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A boom for whom?: Gender, labor, and community in a modern day oil 
boomtown 

 

Kristine Michelle Kilanski, PhD 
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Supervisor:  Christine Williams 

 
Abstract: This dissertation examines women’s job opportunities in a 21st century 

boomtown. Between 2009 and 2014, “Boomville” experienced rapid economic and 

population growth in response to increased hydraulic fracturing activity in the region. 

Throughout this period, women were far less likely than men to move to Boomville, join 

the paid labor force, and enter the fastest growing sectors of Boomville’s economy. 

Drawing on six months of ethnographic fieldwork, interviews with 49 women, and 

interviews with community “experts,” my dissertation seeks to explain women’s 

underrepresentation in the oil & gas industry and other manual labor sectors, Boomville’s 

regional labor market, and the community at-large —and in doing so, to reveal the 

complex role of gender in shaping the distribution of job opportunities in a rapidly 

expanding economy centered on oil and gas extraction. I document variation in women’s 

perceptions of job opportunities and barriers in Boomville, workforce experiences, and 

discourses. My dissertation contributes to an understanding of women’s experiences in 
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natural resource communities as well as the mechanisms and factors that contribute to 

gender segregation and gender inequality in the formal paid labor force. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

The gender composition of the workforce has changed dramatically over the past 

century. A number of “push” and “pull” factors —including a labor shortage during 

World War II, a decline in the value of men’s earnings that started in the 1970s, 

mainstream U.S. feminism, an expanding service sector and contracting manufacturing 

sector, and the proliferation of safe and affordable birth control— contributed to 

women’s increasing labor force participation (LFP) rates (Thistle 2006). Currently, 

women comprise roughly half of all workers on the U.S. non-farm payroll (U.S. 

Department of Labor (DOL) 2015). Around 60 percent of working-age women are 

members of the paid labor force (PLF), compared to just 20 percent of working age 

women at the turn of the twentieth century (Goldin 1990, 17; DOL 2015). Mothers of 

children under 18 are highly represented among this group (DOL 2015). In other words, 

today most women living in the U.S. will spend the majority of their adult lives working 

for pay.  

 However, despite the gains women have made in terms of paid labor force 

participation, the gender revolution has been both “uneven” (in other words, not all 

groups of women have benefited equally from entry into the PLF) and, more recently, has 

“stalled” (England 2010).  For example, women engaged in full-time, year-around work 

continue to earn only 79 cents on the dollar compared to men, with black and Latina 

women faring far worse than Asian and white women on this measure (American 

Association of University Women 2015). In addition, women are more likely than men to 
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“pull back” from labor force participation, either by switching from full-time to part-time 

work or temporarily suspending paid labor, resulting in significantly lower lifetime 

earnings than their men counterparts (Damaske 2011).  

Economists once argued that the gender distribution of labor —in which women 

were more likely to do work in the home without receiving pay and men were more likely 

to do paid work in the public sphere— was the rational outcome of natural differences in 

human capital, interests, and skills between men and women, and, moreover, that the 

public/private split between men and women’s roles was a functional response to the 

demands of modern-day society (Becker 1973; Parsons 1955). However, as feminist 

researchers gained a foothold in the academy in the 1970s and 1980s, they set about 

challenging this logic. They conducted their own research to unearth the cultural, 

economic, historical, social, and structural conditions upon which the gender division of 

labor rested. Over the past several decades, they have developed compelling theories to 

explain why —even as they have joined the PLF en masse— women tend to end up in 

lower ranked and lower paid positions (vertical segregation), are more likely to be 

concentrated in the non-manual sector (horizontal segregation), and have more disrupted 

work trajectories than men (Charles & Grusky 2004; Damaske 2011). 

Studies that examine the gender distribution of labor tend to take two main forms. 

One set of studies draws upon large quantitative data sets to determine the variation in 

men’s and women’s work across time and/or place (e.g., Charles & Grusky 2004; Goldin 

1995; McCall 2005). These studies provide invaluable insights to sociologists of gender 

and work. First, they document the extent of the public/private divide between men and 
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women’s labor. Second, they document the extent to which men and women work in 

different industries, occupations, and jobs. Third, they provide insight into the cultural, 

political, social, and economic conditions that are correlated with the level of women’s 

involvement and integration into the paid labor force. 

A second set of studies consists of historical or contemporary case studies of 

occupations, workplaces, and/or industries (e.g., Muñoz 2008; Williams, Kilanski, & 

Muller 2012). Drawing on gendered organizations theory (Acker 1990), these studies aim 

to understand how “inequality regimes” (Acker 2006) are formed at the institutional-

level. These studies provide information on the mechanisms or processes by which 

gender (as well as race, class, sexuality) segregation are produced and maintained in paid 

labor. For example, these studies have demonstrated how gendered and racialized 

ideologies about leadership have led to different career structures for different workers, 

e.g., the “glass ceiling” for women workers, the “glass escalator” for white men workers, 

and “glass barriers” for black men workers (Kanter 1977; Williams 1992; Wingfield 

2009). Taken together, these studies illuminate the cultural, social, and structural aspects 

of institutions that contribute to, reduce, or reshape patterns of gender and other forms of 

segregation within specific occupations, industries, and workplaces.  

Qualitative methods are particularly suited for illuminating the processes and 

mechanisms that produce gender segregation and inequality. However, qualitative 

methods are rarely applied to understand how regional-level characteristics, such as the 

availability and structure of jobs within a given geographic area or culture of a region, 

shape the production or disruption of a gender division of labor and gender inequality in 
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the paid labor force. This is despite the fact that differences in “regional labor markets” 

help to account for the level of gender segregation and inequality experienced by women 

(e.g., McCall 2005).1  

 In this dissertation, I examine the factors and processes that operated to produce 

and maintain gender segregation and gender inequality in a small city in the United 

States. Historically the main employment center for workers from across a series of 

small, interconnected, and dying retirement and farming communities, starting in the late 

2000s, “Boomville” began to undergo rapid job and population growth as a result of 

increased investment in and expansion of extractive activities across the nation (Gold 

2014). Despite a more than tripling of jobs in the region, and employers’ claims that they 

would hire any “warm body,” women’s labor force participation in the area halved, from 

roughly 40% to 20% of the workforce. Utilizing ethnographic methods and interviews I 

seek to understand how gendered processes and factors operated on-the-ground to 

prevent women from moving to the community, entering the paid labor force, and 

entering the fastest growing sectors of the economy at the same rate as men in a labor 

market context that, theoretically, should have opened up opportunities for everyone.  

  Studying a booming economy that failed to produce equal outcomes for men and 

women offers a unique opportunity to shed light on how gender shapes the unequal 

distribution of opportunities and barriers for men and women in the labor force. 

Moreover, paying attention to women’s material and discursive experiences of a 
                                                
1 Although there are numerous ways to conceptualize the term “labor market” (Kalleberg & Sorenson 
1979), I follow Leslie McCall (2005) in using the terms “regional labor market” and “regional economy” to 
refer to the “smallest labor markets available in census data” (16). McCall’s work demonstrates the 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 5 

community (O’Shaughnessy & Krogman 2011) offers the opportunity to seek the sources 

of variation among women that lead to different but still gendered outcomes among them. 

Thus, my dissertation both seeks to add to our understanding of the factors and processes 

that shape women’s job-related choices on-the-ground, and the ways in which women are 

differently positioned to make ends meet through their paid labor.   

 Below, I review extant literature on women’s labor force participation. Then, I lay 

out my research framework, before turning to my case and methods.  

GENDER AND PAID LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION 

Determinants of women’s paid labor force participation 

 Sociologists have identified a number of cultural, economic, political, and social 

forces that play a role in shaping women’s labor force participation (LFP). In one 

important work, Claudia Goldin (1995) proposed the “u-shaped female labor force 

function” to explain the historic link between various stages of economic development 

and women’s rates of LFP. According to Goldin, agricultural-based societies have 

traditionally been linked to high LFP among women, especially when women’s unpaid 

labor on farms and in family businesses is counted. However, as work shifts away from 

farms to industrial centers, men’s wages tend to rise and women’s LFP tends to decrease. 

Goldin argues that women, especially those who are married or middle class, are 

pressured out of the workforce by the gendered stigma that manufacturing work carries, 

which cannot be overcome by the low wages that women are typically offered by factory 

employers. She finds that, historically, women’s LFP increased in the shift from an 
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industrial to post-industrial economy —a response to the increased educational 

opportunities, and thus, increased earning potential that women typically experience in 

this transition.  

 Goldin’s work makes an important link between the structure of the economy and 

women’s LFP; however, it is not an all-encompassing explanation for women’s LFP. For 

example, the gendered stigma of manufacturing work is not inevitable, as seen in 

Maureen Honey’s (1981, 1983) scholarship on the U.S. government’s successful 

campaign to rebrand factory work as a woman’s patriotic duty during World War II. 

Research shows that gender essentialist ideas about women’s skills, interests, and 

abilities vary across place, meaning that in some countries and in some firms women are 

actually preferred for factory jobs over men (Muñoz 2008; Villarreal & Yu 2007; Wright 

2006). Race also plays an important role in determinations about gender-appropriate 

work: Black women, for example, were not exempt from the back-breaking work 

involved in labor-intensive agricultural jobs, for example (Glenn 1992).  

  Cultural beliefs about acceptable work for women and men shape the gender 

division of labor in a multitude of other ways. For example, research finds that countries 

with more gender egalitarian attitudes about work tend to have higher rates of women’s 

participation in the paid labor force (Fortin 2005). In the U.S., the mainstream feminist 

movement played a crucial role in breaking down stereotypes to portray women as skilled 

and valuable workers; however, women’s movement into the labor force is also 

attributable to economic factors, such a decline in men’s wages (Thistle 2006).  

 The prominence that motherhood is given by culture may also shape women’s LFP. 
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When high cultural value is placed on women’s role as mothers, women may stay out of 

the workforce to care for children. They may also be pushed out by formal and informal 

policies at the government- and market-levels designed to shore up traditional family 

relations (Pyle & Ward 2003). However, when demand for workers by business interests 

increases, support for policies designed to encourage women to stay in the home may 

also erode. This is especially true when the targets of government programs designed to 

support women’s unpaid labor in the home are poor and/or racial/ethnic minority women 

(Collins & Mayer 2010; Hays 2003).  

 These studies examine the macro-trends that impact women’s labor force 

participation as a whole. However, individual women tend to be flexible in their labor 

force participation, entering and exiting the formal paid labor force in response to various 

push and pull factors (Damaske 2011; Stone 2007). For example, women are much more 

likely than men to take breaks in their paid labor force participation in order to respond to 

the needs of children or elderly family members (Damaske 2011). However, women with 

more external support to balance their work and family lives are less likely to experience 

long interruptions in their paid labor force participation (Damaske 2011).  

 Women’s labor flexibility can also be viewed in their responses to “crashes and 

crises” (Enloe 2013). Women may increase both their paid (the “additional worker’s 

effect”) and unpaid labor to help their families weather tough economic times (Otobe 

2011, 4; Sherman 2009; Walsh 1985). Men, on the other hand, tend to increase their 

unpaid labor only slightly in response to job loss or an increase in women’s paid labor 

force participation (Gough & Killewald 2010; Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie 2006; 
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Legerski & Cornwall 2010). Recent research suggests that, no matter women’s work 

roles, heterosexual families may engage in a great deal of discursive work to maintain the 

illusion of the traditional gender divide in labor (Damaske 2011) —though in some cases 

gender-related values do shift to meet new economic realities (Sherman 2009).  

 Together, these studies weave a complex portrait of the macro-trends that shape 

women’s labor force participation as a whole, as well as the interruptions in PLF 

participation that many women today continue to experience. These studies suggest that 

women’s employment is tied to: economic structure, cultural values about appropriate 

work for men and women, cultural values around motherhood, government and business 

policies and practices, and the discursive practices that women and men use to ease the 

contradictions between values and practice. These studies also suggest the need for an 

intersectional perspective on women’s labor, as marital status, parental status, race, and 

class play important roles in shaping women’s PLF participation, both historically and 

today. 

