

As recently introduced technologies alter how hiring takes place, job seekers have had to 
develop new strategies in response. In the United States, looking for work these days 
requires technologies that presuppose a home—a mobile phone that can be charged eas-
ily as well as relatively long stretches of access to a computer with Internet. Earlier stud-
ies of dependably digitally unstable job seekers showed that they had to develop 
techniques for disguising their instability by, for example, by concealing from potential 
employers that they could not pay their phone bill by claiming instead to be traveling 
(Gonzales et al., 2016). Instead, those interviewed for this study had access to free phones 
through the government, and computers through public libraries, but their phones were 
constantly breaking or being stolen and public libraries had time limits on computer 
usage. In other words, informants often knew that they were going to be without access 
to digital technology at some point in a month, they just did not know when. As a result, 
this group of people had to develop anticipatory strategies for maintaining channels of 
communication and storing information.

Part of the work of keeping people on the margins connected to channels of com-
munication involves figuring out how best to relegate control over maintaining access 
to technology. As delegations of responsibility become more centralized in institu-
tions—non-profits, corporations, and governments—some of the burden of mainte-
nance is removed from individuals. Yet, in many cases, this requires a new set of 
maintenance practices for low-income citizens, such as learning how to circumvent 
restrictive cellphone replacement policies or storing digital employment materials in 
multiple locations. By and large, sharing the burden of maintenance, such as is done in 
California per state Lifeline policy, seemed to help reduce the burden of staying con-
nected and looking for work. Compared to participants from previous technology main-
tenance studies (Gonzales, 2014, 2016; Gonzales et al., 2016), informants in this study 
had minimal problems ensuring some form of voice service, despite the fact that many 
still had to expend a fair amount of effort to replace frequently lost, stolen, or broken 
phones. Although shared delegation creates new types of maintenance at the individual 
level, these experiences appeared to be less burdensome than the workarounds required 
when delegation of maintenance falls more directly on the individual alone. Our inform-
ants value different technologies accordingly, depending on whether they were respon-
sible for maintaining the technology or whether a company, non-profit organization, or 
other person could assume responsibility.
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Notes

1. Based on Gershon’s own ethnographic research.
2. There are many important reasons to ensure digital connection. Low-income and homeless 

populations may benefit just as much from the entertainment offerings of information and 
communication technologies (ICT) (such as videos, music, news) as the instrumental support 
(e.g. contacting with social services, employers, etc.) (Gui et al., 2016). We do not dismiss 
those broader reasons for connection even as we focus on issues of unemployment.
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