Gender inequality in the paid labor force 

Above, I described the social forces identified by sociologists in perpetuating 

women’s historically weaker attachment to the paid labor force. In this section, I examine 

the way that gender operates to reproduce inequality in the paid labor force. Research 

suggests that within-job wage discrimination accounts for only a small percentage of the 

gender pay gap (Peterson & Morgan 1995). What explains why women engaged in full-

time, year-round work make less than 80% of men’s wages then? This wage gap can 
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largely be explained by women’s tendency to work in lower-paid and lower-prestige jobs, 

different industries, and different types of establishments than men (Peterson & Morgan 

1995; Charles & Grusky 2004).  

The processes that lead to “vertical occupational gender segregation” —or 

women’s tendency to be segregated into the lowest paid and least desirable occupations 

in both the non-manual and manual sectors (Charles & Grusky 2004)— are fairly well 

understood. Sociologists typically talk about vertical occupational gender segregation in 

terms of the “glass ceiling”: the name given to the barriers that women face in reaching 

the top positions in work organizations. Women’s segregation into lower paid and lower 

prestige jobs is, in part, the result of overt forms of gender bias and stereotypes that keep 

women out of positions of leadership. Masculine traits are privileged in leadership roles 

(e.g., Morrill 1991), placing women in a double-bind (Bernard & Correll 2010; Eagly, 

Makhijani, & Klonsky 1992; Catalyst 2007). If they manifest feminine traits, women are 

dismissed by bosses for their lack of leadership skills; however, if they manifest 

masculine traits they are labeled “bitches” (Williams, Kilanski, & Muller 2012). Vertical 

occupational gender segregation is also the result of organizational policies and practices, 

that, while gender neutral on their face, disadvantage women and mothers because of 

their framing around the “ideal worker” model (Acker 1990; Kanter 1977; Williams, 

Muller, and Kilanski 2012; J.C. Williams 2001).  

Vertical occupational gender segregation has decreased over time. Although 

women continue to be underrepresented in executive suites and corporate boards 

(Catalyst 2013), they are now well represented among middle-management positions 
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(Catalyst 2014). Today, horizontal occupational gender segregation —or segregation 

across different types of work sectors by gender— is the major explanatory variable for 

the pay gap between men and women (Charles & Grusky 2004). While middle class 

women have successfully infiltrated most white-collar fields, women remain 

underrepresented in traditionally male-dominated blue-collar jobs (England 2005; 

England & Folbre 1999). In addition, women are highly overrepresented in occupations 

that require care work, like nursing, teaching, childcare, and housekeeping (DOL 2014).  

According to the devaluation hypothesis, feminized work is less valued in the 

market place because women have typically carried out this labor in the home for free, 

and because any activity associated with femininity, as opposed to masculinity, is 

generally less valued (England & Folbre, 1999; England 2010; Reskin 1988). Although 

occupational segregation accounts for the majority of the gender pay gap (Peterson & 

Morgan 1995), the processes by which occupational segregation take place are less well 

understood than the processes that stymie women from achieving leadership positions. 

Some sociologists argue that women and men end up in different occupations 

because they have different interests, work preferences, and/or skills. Sociologists do not 

attribute these differences to biology but rather to gendered socialization practices 

(Eccles 1994). For example, sociologists have shown the women’s underrepresentation in 

STEM is, in part, the product of messages that they receive from peers, teachers, and 

educational institutions, a lack of women role models or mentors, and other experiences 

that teach them that science is neither a desirable nor viable career path for women 

(Frank et al. 2008; Jacobs & Bleeker 2004; Stake & Nikens 2005). When girls are young, 
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they like and perform well in science; their interest drops off as societal messages 

become stronger and the lack of support for women more apparent (Bae et al. 2000; 

VanLuevan 2004). Men and women may feel freer to select careers based on gender-

essentialist ideologies in advanced industrial societies, an explanation for why horizontal 

occupational gender segregation has been less likely than vertical occupational gender 

segregation to decline, despite a stated investment in gender equality in these societies 

(Charles & Bradley 2009). 

Others argue that women seek jobs that enable them to balance paid work with 

family responsibilities (e.g., Filer 1985). Given that women continue to be the primary 

caregivers for children, they may choose career paths that they can enter and exit with 

relative ease, or jobs that offer features such as flexible scheduling that make raising 

children and working outside the home more compatible. According to the compensating 

amenities hypothesis, women accept lower pay in return for more family-friendly jobs. 

However, research shows that women who work full-time are no more likely than men to 

be in jobs with family-friendly characteristics, and that female-dominated jobs tend to 

have low compatibility with family demands (Glass & Camarigg 1992). Sarah Estes and 

Jennifer Glass (1996) have also shown that very few women who switch jobs after 

childbirth trade compensation for flexibility, providing strong evidence that the 

compensating amenities argument does not explain most women’s segregation into low-

wage jobs.   

The above explanations for occupational gender segregation focus largely on the 

supply-side of the workforce. However, employer demand also plays an important role in 
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who gets what jobs. Employers draw on cultural stereotypes as well as organizational 

history to determine who might be a best fit for an open position (Reskin 2001). 

Typically, employer preferences are neither gender nor race-neutral (Reskin 2001). Some 

employers may privilege gender and race in making hiring decisions, while others may 

pay attention to these categories only in cases in which the applicants are otherwise equal 

(Reskin 2001). Employers may hire women before men for jobs that draw on feminine 

skills and traits (Reskin 2001); however, since feminine skills and traits are devalued, 

these are likely to be “bad jobs” —or in other words, jobs with low pay, few benefits, and 

lack of promotion prospects (Kalleberg 2013).  

 Whether or not horizontal occupational gender segregation is the product of 

supply, demand, or a combination of the two, feminist scholars point out that it is not an 

innocuous process. For example, even though women may seek career paths that allow 

them to balance paid work with care giving, the gendered division of labor in the home 

—in which the brunt of childcare and housework falls on women— is not inevitable.  

  Importantly, there is significant intra-group variation among women in terms of 

their experiences in the PLF. White middle class women have reaped the majority of the 

gains made by women in the post-Civil Rights Era: These are the women who have 

successfully entered high-paying and high-prestige white collar jobs (England 2010). 

Their success in the labor force was directly predicated on their ability to outsource 

housework and care work to others, or decisions to forgo motherhood altogether. This 

created a two-tier job market for women, in which upper and middle class (mainly white) 

women rely on the reproductive labor of working class women and poor women  (mainly 
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women of color) in order to compete in the labor force against men (Glenn 1992). 

Meanwhile, women in the middle class and working class have become increasingly 

reliant on the labor of migrant women to pursue higher paying work outside the home 

(Parreñas 2001) —adding a third-tier of women, whose work is especially low-paid, 

precarious, and prone to abuse.  

Just as work is gendered, it is racialized, such that certain positions are more 

likely to be filled by racial/ethnic minorities (Reskin 2001). That labor is distributed 

along lines of gender and race results in a reinforcing cycle of inequality because 1) the 

most marginalized people are assigned to the most devalued forms of work, and 2) 

meanings about gender and race are constructed through the work that groups of people 

do (Glenn 1992). For example, the fact that women, on average, spend more time than 

men engaged in care work at home (Hochschild 1989), reinforces stereotypes of women 

as nurturing, caring, and emotional, and of men as lacking these traits. Race and gender 

are relational categories, such that one group gains its status precisely through the 

domination and subordination of another group (Glenn 1992). For example, white 

southern women’s status was largely predicated on their distance from “dirty” work. This 

distance was facilitated by ownership over, and later, the purchase, of black women’s 

labor: In other words, white southern femininity did not exist independently of enslaved 

and/or economically and politically disenfranchised black women (Glymph 2008, 

Higginbotham 1992). 

The above research reveals a number of important mechanisms that have been 

found to contribute to gender segregation and inequality in the paid labor force in 
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general. How do these mechanisms play out on-the-ground for women workers in a small 

town undergoing rapid economic change? What mechanisms uphold or challenge gender 

segregation in a regional economy in which labor demands outpace local labor 

availability?  

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK: A CASE FOR LEVERAGING A BOOMTOWN TO EXAMINE THE 

PROCESSES AND FACTORS THAT OPERATE TO PRODUCE GENDER INEQUALITY IN THE 

PAID LABOR FORCE AND VARIATION IN WOMEN’S PAID LABOR FORCE EXPERIENCES 

Economic booms offer an opportunity to disrupt the mechanisms that lead to 

gender segregation in the labor force, and thus, to reduce one of the main sources of 

gender inequality (Kanter 1977; Charles & Grusky 2004). Labor shortages, characteristic 

of booms, may limit employers’ ability to act on gender preferences in hiring, giving 

women opportunities to make in-roads into “men’s work.” Such was the case with 

manufacturing companies during World War II, for example (Honey 1981, 1983).  On the 

other hand, jobs or industries may emerge for which no local gender preferences exist, 

thus encouraging a more equitable gender distribution of workers in these newly created 

positions. It is also possible that booms press employers to upgrade traditional “women’s 

work” in order to attract and retain workers who might otherwise seek more lucrative 

employment options.  

In this dissertation I study a booming regional economy centered on oil and gas 

extraction to make sense of the on-the-ground processes and factors that operated to 

shape the distribution of new job opportunities among men and women. Utilizing a 
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region of the country undergoing rapid population and job growth as a sort of natural 

experiment (“a social scientific experiment [that occurs] in the course of normal social 

events, outside controlled settings” (Babbie 2007, 237)) the goal of this dissertation is to 

understand how gender operated to stymie women’s labor force participation and 

progress under economic conditions that provided an opening to create economic 

opportunities for men and women alike. 

Studying a community undergoing rapid change is a strategic decision, because 

change offers the opportunity to unsettle structures or conditions that may have otherwise 

appeared natural or inevitable. In a region where employers claimed to be willing to hire 

anyone to fill their employment needs, the underrepresentation of women moving to the 

community, engaging in paid labor, or participating in the areas of the economy most 

desperate for laborers is especially stark. 

Thus, my dissertation seeks to answer the following questions:  

• Why were women in Boomville less likely than men to benefit from the 

job opportunities created during the boom? 

• How did women’s job experiences differ in Boomville, and what were the 

sources of that variation?  

• How did women who were excluded from the rapidly expanding sectors of 

the economy (which provided many of the highest paying jobs in the 

region) make ends meet, and what factors shaped their ability to do so? 

• How did women make sense of their labor and positionality in a 

community and paid labor force that was dominated by men and “men’s 
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jobs”? 

My interviews with women workers in Boomville revealed their motivations for 

applying for certain types of jobs (supply side) and well as the challenges they faced 

getting into and progressing in their chosen line of work (demand side). They also reveal 

how gendered processes operated to push women out of the labor force altogether. 

Ethnographic field research that explored the context in which women were making 

choices regarding their labor, sheds further light on the mechanisms and factors that 

contributed to the differential sorting of men and women into the public and private 

sphere and across employment sectors.  

 Overall, the findings of this dissertation point to the “stickiness” of gender to 

social life. Despite conditions that shook up the cultural, economic, political, and social 

landscape of  the region, for the most part, gender occupational segregation and gender 

inequality in the labor force remained —and in some cases, became stronger. My 

dissertation elucidates why and how.  

 My research is explicitly feminist in that it seeks to (1) bring women’s 

experiences to bear in the creation of sociological knowledge and (2) challenge 

sociological concepts and theories that have failed to account for the experiences of 

women (Smith 1987). Moreover, it responds to the call of third-wave feminist researchers 

to engage in meso-level theory by examining not only the ways in which women are 

oppressed or disadvantaged in natural resource communities, but also women’s active 

role in determining and making sense of their own lives (O’Shaughnessy 2011; 

O’Shaughnessy & Krogman 2011; Reed 2000; Reed 2003). Below, I describe my case 



 
 
 
 
 

 17 

study in detail, before turning in greater detail to the research methods I drew upon to 

answer the research questions specified above.  

CASE STUDY 

My ethnographic work was centered in Boomville, one of many small towns 

across the country that was impacted by the oil boom that swept the nation starting in the 

mid-2000s —the direct result of new fracking technologies that have enabled the industry 

to access previously unattainable sources of oil (Gold 2014; Texas Monthly 2013). 

Although there were a number of small communities across the U.S. that were 

experiencing booms that could have served as the site of my study, Boomville USA 

emerged as an icon of a modern oil boomtown. The attention that Boomville received in 

popular media made it an especially interesting and relevant site for sociological research 

and understanding.  

I have assigned a pseudonym to Boomville in an attempt to shield the identities of 

my participants —many of whom are likely to be identifiable within their community and 

some of whom might be linkable to recent media reports about the region. In a similar 

vein, all people in my site have been assigned pseudonyms, and on occasion, minor 

details are obscured to further protect individuals’ identities. I did not change any details 

that would impact the sociological significance of an event or interview.  

Boomville, pre-boom, was described to me as a landing pad for farmers who 

wanted to retire but who didn’t want to leave the “open hilly country” and “beautiful” 

landscapes upon which many locals took pride. Locals described Boomville before the 



 
 
 
 
 

 18 

tidal waves of migrant workers to their community in terms similar to Christina (white 

woman, 30s): “You would go to the grocery store to pick up a gallon of milk and you’d 

be there for two hours because every five feet you would run into old neighbors or 

someone that you had known your whole life.”  However, despite its relatively small size, 

Boomville was “the big city” to residents who lived in neighboring farmland and towns: 

The businesses, non-profits, and government entities located there provided goods and 

services to people from across several neighboring counties. With an estimated 

population of roughly 15,000 people in 2010, Boomville was the only town with a large 

enough population and traffic flow to sustain a corporate-owned box store for several 

hours by car travel each direction. The tight connection between Boomville and other 

local communities informed my decision to interview women not only in town, but also 

living within an hour radius. This included women from across three separate counties 

and two states.  

Although the well that would ignite fracking activity in the region was drilled in 

the fall of 2008 (Gold 2014), Boomville did not immediately experience an expansion in 

industry activities. By the start of the new decade, however, industry activities were in 

full throttle, and Boomville started experiencing rapid expansion and change in response 

to an influx of people seeking work in the region. 

Hitting in the midst of the Great Recession (Gold 2014), the oil boom attracted 

people from all across the country to Boomville. A number of the migrants I interviewed 

had lost their jobs and/or homes in the market crash of 2008. One person who worked 

closely with migrant workers to the community suggested that the incoming population 
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“transitions about every three months,” with an influx of workers from one region, 

followed by an influx of workers from another. “I think the media is broadcasting in 

certain places at certain times,” she explained. She estimated that most migrant workers 

were travelling from the Midwest, mountain states, and the west coast, an insight that 

aligned with my own informal tracking of license plates at the window of the fast food 

restaurant where I worked.  

However, people were also travelling to the region from around the world. For 

example, the J-1 visa program, run by the U.S. Department of State to provide 

international college students with “cultural and educational exchange opportunities in 

the United States” (U.S. Department of State 2015) brought students from all over the 

globe to work in Boomville during their summer vacations (through the “summer work 

travel program”), mainly in its restaurants. At the fast food restaurant I worked alongside 

student groups from Peru and Thailand: After I left my job, the students visiting from 

Thailand were replaced by a new group of students from Jamaica. The significant 

presence of foreign guest workers in Boomville caused one restaurant worker, a 

temporary worker from Serbia, to respond to a customer’s inquiry about his origin: “Half 

of Europe works here.”  

These workers were recruited to Boomville by employers who claimed that they 

were unable to keep workplaces fully staffed as a result of the oil boom. As Rudrappa 

(2009) notes, however, a labor shortage is a “political construct” (366), and a claim that 

can be employed to the disadvantage of both citizen and non-citizen workers. In 

offsetting the social reproductive labor of producing workers, the recruiting country 
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benefits from the labor of guest workers without having to offer them the benefits or 

recognition of citizenship, while employers ensure a more compliant workforce among 

both citizens and non-citizens alike (Rudrappa 2009). The use and abuse of the J-1 

program —and the role of other temporary foreign workers in Boomville, including those 

in the country on H2A, H1B, and H2B visas—are discussed further in chapter 2.  

While, on the ground, it was evident that the population was growing and racially 

and culturally diversifying, the instability of people’s work and living situations made it 

difficult to obtain an accurate head count in the region —a problem that plagued local 

leaders who claimed that they were unable to request adequate resources from the state to 

deal with the strain on the city’s infrastructure as a result of undercounting. Although 

RVs were officially banned from Boomville’s city limits in 2012 (a decision that pitted 

people with established housing and families with children against migrant laborers, I 

was told), local city staff was overburdened and unable to adequately police the city code. 

For example, an RV sat on my street for months without being removed or ticketed. The 

large power cords snaking from the house across the sidewalk provided evidence that 

people were living inside. Other RVs were tucked away in neighbors’ backyards, their 

tops poking up above fences. Thus, a fair portion of people continued to lack addresses 

(not to mention basic necessities, such as water and sewer hook-ups and toilets or 

showers) despite the updated city code.  

Although new apartments and houses sprang up across the region to respond to 

the influx of workers, with housing stock in Boomville almost doubling in a four-year 

period (about 40% of residences are explicitly “single family”; the rest are mobile or 
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multi-family), housing remained extremely costly as of my fieldwork in 2014. According 

to one news source, a 700-square foot apartment in Boomville cost an average of nearly 

$2,400 a month in 2014, up from around roughly $500 a month before the boom (from 

conversations with locals).  

Illustration 1: Apartment buildings being constructed in once empty fields on the 
outskirts of Boomville. Photo taken by author. 

While some people lived in tucked away campers to combat the high cost of 

living, others could afford to live in Boomville by doubling, tripling, and otherwise 

multiplying up. One local housing activist found that some Boomville workers were 

sharing houses and apartments with up to thirteen other people. My own one-bedroom 

home rental, which I moved into after three months in the field, reached its peak 

occupancy at six adults and three dogs. Two people slept in the bedroom, two people 

slept in the carpeted attic space, one person slept on the couch, and I slept in the home’s 

entryway (an add-on to the original house). We paid a total of $1200 for the house, under 
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the condition that we would sign a 6-month lease and accept the house as-is. It was 

missing basics like a door to the oven; the trees were tagged with satanic symbols; candle 

wax and burn markings scarred the walls; and the house was not weather-proofed. Our 

neighbors told us that there was gun and drug activity in the house prior to when we 

moved in. Prior to that I had shared a 2-bedroom, 2-bathroom apartment with two other 

people, paying $1000 a month (the whole apartment rented for $2300). A friend I made 

in the field showed me how her apartment’s living room had been split in half with 

drywall by the previous tenants to create additional bedrooms; people had also slept in 

two of the apartment’s closets. Other people lived in tents, cars, or shared a bed on 

rotation. One of my coworkers reportedly paid $300 a month to sleep on a mattress on the 

floor for several months after he arrived. A woman I interviewed had moved from an 

apartment to her car in order to save money and, while not explicitly stated, to avoid 

having men roommates.  
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Illustration 2: Sign in gym warning migrants not to use their memberships for the sole 
purpose of showering. Photo taken by author. 

Illustration 3: “Crew camp” on the edge of Boomville. Photo taken by author. 
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The instability of living conditions and resulting transiency of the population 

made it difficult to gather accurate population estimates. However, drawing on a number 

of disparate sources, such as data on conditional use permits issued for crew camps (more 

commonly called “man camps,” denoting their primary residents), professors at a local 

regional university estimate that Boomville experienced roughly a 20 percent jump in its 

permanent population in a period of just two years (consistent with estimates from the 

U.S. Census). Their estimates also suggest that Boomville’s total service population more 

than doubled during this time frame, meaning —if their estimates are accurate— that 

Boomville went from serving around 15,000 people to more than 30,000 people in a 

period of about 24 months. While the local university research team predicted similar 

growth levels at the county-level, almost all growth in the region has historically been 

centered in Boomville. 

Given the pace of growth, it is no surprise that the city was struggling with 

increased demand on its infrastructure, a common struggle in boomtowns (Jacquet 2009; 

Olien & Olien 1982). The city commission meetings and elections I attended were filled 

with discussions about the toll that the boom was taking on water supplies, sewage 

treatment plants, garbage dumps, and roads, for example. The city had annexed wide 

swaths of surrounding land where development was taking place, and there were frequent 

discussions among the leaders of whether the city could afford to keep expanding (and 

providing services) at its previous rate. Some people in my field site felt that the 

problems that the city was experiencing during my fieldwork had been caused by the 
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reticence of city leaders to embrace the boom from the start. Others felt —given the 

town’s previous experience with a bust several decades prior that had left the city to deal 

with abandoned housing stock and a multi-million dollar debt— that the city leaders had 

been correct to proceed with caution. By the time I conducted fieldwork, however, there 

were few signs that the city leadership was attempting to moderate development, for 

example, by restricting the expansion of roads or other city infrastructure. From a ground 

observer, empty fields became apartment complexes in the period of a few months (the 

planning phase, however, added time to the overall development process). Parts of the 

city were unrecognizable from when I first arrived to when I first left. 

Reliable data on the male to female ratio in Boomville is even more difficult to 

find than data on overall population growth. Estimates in newspaper reports and official 

documents range from roughly 1.5 men for every 1 woman, to 4 men for every 1 woman 

(the city’s estimate), to 10 men for every 1 woman to 50 men for every 1 woman. The 

latter estimates were made by journalists, who appeared to draw from residents’ own 

estimates to make their claims. One woman (white, 20s) told me that when she first 

arrived, the ratio of men to women was 80 to 1, for example. In writing about crime in 

boomtowns, Ruddell and Ortiz (2015) argue that “actual increases in the volume or 

severity” of crime may matter less than how crime is portrayed by media, public officials, 

and community residents (133).  The same might be said of the male to female ratio, 

which may say more about how individuals perceive the extent of male domination in the 

community than the actual change in the balance of men to women over time. However, 

data from a local city employment agency suggests more women had begun to seek work 
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in the area in the first few months of 2014. Many people I spoke to felt that the region 

had become more gender diverse than it had been at the beginning of the boom (with 

implications I discuss in Chapter 3).  

The QWI Explorer (http://lehd.did.census.gov/), a tool provided by the Center for 

Economic Studies at the U.S. Census Bureau, provides a tentative overview of the 

increasing diversity of the workforce (but not the overall population) in Boomville.  

Racial minority workers went from 6 percent of the Boomville “micropolitan area”2 

workforce to roughly 8.5 percent of the workforce in a 5 year-period, from 2009 to 2014. 

When Hispanic whites are included (race and ethnicity are counted separately), this 

growth rate looks slightly different: In this case, racial/ethnic minority workers went from 

10.1% of the population to 17.2% of the population. 

However overall growth rates mask the astounding increase in the number of 

racial/ethnic minorities migrating to the community: Black workers in the region, for 

example, increased their numerical representation more than 30 fold in that same period 

(in 2009, only 50 black workers were counted). While the number of women working in 

the region almost doubled between 2009 and 2014, their proportion of the workforce 

roughly halved. Women went from 40% of all workers to roughly 20% of all workers in 

the community. The underrepresentation of women in the workforce, and Boomville at 

large, are two of the major issues that my dissertation addresses: Why weren’t women 

                                                
2 “Micropolitan” is a designation assigned to regions by the Office of Management and Budget. It is used 
to refer to a region that contains “an urban core of at least 10,000 (but less than 50,000) population” (U.S. 
Census Bureau n.d.).  
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taking advantage of the opportunities that Boomville had to offer at the same rate as 

men? 

Workers with advanced degrees were underrepresented in the community, and the 

most common age group for workers was 25-34, followed by 35-44. People between the 

ages of 25 and 44 accounted for nearly half of all workers.  

Workers moved to Boomville to fill a variety of jobs in the community. 

According to a state report, in 2013, the mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction 

sector accounted for about a third of all jobs at the county-level. Other major employment 

sectors included construction, wholesale trade, and transportation and warehousing: Jobs 

in these fields accounted for another third of all employment in the county.  

Accommodation and food services, local government, health care and social assistance, 

real estate and rental and leasing, and professional, scientific, and technical services all 

accounted for at least a thousand jobs in the region. Despite the region’s idealization of 

its farming culture, few agricultural workers were captured in the statistics, likely 

pointing to a flaw in how labor data is collected.3 I provide a detailed gender analysis of 

the labor data in chapter 2. 

The average annual wage in the county was between $70,000 and $80,000, with 

the highest average wages emanating from the following sectors: management of 

companies and enterprises; mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction; and 

                                                
3 The Center for Employment Statistics only counts workers eligible for unemployment insurance and does 
not count self-proprietorships. Looking at the 2012 Census of Agriculture confirms the importance of farms 
to the region (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2012). However, here, too, it is likely the number of paid 
farm laborers is underreported.  
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professional and technical services. These sectors all paid an average annual wage of 

$100,000 or more. These averages account for bonuses, overtime, and commissions. 

 Most of the money made by manual laborers, such as roustabouts, in the oil & 

gas industry comes from overtime. An agent at a for-profit employment agency told me 

that it generally took oil workers about a month and a half to complete her company’s 

temp-to-hire program, which required that workers logged a total of 480 hours on the job 

before they could be hired directly by the company for which they were working. This 

meant that the average worker worked 80 hours a week, with no interruptions. One man I 

spoke to told me that when he put in 90 hours of work a week, his paycheck was around 

$2000. 

A number of people I spoke to felt that people who moved to the region for oil 

jobs didn’t understand what would be required of them to earn the high wages advertised 

for these jobs in the media and through social networks. “People looking from the 

outside, or the ones who just move here blindly thinking that everyone makes $80,000 or 

$100,000 or $140,000 don’t realize how that income is accrued. They think that that’s 

your salary. And you go to work, and it’s like no, all that extra money comes from your 

overtime,” explained one woman (white, 20s) I interviewed whose husband had left oil 

work due to the grueling schedule. Similarly, one of the employment agents (white, 40s) I 

spoke to laughed as she recalled a man coming to her office and saying “I just want to 

work eight hours a day.” She recalled: “I went good luck with that {laughs}. That’s not 

possible here.” Importantly, she was not only speaking about manual workers in the oil & 

gas industry, but workers in the community at-large. She pointed out that she, herself, 
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was stitching together two jobs, given the high cost of living in the region.  

The lowest annual wages in the community were in the fields of arts, 

entertainment, and recreation; educational service; accommodation and food services; 

local government; retail trade; and state government. Workers in these sectors made less 

than $50,000 a year, with some sectors paying as little as $300 a week. My job at the fast 

food restaurant paid $11.50 an hour, though I received a wage bump to $12.50 an hour 

after several weeks on the job. My job at the retail store —well known through the rumor 

mill to be one of the lowest paying employers in town— paid $11 an hour. (I was told I 

was being offered more than the base salary because of my previous experience, though 

all the new hires who shared their salaries with me were earning the same starting wage). 

A full-time job at either establishment could not cover the rent on an average small 

apartment in the region ($2000 and $1760 a month, respectively, vs. $2400 in rent). 

Moreover, many rental companies in the area required first and last months’ rent as well 

as a rental deposit (typically equivalent to a month’s rent) before signing a lease. In other 

words, people seeking to rent their own apartment needed savings of roughly $10,000 on 

hand, a barrier to entry for many and especially people who had lost their homes or jobs 

prior to moving to the region. There was widespread speculation in the community that 

many of the apartments were sitting empty because of the high cost of entry, and that 

investors were waiting for the city to close the man camps to fill up these spaces with 

men with oil jobs. 

Of course, these statistics do not reflect the earnings made by those receiving oil 

royalties in the region. Rumors abounded in Boomville about elderly farmers in the 
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region stocking away checks for tens of thousands of dollars, not knowing what to do 

with them (which I began to think of as rural legends). Although I met a number of 

people making money from oil, they typically did not own their mineral rights —where 

the majority of oil profits to individuals are made. (Typically mineral rights owners get a 

percentage cut of the profit made on their well; according to a high-level worker in one 

major, their wells in the region earned an average of $170,000 a day). Rather, they 

accrued a monthly acreage fee by leasing out surface rights for oil & gas companies to 

put up pump jacks, place piping, and store equipment and materials. The women I 

interviewed were hesitant to share the amount of money that their families earned from 

oil (often only mentioning this as a source of income late in the interview), claiming they 

didn’t know how much their land earned and/or that their husbands dealt with the oil 

companies. This could have pointed to an important gender division of labor in these 

families. It was also possible that these women may have feared being taken advantage of 

if they shared this information with me (another rural legend was that farmers in the 

region were being hoodwinked out of their money left and right). However, it is even 

more likely that they feared being stereotyped as “greedy” —a discourse that floated 

throughout the field site to shame people who had become rich off their land, but didn’t 

share or were perceived as flaunting their wealth.   

Even if the numbers may not fully capture the extent of change in the region, the 

fact that the oil boom brought more people, more jobs, and more money (if also, more 

costs) to Boomville and the surrounding region is indisputable —and makes Boomville a 

strategic site for studying the relationship between gender and the types and availability 
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of jobs. The rapid expansion of Boomville’s economy allowed me to observe the 

processes through which men and women were tracked into different work sectors. At the 

same time, the relatively small size of Boomville, as well as its geographic isolation from 

other sizable communities, made it easier to understand its overall organization. My 

fieldwork illustrates this seeming contradiction. “We’ve had 6 new restaurants in 6 

months,” one woman excitedly explained to another as they discussed growth in the 

region. At the same time, Boomville is considered “a 5-minute town,” meaning it takes 

only a 5-minute drive to explore the town’s main residential and commercial areas by car.  

METHODS 

Research design 

 My research draws on ethnographic fieldwork and in-depth interviews with 

women in a rapidly expanding economy centered on oil and gas extraction. Ethnographic 

fieldwork sheds light on the cultural, economic, political, and social forces that shaped 

the regional labor market in which women were operating and making choices about their 

labor. In-depth interviews provided me insight into how a diverse array of women have 

experienced living and working in the region. Talking to women provided insight into the 

“supply side” of gender segregation by revealing how women’s interests, skills, and work 

preferences played into their work choices. Talking to women also provided insight into 

the “demand side” of occupational gender segregation, by shedding light onto how 

women were received when they applied to different types of jobs. Taken together, the 
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thick contextualization provided by ethnographic research and interviews with women 

provide a holistic view into the mechanisms that upend or reify gender inequality.  

Interviews 

I conducted semi-formal in-depth interviews with 49 women in Boomville. 

During the interviews I asked questions related to women’s housing/living situation, 

family status, educational history, work history, current work status and job experiences, 

work/family balance, career goals and expectations, and perceptions of community 

change. The selection of these topic areas was informed by sociological literature on 

gender, work, family, and community change, discussed in the pages above. This 

research has unearthed a number of social forces and conditions that shape women’s 

workforce experiences. Notably, despite increasing evidence that the boom has 

contributed to the growth of several illicit, underground economies —centered on drugs 

and prostitution— my research focuses on the formal paid labor experiences of women in 

these regions, which remain under researched to-date.  

 The 49 women I interviewed ranged in age from 18 to in their 90s. The majority of 

women interviewees were engaged in paid labor at the time of the interview. Eleven were 

not engaged in paid labor at the time of the interview. In practice, however, these 

categories were very fluid, as many of the women I interviewed were weakly attached to 

their jobs —a condition made possible precisely because of the boom economy. Forty-

five of the women were white; four were racial/ethnic minorities. The women I 

interviewed were in a variety of living situations. While some women owned their 
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houses, others were renting a house or apartment, living in company-provided housing, or 

living in an RV. One woman was living in her car at the time of the interview; one had to 

delay the interview because her RV was stolen, though later returned less several items. 

Interviewees hailed from Boomville as well as several neighboring (and significantly 

smaller) towns. Many women who had migrated to the region had moved multiple times 

as they sought more stable and more comfortable living conditions. More information on 

respondents can be found in appendices A and B. 

 Interviews ranged in length from roughly a half hour to over two hours, with the 

majority of interviews lasting over an hour. I interviewed women at community parks, in 

their kitchens and living rooms, at coffee shops, on back porches, and at their workplaces. 

Some of my interviewees were, or later became, regular contacts throughout my 

fieldwork.  

Interviewees were recruited via a variety of methods. Before I left for the field, a 

graduate student in the sociology department at UT-Austin gave me contact information 

for a distant relative that lived in the region. This relative gave me a list of women to 

contact for interviews. Many of these women agreed to speak with me and some 

recommended other women for me to contact. I recruited additional women for the study 

by posting signs in the community, e-mailing local community organizations, and 

attending meetings of local community groups. Finally, I recruited several women for the 

study that I met in-person during my day-to-day activities in town. The diversity of my 

recruitment methods meant that I accessed a wide-variety of women across the region, 

including women who were well-connected in the community and others who were more 
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marginally attached. The lack of racial diversity in my sample points how race operated 

in community networks in Boomville: few names of women of color were passed on to 

me by my initial, white, respondents and many of the community groups were mainly 

white spaces.  

 I also conducted 5 recorded “expert interviews” with leaders in the community who 

had special insight into ongoing changes in the community. Given the relatively small 

size of the region, however, people tended to wear multiple hats. A number of the non-

experts I interviewed formally were central actors in local governance and politics, the 

local business community, and/or volunteer organizations. 

Ethnography 

These interviews are supplemented by six months of ethnographic fieldwork. 

During the course of my research I held two jobs in Boomville, USA. I worked three 

months as a front-of-house service worker at the busiest fast food restaurant in town. I 

also held a part-time job as a clerk at a retail store for roughly four months. In addition to 

working in the community, I attended and took field notes at most major community 

events, including town celebrations, community meals (sponsored by churches in the 

region), job market fairs, city commission meetings, and local election events. I also 

volunteered at several community events at the request of contacts in the field.  

 My fieldwork contributed to my research in three main ways. First, my fieldwork 

increased the diversity of voices that inform my findings. In addition to the 49 women 

who participated in formal interviews, I spoke to dozens of other women across the 
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community (including co-workers and customers) about their work experiences and 

perceptions of the community. Although their voices are not centered here, I also spoke 

to men workers and men seeking work. Second, my fieldwork was essential for 

illuminating the context in which women were making choices about their work. Third, 

my fieldwork revealed the disjuncture between discourse, practice, and structure. For 

example, my fieldwork allowed me to identify and question many of the stereotypes 

being produced in the media about Boomville.  

Data sources 

 My data includes the written transcripts of 49 recorded interviews with women, 5 

recorded interviews with “experts,” (and an additional 3 recorded interviews with men), 

as well as over 500 pages of field notes taken during the course of six months. The 

interview transcripts and field notes were imported into the qualitative data analysis 

program HyperResearch, and systematically analyzed using the inductive coding 

techniques described in Charmaz (2006).  

 Throughout the course of my fieldwork, I read the daily local newspaper. Every day 

for three months (every other month during my fieldwork) I downloaded and examined 

all of the “general” job ads on Craigslist for the region, in an attempt to understand which 

employers were hiring, and for what types of jobs. I also read through the “jobs 

classified” newspaper that circulated throughout the region and served as one of the 

central repositories of available jobs. Finally, I regularly read online community message 

boards (such as Craigslist and community Facebook pages) and the blogs of local 
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personalities. These sources shaped my knowledge of the forces shaping women’s work 

experiences. 

 Finally, I draw on publically available data, when possible, to contextualize the 

shifts taking place in the region. To the extent possible, I take precautions to hide the 

identity of Boomville when drawing on this data —for example, identifying the general 

source of the data rather than the particular graph or chart used and utilizing percentages 

(typically calculated from raw data by hand) rather than actual employment numbers 

(easily searchable on the Internet) where possible. 

Ethics 

 This study was approved by the University of Texas at Austin Institutional 

Review Board (Study #2013-11-0041). The men and women who participated in formal 

in-depth interviews were provided with an IRB-approved consent form and gave their 

verbal consent to participate in the study. I promised that I would not use their names in 

any written publications or presentations of my research. In addition, I did not share 

anyone’s participation in my study with others in the community unless I was granted 

explicit permission to do so for recruitment purposes.  

 In practice, it is not always feasible or practical to identify yourself and your 

project in the course of day-to-day interaction in the course of conducting ethnography. 

However, I attempted to be as open as possible about my positionality as a researcher to 

the men and women that I spoke with on a more frequent basis —for example, exposing 

my researcher identity to my roommates, some co-workers, and even the baristas at a 
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local coffee shop that I frequently visited throughout my six months of fieldwork.  

 There was only one instance in which I willfully and intentionally hid my main 

purpose for living in the community. This instance was job-related. I was reliant on an 

income to afford my rent as well as research-related expenses, such as gas for the 

frequent trips I made around the region. Thus, as soon as I arrived in Boomville, I began 

applying to jobs: In all, I completed 16 job applications, mostly in the service-related 

sector. 

 The first job I applied to was a job as a writer/researcher for a technical 

publication. Within 24 hours of submitting my application, I received a call-back from a 

hiring manager, who conducted an on-the-spot interview for the position. At the end of 

the call, the hiring manager asked about my salary expectations, and it was clear I was 

about to be offered the job. At that point, I decided to tell the employer about my 

dissertation work, which I assured him would be conducted after hours and would not 

interfere with my job duties or responsibilities. The employer exited the interview, 

promising to get back to me with his decision. Five days later I received an e-mail from 

the employer that said that the company was looking for a more permanent hire. Given 

that a six-month commitment was a fairly long tenure for workers in Boomville (a fact 

that I would later discover through the course of my fieldwork and interviews), I believe 

my dual positionality as worker/researcher kept the potential employer from hiring me.     

  After consulting my colleagues at UT-Austin for advice on how to navigate the 

job market in Boomville, I decided not to mention my researcher-role in future job 

interviews. Within hours of sending in my application for a receptionist position, I 
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received a call from a local lawyer’s office and spoke to a junior partner in the firm who 

conducted an on-the-spot interview. Based on our phone conversation, I was asked to 

come to the office in order to interview for the position in-person. The in-person 

interview went well. After leaving the office, however, I was immediately overcome with 

guilt for hiding my position as a researcher and obscuring my expected timeline in the 

community. I was also concerned because the job required me to be in charge of sensitive 

information that may —even if not directly utilized— sway my sociological findings, 

such as who was seeking legal representation in the community. I contacted the 

interviewer to let him know that I was pulling out of the job search, citing an unknown 

timeline as the official reasoning. 

 A few days later I received a phone call from one of the lawyers who I had met at 

the law office. He was calling me in hopes that I might serve as a witness in a claim he 

was filing on behalf of his client. I had met his client at a local coffee shop a few days 

earlier when he had introduced himself to me as I was ordering a drink. I agreed to John’s 

(pseudonym) offer to join him at the coffee bar. During our conversation, I brought up 

my research and asked John questions about his work experience and perceptions of the 

city. As we were wrapping up our conversation, another man approached us and 

introduced himself to John. I excused myself from the conversation and retreated to a 

table across the room. A verbal confrontation ensued between the men at the coffee bar. 

Afterwards, John called the police. 

 Unsatisfied with the police response, John contacted a lawyer. He listed me as a 

witness to the confrontation, recalling me as a student from UT-Austin who was in town 
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to conduct research on women and the boom. The lawyer remembered me from my job 

interview, connected the dots, got my phone number off my job application, and called 

me. This incident, which occurred early on in my fieldwork, provided me extremely 

important information about my field site. Despite the boom, Boomville was still a small, 

relatively tightknit community, and it was better to be as open about my fieldwork as 

possible rather than to risk being perceived as duplicitous. I resolved to mention my 

research to future employers. 

 Several days later I received a call back from a manager at a fast food restaurant, 

asking me to come in for a same-day interview. We met at 3:00 p.m. that afternoon.  

After we exchanged names, the manager asked me: “Do you have two forms of ID?” I 

answered “yes,” but that I only had one form of ID on me. The manager handed me 

forms and told me to fill them out. I was already filling out forms when I realized that, 

without ceremony, I had been hired. As I entered information into my W-2 form, the 

manager began to ask questions —clearly out of boredom rather than a desire to know 

whether I could do the job or not. Among the questions, she asked why I had moved to 

Boomville. I answered vaguely: “I wanted to explore the boom.” My response clearly 

amused the manager, but didn’t faze her nor did it prompt a follow-up question. As I got 

to know my coworkers at the fast food restaurant, however, I told those I worked with 

and spoke with frequently about the reason I was in town: Most did not care, though two 

would frequently ask me how my study was going, and follow-up with their own views 

on the changes taking place in the community. Interestingly, neither responded to my 

requests to interview them after I eventually quit my job, though they would both rush to 
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the window or car to talk to me whenever I stopped by the restaurant.  

 Several days later, I received a call from another employer interested in hiring me, 

this time a manager at a department store. I told this employer about my research, which 

prompted several questions of interest (mainly regarding how long I would be in the 

community), but my position as a researcher in the community ultimately did not impact 

her willingness to hire me —likely given the extreme shortage of workers this particular 

work location faced. The coworkers at this workplace expressed greater interest in my 

research than the fast food workers. For example, when I told one woman coworker about 

my study, she responded: “Well, how do I rank?” I asked her to clarify. “How do I rank 

in your study?” she asked again. I explained that I wasn’t a psychologist evaluating 

people’s mental health, but rather was in the community to learn more about how women 

were experiencing and interpreting the boom. This perked her up and she began to tell me 

about her history in the community before a customer interrupted our conversation. 

Overall, though, my coworkers seemed uninterested or, alternatively, amused by my 

research, and most never brought it up again and seemed surprised when I would mention 

it. I suspect my coworkers’ initial introduction to me as Kristine, the extremely befuddled 

new employee leaning how to utilize the cash register and struggling to deliver the 

correct order, conflicted with their perception of an advanced graduate student or 

researcher. Throughout the text, I rely mainly on formal interviews to demonstrate 

sociological concepts or findings in my field site; however, when field notes are utilized I 

take great care to obscure and protect individuals’ identities.  
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Research fatigue 

 My fieldwork was complicated by the high level of interest in the region by other 

academics, journalists, and documentarians. Given the relatively small size of the town, 

some people in the area —dependent on their position in the community and their area of 

expertise— had been interviewed multiple times. One woman I interviewed had been 

asked to speak (on a different topic) with both a producer in LA and a news crew in Italy 

in just the week proceeding our sit-down interview, for example. 

 I met a number of people who expressed wariness about their increasing 

visibility. Here is an example of one such interaction from my field notes: 

I told the woman who I was, what my project was on, and that she had been 

recommended to participate. She asked who recommended her, and I said that I 

hadn’t received permission to give her name. “Was it Lisa Scott?” she asked — 

naming another woman I had interviewed, but not the woman who had given me 

her name. I said “no.” She said that she was wary because a lot of people had 

wanted to talk to her. “Journalists?” I asked. “Or academics.” “Not academics, 

journalists,” she answered. I explained how the questions I asked would be 

similar/different. She agreed to meet with me, but said she wanted to call me back 

from her cell phone (field notes, July 2014). 

Although I was able to convince this particular woman to speak with me by citing the 

difference between myself and a journalist, there were a few prominent women in the 

community who did not return my calls, and at least one woman who—expressing 

reticence to speak to anyone as a result of interacting with a journalist she felt had 
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misrepresented her— cancelled our interview and failed to return any follow-up calls. 

There was another woman who kept me at arms-length despite numerous encounters after 

learning I was conducting research in the region (she cited a bad experience with “an 

investigative journalist” who had written a story on her company). In my field notes, I 

recorded my observation of a journalist approaching the owner of a local business for an 

interview. She turned him down citing all the media requests she had received, appearing 

annoyed and upset by the request. (Later, this same journalist would find my number on a 

posted sign requesting interviews to ask me for my insights into the town; this happened 

several times during my fieldwork.) Later I saw a picture of this woman taken while she 

was shopping in a magazine feature. In other words, there were multiple signs that at 

least some people in the field were beginning to suffer from “research fatigue” (Clark 

2008).  

 One main consequence of this research fatigue was my inability to access certain 

highly visible women for interviews. A second was a need to develop new tools for 

pushing beyond “display work” (shored up through repeated media contact, I found) to 

reveal the multiple levels of meaning that women utilized in understanding their world 

(Pugh 2012). While O’Shaughnessy (2011), who also interviewed women in boomtowns, 

found that talking to women with post-secondary educations made “distinguishing myself 

as a relatively neutral researcher from media reporters [sic] a relatively smooth process” 

(60), many of the women I interviewed and people I spent time with on a day-to-day 

basis had no or limited post-secondary education. One day a roommate commented on 

the distance in our social locations, announcing, “Sometimes I feel sorry for you.” When 
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I asked him why, he responded that he “was so different than me” and that I was “so 

educated.” 

I quickly found that using an extremely open ethnographic interviewing method, 

wherein I would ask guiding questions, but allow the interview to unfold in the way that 

best fit with the current thought pattern of my interviewee —plus a preamble directly 

addressing how my purposes were different from that of a reporter when needed— 

helped both to break down “display work” and bridge the gaps in social location between 

my participants and myself. For example, after explaining to Lindsey (a master’s 

educated women with repeated media contacts), that I didn’t need “short sound bites” 

but, rather, was interested in how she perceived her experiences in Boomville, she visibly 

relaxed and asked, “OK, I can just talk?” The end result was a fascinating and far-ranging 

discussion of her experiences both in her male-dominated workplace (and one of the 

region’s centers of power) and the town in general, rather than the staid clips attributed to 

her in media reports. 

Reflexivity 

Throughout the process of conducting research, I have engaged in reflexivity —

the practice of examining how one’s own assumptions and preconceptions shape one’s 

approach to the field (Emirbayer & Desmond 2012). I was conscientious of how my 

gender, race, age, appearance, educational background, and personality shaped my 

interaction within the field site, as well as how my graduate school training predisposed 

me to pose particular questions about the world I was investigating.  
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 I believe my embodiment as a young (I was generally interpreted to be age 20 to 

25, between 5 to 9 years younger than my actual age at the time I was conducting 

fieldwork) white female was a boon in several main ways. One, these characteristics 

made me appear approachable to some groups, especially white women, white men, and 

racial/ethnic minority men. People generally responded well to my attempts to approach 

them in public spaces; they also seemed comfortable approaching me. These latter 

encounters often turned into valuable opportunities to learn more about the community 

from alternate perspectives than I received in formal interviews. Second, I believe it 

enhanced the trust I was able to establish in the field, as these characteristics —tied to my 

introverted personality— likely made me appear non-threatening to people I had just met, 

both in fieldwork or in interview settings. In other words, the same characteristics that 

allow employers to dismiss young women workers’ intelligence and leadership ability in 

workplaces, and to hire them for front-line service work, actually appeared to contribute 

to my reputation in the field. 

 At times, however, my embodiment put me in uncomfortable positions in the 

field. Some things that happened —like the stares and comments I received on the job at 

the fast food restaurant— while personally difficult to handle, could be rendered into 

“data” that helped me to better understand my field site. Other times, my embodiment 

made it difficult to do certain types of work. For example, I waited to visit the bars until I 

was invited to tag along in a group. Even then, my researcher identity could not save me 

from the sort of treatment that women reported in Chapter 3. For example, my attempt to 

observe the dance floor at one of the local bars was interrupted within just a few minutes, 
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when a drunk man approached me and started pressuring my companion and me to 

dance, pressing up against me, and ignoring my initial attempts to disengage.  

  My embodiment was also responded to in ways that reified racial and class 

inequality. At the fast food restaurant I was much more likely to experience civil or even 

chivalrous treatment from customers than my racial/ethnic minority and older coworkers. 

For example, one morning I finished my tasks stocking and cleaning the front of house 

early. It was 5:57 a.m., three minutes until the inside of the restaurant officially opened, 

but a sizeable line had already formed at the counter. I approached the cash register and 

asked the first man (who was white) in line what he would like for breakfast. Two of my 

coworkers (one, an older white woman, and the other, a heavyset Latina around my age), 

angry that I had broken a rule to open early (but moreover, an unspoken rule to ignore 

customers) started yelling at me from their work stations. Before I could respond or 

decide what to do, however, the customer I was serving launched into an angry tirade 

directed toward my coworkers. After the exchange ended, a middle-aged white woman 

approached the counter and asked for the shift manager, complaining about my two 

colleagues and threatening to call “corporate” about their behavior. Although I had been 

the one in the wrong by breaking company rules, the customers rallied around me. The 

incident was latent with racial, class, body size and age biases that worked in my favor, 

putting me in an uncomfortable position of privilege vis-à-vis the women whose lives I 

wanted to understand, and ultimately, creating a barrier between me and one coworker. 

This incident was revealing of the racial boundaries that circumscribed the town, and my 

own (unintentional) complicity in them, given my racial and class privileges. 
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 Over time I began to view my class, gendered, and racialized embodiment as an 

ethnographic tool in the field, a source of both opportunities and constraints as I 

attempted to disentangle and negotiate the way that gender shaped my field site. This tool 

was better at entering certain spaces than others, and posing certain questions than others, 

and part of the reflection process was developing an understanding of its limits and its 

strengths. 

ORGANIZATION OF MANUSCRIPT 

          In chapter two, I draw on publically available data to provide an overview of major 

changes to the Boomville micropolitan area regional economy between 2009 and 2014, 

when the “oil boom” took place. I also examine changes in women’s and racial/ethnic 

minorities’ representation in and across Boomville’s workforce during that time period. I 

find that both of these groups were underrepresented in Boomville’s formal paid labor 

force and that women were highly underrepresented in the rapidly expanding extractive 

sector. 

 In chapter three, I examine the role of fear in shaping women’s job-related 

choices in a boomtown. First, I draw on interviews and field notes to examine what 

women in Boomville said that they feared (e.g., “outsiders,” pedophiles & sex offenders, 

harassment, and physical violence) as well as the sources of this fear. Next I show how 

fear operated to influence (but did not necessarily dictate) women’s decisions about 

whether or not to move to Boomville, whether or not to engage in paid labor, and what 

type of labor in which they should engage. My research shows that women became more 
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physically and economically dependent on male intimates to protect and sustain them as a 

result of the boom. Paradoxically, then, women’s fear made them more vulnerable to 

intimate partner violence. 

  In chapter four, I examine women’s labor force participation in a boomtown. 

Drawing on interviews and ethnography, I seek to explain why women were 

underrepresented in the oil & gas industry in Boomville. Next, I examine how women 

responded to their overall exclusion from these high-paying jobs, both in terms of their 

paid labor choices and the discourses they drew on to make sense of their exclusion from 

(or liminal inclusion in) the highest paying, culturally primary, jobs in the region. 

 In chapter five, I extend the discussion on women’s labor force participation in 

chapter four to examine eight factors that contributed to women’s ability to “make ends 

meet” in Boomville, despite their generalized exclusion from high paying jobs in the 

rapidly expanding extractive and other manual labor-based sectors. These include: (1) 

previously acquired entrepreneurial skills; (2) ability to break into higher paying jobs in 

white-collar work; (3) access to non-oil jobs that provided a housing stipend; (4) access 

to a partner’s or spouse’s wage; (5) asset ownership; (6) access to economic and other 

forms of support through family and community ties; (7) willingness to engage in tipped 

service work; (8) willingness to hold down two jobs. This chapter demonstrates that 

women were differentially positioned to respond to their generalized exclusion from the 

rapidly expanding extractive and manual labor sectors, and points to the sources of this 

variation. 

  I conclude the dissertation with a discussion of what this research on Boomville 
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adds to our understanding of gender inequality, as well as what my findings mean for 

achieving gender parity in the workforce.  
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Chapter 2: Overview of the Boomville micropolitan regional economy 

and workforce 

 In this chapter, I draw on publically available data sources to provide an overview 

of Boomville’s changing regional labor market. In addition, I provide an overview of 

gender and racial segregation in the paid labor force. While an intersectional approach to 

analyzing labor force data would provide more useful insight into the structure of 

Boomville’s economy, in most cases, I am limited by available data sources to presenting 

separate analyses by race and gender. This method of presenting data operates to silence 

the experiences of racial/ethnic minority women, who are straddled across both groups. 

Thus, although I use the term “women and racial/ethnic minorities,” I do so with the 

acknowledgement of its problematic implications. I provide data on racial/ethnic minority 

women whenever available. 

 In short, I find that throughout the boom, the number of women and racial/ethnic 

minority workers participating in Boomville’s paid labor force increased. However, 

proportionally-speaking, only racial/ethnic minorities made representational gains.  

Women actually lost representation in the labor force during the boom, falling from 40% 

of the paid labor force to 20% of the paid labor force between 2009 and 2014.  While 

more women were working in the oil & gas industry by 2014 than 2009, women did not 

make representational gains in this area of the economy during the boom.  

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 50 

A GROWING AND SHIFTING REGIONAL LABOR MARKET   

 In this section I draw on County Business Patterns (CBP) data (available at: 

http://www.census.gov/econ/cbp/) to examine changes to the structure of Boomville’s 

regional labor market. CBP data is collected March 12 of every year and includes 

information on the number of business establishments, employment during the week of 

March 12, first quarter payroll, and annual payroll by NAICS sector for each county in 

the United States.4  Notably, CBP does not track changes in government employment. 

Given that women and racial/ethnic minorities tend to be over-represented among state 

and local government workers (Cooper, Gable, & Austin 2012), this is an important 

omission in the data in terms of understanding opportunities for these workers created 

during the boom. 

 According to my analysis of the CBP data, between March 2009 and March 2013 

(the last available data), private business establishments at the county-level experienced a 

percentage change increase of 57.5%. The number of business establishments increased 

in every NAICS category except one: arts, entertainment, and recreation. The number of 

business establishments doubled or more than doubled in the following sectors: mining, 

quarrying and oil and gas extraction; utilities; transportation and warehousing; and real 

estate and leasing. There was also a sizeable increase in the number of businesses added 

to the regional economy in construction; wholesale trade; professional, scientific, and 

                                                
4 The North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) is used by the U.S. government to classify 
business establishments operating in the U.S. economy. NAICS codes drill down from the sector to the 
subsector to the industry group to the industry, increasing specificity at each level. Sector is the highest 
order classification. Given the relatively small size of Boomville county’s labor force, drilling down from 
the “sector level” results in unstable cells counts, making cross-group comparisons inadvisable.  
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technical services; administrative and support and waste management and remediation 

services; educational services; and accommodation and food services. 

 Employment increased in almost every NAICS sector: The only sectors to lose 

employees between 2009 and 2013 were health care and social assistance and 

manufacturing, and the reduction in employees was negligible. Employment more than 

quadrupled in mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction; transportation and 

warehousing; and real estate and rental and leasing. Employment in the construction 

sector more than tripled, while employment in wholesale trade; accommodation and food 

services; professional, scientific, and technical services; and administrative and support 

and waste management and remediation services more than doubled.   

 The expansion of the extractive industries, not surprisingly, had the greatest impact 

on Boomville’s regional economy. Between 2009 and 2013, mining, quarrying and oil 

and gas extraction went from providing 15 percent of all private sector jobs to more than 

a quarter of all private sector jobs in the regional economy. The other sectors that 

increased employment rapidly were directly related to the industry’s activities 

(construction; transportation and warehousing) or the rapid growth in population that 

occurred as a consequence of the boom (construction; real estate and rental and leasing). 

Table 2.1 summarizes these changes to the regional economy.  
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Source: Source data drawn from County Business Patterns Data, collected by the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (http://censtats.census.gov/cgi-bin/cbpnaic/cbpsect.pl). Calculations by author.  

 

Table 2.1: Change in Private Industry in Boomville (County-Level data) 

NAICS Sectors  % change 
business est., 
2009-2013  

% of all 
business est. 
(2009) 

% of all 
business est. 
(2013) 

% change, 
employment, 
2009-2013 

% of all 
employment 
(2009) 

% of all 
employment 
(2013) 

Agriculture, 
Forestry Fishing, 
and Hunting  

50.0% .2%* .2*%  n/a n/a* n/a* 

Mining, Quarrying, 
and Oil and Gas 
Extraction 

97.1% 7.7% 9.6% 335% 
 

15.0% 27.1% 

Utilities 140.0% 5.5% 8.4% n/a n/a n/a 
Construction 80.6% 10.8% 12.4% 216.3% 

 
5.7% 7.5% 

Manufacturing 7.1% 3.1% 2.1% -6.6% 
 

2.9% 1.13% 

Wholesale Trade 51.9% 8.9% 8.6% 158.0% 
 

9.6% 10.2% 

Retail Trade 3.4% 12.8% 8.4% 55.2% 
 

14.4% 9.2% 

Transportation and 
Warehousing 

172.9% 6.5% 11.2% 343.0% 
 

5.8% 10.7% 

Information 7.7% 1.4% 9.8% 95.1% 
 

1.5% 1.2% 

Finance and 
Insurance 

18.5% 5.9% 4.5% 22.0% 
 

3.5% 1.8% 

Real Estate and 
Rental and Leasing 

120.9% 4.7% 6.6% 307.1% 
 

2.7% 4.6% 

Professional, 
Scientific, and 
Technical Services 

71.2% 7.3% 7.9% 172.5% 
 

2.6% 2.9% 

Management of 
Companies and 
Enterprises 

50% .2% .2% n/a n/a .1% 

Administrative and 
Support and Waste 
Management and 
Remediation 
Services 

91.7% 4.0% 4.8% 151.8% 
 

3.6% 3.7% 

Educational 
Services 

75% 4.4% .5% 56.2% 
 

.8% .5% 

Health Care and 
Social Assistance 

20.3% 6.5% 5.0% -2.7% 
 

15.4% 6.2% 

Arts, 
Entertainment, and 
Recreation 

-10.0% 2.2% 1.3% n/a n/a .8% 

Accommodation 
and Food Services 

68.3% 6.9% 7.4% 122.5% 
 

9.9% 9.1% 

Other Services 
(except Public 
Administration) 

19.3% 9.7% 7.3%  
48.0% 

4.4% 2.7% 

Industries not 
classified 

50.0% .2% .2% n/a n/a 0.0% 
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In one of the most comprehensive studies on the economic impacts of oil 

development in the United States, Jeremy Weber (2012) found that oil production in 

Texas, Wyoming, and Colorado produced modest increases in employment (roughly 2.35 

jobs per million dollars spent on gas production), as well as modest increases in wages, 

salaries, and median incomes in the region. Similarly, utilizing multiple model 

specifications to test the relationship between oil production and economic outputs, 

Weinstein (2014) found that shale development is associated with modest gains in 

employment and earnings in both the tradable (manufacturing) sector and non-tradable 

(local goods) sector. She finds that the overall employment multiplier from oil and gas 

development is around 1.3. Black, McInnis, and Sanders (2005) found that for every 10 

jobs created in the coal industry in Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia 

during the 1970s and 1980s, fewer than two jobs were produced in construction, retail, 

and services.  

By comparison, depending on the data set utilized, Boomville had between a 

142% (CPB, 2009-2013) and 217% (QWI Explorer, 2009-2014) percentage change in its 

overall labor force. Between 1.83 jobs and 1.36 jobs were added to the rest of the 

economy for every additional extractive job. This is a much higher growth rate than 

found by either Weinstein (.3 jobs for every 1 oil job) or Black et al. (.2 jobs in selected 

sectors for every 1 coal job), suggesting that Boomville’s economy was undergoing 

greater diversification than other extractive-based economies.  
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Illustration 4: Geographical map of workers 

Map extends 50 miles either way from the central point of Boomville (green marker). 
Thick orange line denotes state boundary. Thin orange lines show Native American tribal 
land. Purple markers denote concentrations of workers. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 
Center for Economic Studies, OnTheMap tool. Map prepared by author. 
 

WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION IN BOOMVILLE’S PAID LABOR FORCE 

 According to data collected by the Center for Economic Studies at the U.S. 

Census Bureau, the Boomville micropolitan5 paid labor force (PLF) more than tripled 

between the 4th quarter of 2009 and the third quarter of 2014, from roughly 13,000 

workers to roughly 40,000 workers. Although the number of working women almost 
                                                
5 “Micropolitan” is a term used by the Office of Management and Budget to refer to a region that has an 
urban center of 10,000 to 49,999 people. See 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/bulletins/2013/b-13-01.pdf for more specifics on the 
micropolitan designation. In practice, the Center for Economic Statistics uses county-level data to proxy 
Boomville’s micropolitan region: As most non-agricultural workers in the county are centralized in 
Boomville, this choice makes theoretical as well as practical sense. However, this explains why worker 
data does not align fully with population data provided on Boomville in Chapter 1 (it has a bigger 
denominator). 
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doubled over this time period, the number of working men in the region quadrupled.  

Despite an increase in the overall number of women workers, women’s representation in 

the workforce proportional to men fell. Women made up roughly 40% of the workforce 

in 2009; they made up roughly 20% of the workforce by 2014.  

 Without better population estimates, it is difficult to fully determine why women 

are underrepresented in the PLF. One reason could be that a lower proportion of women 

living in Boomville is employed in the PLF. This could be because (1) local women 

stepped out of the workforce in response to the boom; (2) migrant women to the 

community are less likely to participate in the PLF than local women; and/or (3) a 

combination of these two explanations. These numbers could also reflect a lower 

population of women than men moving to Boomville at all. Many of the people I spoke 

to perceived that women were just beginning to migrate to the community in an impactful 

way during the period in which I conducted my field work (the reasons for which I 

discuss in greater detail in Chapter 3). This matched with my own observations: When I 

first arrived in Boomville, I was often the only or one of the only women present at sites. 

For example, one day I recorded that I was the only woman working out at the local gym, 

alongside roughly 25 men. By the time I left, I was less likely to experience this sort of 

numerical disparity in my daily life around town. However, the area’s gender diversity 

was reported to vary significantly by season, with more women spending time in 

Boomville during the warmer summer months. 

 Whether men are more likely to be employed in Boomville because they are more 

likely to move to the region than women, and/or men were more likely to work for pay 
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than women, important gendered processes were taking place. These themes are explored 

throughout this dissertation. 

These data did not allow me to examine the Boomville micropolitan workforce by 

both gender and race. However, Boomville and the surrounding farming communities 

have historically been very white. Early in the century almost all minority workers 

working in and around Boomville were of Native American decent, reflective of 

Boomville’s geographic location near multiple reservations and the region’s historic ties 

to Native American groups (See Illustration 4). Between 2009 and 2014, racial/ethnic 

minority workers (counting Hispanic whites, blacks or African Americans; American 

Indian or Alaskan Natives; Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islanders; and people of 

mixed race) increased from 10.1% of the workforce to 17.2% of the workforce. Hispanic 

whites, blacks, and American Indian/Alaskan Natives were among the most highly 

represented groups. 

2014 population estimates collected by the U.S. Census Bureau suggest that 

Hispanic whites, blacks, American Indians, and Asians comprise roughly 16% of the 

population at the county-level (U.S. Census Bureau 2015). Racial/ethnic minority women 

represent roughly 7% of the overall population. Given that people of color make-up 

nearly one-third of the overall U.S. workforce (Burns, Barton, & Kerby 2012), 

racial/ethnic minority workers are extremely underrepresented in Boomville. Historically, 

this area of the country has been sparsely populated, with a limited regional economy 

centered on agriculture, energy, and more recently tourism. As a result, it has generally 

(excepting two previous oil booms, both much smaller in size) lacked migrant streams.  
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GENDER SEGREGATION IN BOOMVILLE’S REGIONAL LABOR MARKET 

 In order to understand gender segregation in the jobs located in Boomville’s 

micropolitan area, I examined employment data collected by the Center for Employment 

Statistics, a division of the U.S. Census Bureau. Given the relatively small number of 

workers in Boomville’s formal paid labor force, drilling down from the NAICS two-digit 

code (“sector level”) results in unstable cells counts, making cross-group comparisons 

inadvisable. While analyzing gender segregation at the sector level preserves the data’s 

strength, it is an extremely crude estimate of gender segregation in Boomville’s regional 

labor market.   

In 2009, women were overrepresented in the following NAICS sectors: finance 

and insurance; administrative and support and waste management and remediation 

services; educational services; health care and social assistance; and accommodation and 

food services. They were employed proportional to men in the following sectors: arts, 

entertainment, and recreation; information; and retail trade. Finally, women were 

underrepresented in agriculture, forestry fishing, and hunting; mining, quarrying, and oil 

and gas extraction; utilities; construction; manufacturing; wholesale trade; transportation 

and warehousing; real estate and rental and leasing; professional, scientific, and technical 

services; other services (except public administration); and public administration. 

Over the course of five years, women’s proportional representation vis-a-vis men 

increased significantly in agriculture, forestry fishing, and hunting and very slightly in 

arts, entertainment, and recreation as well as educational services. Given the small 

number of people captured as working in these sectors, it is difficult to verify whether 
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these trends are the result of substantive changes to the workforce or subtle differences in 

data collection efforts between the two quarters that data were compared. 

Across all other fields, men maintained or increased their representation 

proportional to women, if only by a percentage point. Men made significant gains, vis-à-

vis women workers, in the information sector; real estate and rental leasing sector; 

professional, scientific, and technical services; administrative and support and waste 

management and remediation services sector; accommodation and food services sector; 

and “other services” sector.  

Importantly, as noted above, both men and women increased their labor force 

participation during the boom: However, men were doing so at a faster rate than women.  

Take, for example, the accommodations and food services sector, where, in 2009, women 

outnumbered men by about 2 to 1. Between 2009 and 2014, women more than doubled 

their representation in this field from roughly 650 to 1349 workers. However, during this 

same time frame, men more than tripled their representation in this sector, from 308 

workers to over 1096 workers. While an additional 699 women workers joined the sector 

over 5 years, 788 men workers did too.  

  

  



 
 
 
 
 

 59 

Table 2.2: Women in the Boomville Micropolitan Area Work Force, by NAICS Sector 
Level 

NAICS Sectors (Selected) Percentage 
Representation Women  
(2014, Q3) 

Percentage Representation Women, 
5 years earlier (2009 Q4) 
 

Agriculture, Forestry Fishing, 
and Hunting 28% 18% 

Mining, Quarrying, and Oil 
and Gas Extraction 8% 8% 

Utilities 19% 20% 
Construction 10% 11.5% 
Manufacturing 19% 20% 
Wholesale Trade 16% 18% 
Retail Trade 49% 51% 
Transportation and 
Warehousing 11% 14% 

Information 39% 52% 
Finance and Insurance 69% 71% 
Real Estate and Rental and 
Leasing 19% 27% 

Professional, Scientific, and 
Technical Services 22% 41% 

Management of Companies 
and Enterprises 

Insufficient data 
available Insufficient data available 

Administrative and Support 
and Waste Management and 
Remediation Services 

35% 71% 

Educational Services 74% 76% 
Health Care and Social 
Assistance 81% 85% 

Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation 53% 50% 

Accommodation and Food 
Services 55% 68% 

Other Services (except Public 
Administration) 32% 43% 

Public Administration 37% 38% 
Source: Statistics calculated by author from data provided by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
Center for Economic Studies, LEHD, via the QWI Explorer. Results rounded to nearest 
whole number.  
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Thus, the data suggest that if gender segregation (on this crude level) was 

reducing in Boomville micropolitan region, it would be because men were entering 

sectors that had been female-dominated at faster rates than women were. Importantly, 

these data don’t tell us much about what men and women actually did in Boomville, or 

the quality of their jobs. For example, “educational services” includes elementary and 

secondary schools, junior colleges, colleges, universities, and professional schools, 

business schools, technical and trade schools, other schools and instruction, and 

educational support services.6  

I am unable to analyze segregation across NAICS sectors by race because of low 

cell counts (values were suppressed because they did not meet the U.S. Census Bureau’s 

publication standards; many other cells contained fuzzed values). Comparisons by 

Hispanic/Latino ethnicity vs. non-Hispanic/Latino ethnicity (but not combined with race) 

were possible. These findings suggest that the majority of people identifying as 

Hispanic/Latino could be found working in the extractive and construction industries. 

In the next section, I zero in on the oil & gas industry to see if women in 

Boomville were making headway into this area. As these jobs were among the highest 

paying in the region, and held primacy in the public eye, it is important to know if 

women were entering this sector of the economy. 

 

                                                
6 Data at the occupational level comes from the Occupational Employment Statistics (OES). However, this 
data is not available for Boomville (even at the county-level). In addition, OES does not break down its 
statistics by sex or other demographic characteristics. 
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WERE WOMEN ENTERING THE OIL & GAS INDUSTRY IN BOOMVILLE?  

 A local employment expert in Boomville informed me that women were 

experiencing success in breaking into the oil field: “We have women in the oil field, lots 

of women in the oil field,” she told me. However, when I spoke to people who worked in 

the industry I typically heard a far different story. Lana, an office worker whose job 

provided her with inside knowledge into her service company’s workforce told me that 

she knew of only two women employed in non-office jobs, out of a total of roughly 200 

employees. Both were on a “fly in/fly out” schedule and did not live in the region. 

Similarly, Maria, an engineer, worked with only three other women in the Boomville 

branch of an oil & gas company: Two were receptionists and one was a HR 

representative. In other words, Maria was the only one in her male-dominated office that 

was not in a female-typed job. She shared my project with her boss, a man whom had 

logged visits to drilling sites all across the region and who had worked with most of the 

oil & gas companies active in the region. He communicated (via Maria) that he had only 

seen one woman working in the field during his extensive travels. Dwight, an employee 

at a major oil and gas company who was responsible for numerous wells around the 

region guessed that women made up roughly 10% of the workforce, though he noted 

“they’re more in an educated role, engineers, geologists.” Interestingly, the only woman 

he identified by name was likely the same woman that Maria’s boss recalled meeting in 

the field (drawing on the information about the woman supplied by each man). Given that 

the two men worked for different companies, this speaks volumes about the lack of 

female representation on drilling sites in the region.  
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Loretta, a woman who worked closely with most of the oil & gas and service 

companies in the region in an advisement capacity (and who had access to confidential 

workforce data on these companies), said she was witnessing “a few more women 

[working in the industry] now.”  Almost all these women were going into office jobs, she 

noted. In order to be able to better communicate with companies about the work that they 

did, Loretta had enrolled in the same training course that companies in the region use to 

train their rig workers. She was only the second woman ever to enroll in the course. She 

recalled: “Men would come down there every day and watch me work, which is weird, I 

thought, or take pictures.”  

 The Center for Employment Statistics suggests that the number of women in 

mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction in the Boomville micropolitan area 

increased by roughly four-and-a-half over the course of five years. However, women’s 

proportional representation to men in this sector actually declined slightly between 2009 

and 2014 (from 8.25% to 7.5%). Proportional to men, women were more highly 

represented by firms that employed 499 or fewer employees than larger firms. 

Racial/ethnic minority representation never topped 16% of the extractive industries 

workforce (9% when Hispanic whites were excluded). Sector level data from a 

neighboring county suggests similar trends: Women’s proportional representation in 

mining, quarrying, and oil and gas decreased over time, from roughly 17.5% to 13%, 

though the number of women employed in this sector increased several fold over this 

time period.   
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Again, these data do not tell us much about what women and men were doing in 

these sectors. Given that most of the oil & gas activity in the state was centered in several 

counties surrounding Boomville, it is appropriate to draw on state-level data collected by 

the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission7  to provide an estimate of the gendered 

occupational breakdown of the oil and gas industry in the region. If we look at the sector-

level, women made up less than 6% of all workers employed in the extractive industries 

in the state in 2013. At that time, women comprised about 6% of all first and mid-level 

officials and managers. Almost half of all women employed in the sector were office and 

clerical workers (comprising almost three-quarters of all workers in this occupation). In 

other words, even women who broke into the industry were rarely working the higher-

paying manual jobs. Fewer than 150 women laborers, operatives, and craft workers were 

captured in the EEOC data, for example.  

Racial/ethnic minorities, as a whole, made up about 12% of all workers in the 

industry in 2013 according to the EEOC data —almost all of these workers (over 96%) 

were men. Hispanics were the largest category of racial/ethnic minorities represented, 

followed by African Americans, and American Indians. Within occupation, minorities 

were most highly represented among laborers, sales workers, technicians, operatives, and 

professionals. Within group, however, racial/ethnic minorities were more likely to be 

found working as operatives, craft workers, and laborers.  
                                                
7 The EEOC data appears to undercount workers when compared to the data collected by CES. However, 
since there is no theoretical basis for why the state would undercount women, and there is a theoretical 
basis for why the state would undercount men (we know they are more likely to participate in “fly in/fly out 
culture” (McKee 2014)), we can presume that despite the rosy picture painted by the local employment 
expert about women’s entry into the oil & gas industry in the region, they remain extremely 
underrepresented in this sector, and segregated into its lowest paying jobs. 



 
 
 
 
 

 64 

 Racial/ethnic minority women made up less than .5% of workers in the extractive 

industries. There were only 15 Hispanic women counted as working in the industry in the 

entire state (the largest group of racial/ethnic women represented). The lack of minority 

women further reaffirms that this area of the economy is extremely white male-

dominated. 

While the employment expert might be correct that, compared to 2009, in 2014 

there were “lots” of women in the oilfield, women remained drastically underrepresented 

in natural resource extraction jobs at large, and very few women were working in non-

traditional jobs in the industry. These findings are somewhat contrary to McKee’s (2014) 

suggestion that women have been making greater inroads to the industry in response to 

greater demand and national level data provided by the industry that appear to support 

this contention. 

TEMPORARY FOREIGN WORKFORCE 

Conversations and observations in Boomville revealed that the number of 

temporary foreign workers employed in the region had increased significantly since the 

beginning of the boom. The government agencies responsible for tracking non-citizen 

workers —the U.S. Department of Homeland Security and the U.S. Department of 

Labor— do not provide data on the county in which foreign national workers are 

employed.  However, data from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security reveals that 

the number of H2A visa holders (agricultural workers), H2B visa holders (non-

agricultural workers), and H1B visa holders (workers in specialty occupations) in 
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Boomville’s home state increased significantly from 2009 to 2013, or throughout the 

course of the boom. (See Table 2.3.)  

Table 2.3: Increase in Number of Popular Temporary Work Visas Issued During the 
Boom, State-Level Statistics   

Visa type Increase in visas granted, 
2009-2013 

H2A: seasonal agricultural workers 50% 

H1B: specialty occupations 90% 

H2B: seasonal non-agricultural 
workers 

320% 

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 
2009, Yearbook of Immigration statistics 2013 
 

 However, even by 2013 the number of temporary work visa holders and their 

family members (including H1B, H1B1, H1C, H2A, H2B, H2R, H3, and H4 visa 

holders) did not exceed the number of foreign guest workers admitted to the state under 

the J-1 visa. The J-1 visa or “exchange visitor program” was created by the U.S. 

government under the auspices of “foster[ing] global understanding through educational 

and cultural exchanges” (U.S. Department of State 2015). The J-1 visa covers fourteen 

categories of visitors to the United States such as au pairs, camp counselors, short-term 

scholars, and physicians —all of which are admitted under programs governed by their 

own special rules and regulations (U.S. Department of State 2015). The majority of 

foreign guest workers, however, come from two programs: the “Trainee and Intern 

Program” and the “Summer Work Travel Program” (Stewart 2014). The former program 

is advertised as providing students with an opportunity to receive advanced training in 
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their field of study in the U.S. The latter is advertised by the United States government as 

an opportunity for college and university students enrolled full-time in a post-secondary 

institutions outside the U.S. to “share their culture and ideas with people of the United 

States through temporary work and travel opportunities” over their summer vacations 

from school (U.S. Department of State 2015).  

In actuality, however, the trainee and intern program and summer work travel 

program have emerged as two of the primary sources of cheap, exploitable foreign labor 

in the U.S. (Stewart 2014). Because there are no caps on the number of J-1 visas that can 

be granted by the U.S. government each year, more than double the guest workers 

(roughly 130,000) are admitted to the U.S. under these two programs each year than 

through the H2B visa designated for this purpose. Moreover, because these programs are 

designated as “cultural exchanges” rather than guest worker programs, the workers 

admitted under the J-1 visa program lack the same protections granted to H2B and other 

foreign guest workers —making them extremely vulnerable to exploitation (Stewart 

2014). For instance, because they are not designated as work programs, the Department 

of Labor does not oversee either the trainee and intern or summer work travel program. 

Rather “sponsors” are tasked with ensuring that rules and regulations designed to protect 

foreign guest workers and their citizen co-workers are followed. However, the sponsors 

entrusted with programmatic oversight stand to make a great deal of money by securing 

and supplying workers to U.S. employers, leading to the widespread perversion of the 

program’s stated goals (Stewart 2014). Despite rules designed to protect citizen workers 

—for example, by requiring that foreign student workers be paid equivalent to citizen 
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workers and that foreign student workers be employed in seasonal or temporary rather 

than year-round jobs— a study by the Southern Law Center makes a strong case that the 

program is used to undercut the pay and quality of jobs in the U.S., negatively impacting 

both J-1 guest workers and citizen workers at the bottom of the economic hierarchy alike 

(Stewart 2014). 

Within Boomville, J-1 students were most likely to be employed in the non- 

tipped service sector and overrepresented in workplaces like fast food restaurants. At the 

outset of the boom, the fast food restaurants in Boomville had reduced hours or even 

temporarily closed their doors due to a stated work shortage. As widely reported in the 

media and by respondents, these employers eventually increased their employment 

incentives to attract workers —for example, offering signing bonuses and higher pay to 

potential employees.  

By the time I arrived to Boomville, however, no signing bonuses or similar 

incentives were offered to me by my employer. My starting wage was only two and a half 

dollars higher than the national average for fast food workers ($11.50 vs. roughly $9 an 

hour), despite the region’s high cost of living. Although turnover was constant, and we 

were always hiring, the fast food restaurant was generally fully staffed. This suggests that 

J-1 workers played a significant role in not only staffing the restaurant, but also holding 

down wages and benefits to citizen workers who would have otherwise received a larger 

“boom premium” or forced the full-time closing of these establishments.  

The vulnerability of J-1 workers to employer abuse was exposed when the main 

sponsor of J-1 workers to Boomville announced in 2012 that it would no longer send 
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students to the region to live and work there —citing the misuse of J-1 workers to fill 

full-time (rather than seasonal or temporary) jobs in the region and the students’ lack of 

cultural exposure, one of the stated purposes of the program. However, another sponsor 

quickly stepped in to fill the gap, and as of 2014 J-1 workers were still an essential 

component of Boomville’s paid labor force (see Table 2.4). 

Table 2.4: J-1 Visas Issued in Boomville’s Home State, Relative to Neighboring States 

State State population  Oil activity J-1 visas granted, 
as a percentage of 
visas granted in 
Boomville’s home 
state 

Neighboring State A > 7.25 times more 
populous 

None 46% 

Neighboring State B > 1.25 times more 
populous 

Limited 82% 

Neighboring State C > 1 times more 
populous  

Very limited 50% 

 

CONCLUSION 

In sum, publically available data suggest six significant shifts in the Boomville 

micropolitan region between 2009 and 2013/2014: 

(1) The number of paid workers increased significantly. 

(2) The number of private business establishments increased significantly. 

(3) The extractive sector gained primacy in the Boomville micropolitan region, 

followed by several sectors related directly to supporting the oil & gas 
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industry’s drilling activities and/or responding to population growth caused by 

the boom.  

(4) Although women workers accounted for a portion of the expanding labor 

force, the 2014 local labor force was significantly more male-dominated than 

the 2009 local labor force.  

(5) Racial/ethnic minority workers, in general, were underrepresented in the 

workforce. Although data on racial/ethnic minority women workers is not 

available, census data suggests that these women were underrepresented in the 

region at large. 

(6) Boomville increased its reliance on temporary foreign workers during the 

boom, depressing the wages at the bottom, and exposing these workers to 

potential abuses.  

Importantly, the data sets above only examine labor that is officially recorded by the U.S. 

government, and likely grossly underestimate the financial contributions that women 

make to their families through their paid labor, as they negate women’s substantial 

employment in licit and illicit jobs that are “off the books” (Edin & Lein 1997; 

Venkatesh 2009).   
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Chapter 3: The labor consequences of fear for women in the “wild, wild, 

west” 

  The first in-depth interview that I conducted in the region was with Shelley, a 

white woman in her late 50s who had been born and raised on a farm outside Boomville. 

Our original plan had been to meet at the local community center in the small hamlet 

outside Boomville that Shelley had moved to after her divorce from her second husband. 

However, after circling the sleepy town for several minutes to no avail, I called Shelley to 

let her know that I was lost. When I saw a car pull up, I knew immediately that it was 

Shelley: I hadn’t seen a moving vehicle in town since I arrived. Shelley suggested that we 

meet in the church across the street and led me down a flight of stairs to a large open 

room filled with tables and chairs and decorated with an assortment of homey knick-

knacks.  

 I started by asking Shelley what she remembered from her experiences growing 

up in the area. “Boomville was like a Norman Rockwell [painting] growing up. My 

growing up years were just the most amazing years. I wouldn’t want to change anything 

looking back.” She smiled as she recalled tagging alongside her father to deliver grain 

and milk from their family farm to the people in town. “I was my dad’s sidekick,” she 

said. “Everywhere we went, there was somebody, “Well, where’s Shelley?” you know. 

We just kind of got to be known as the pair,” she recalled. “So that’s, you know, growing 

up in Boomville just felt safe.” 

I remained silent, and Shelley kept talking:  
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You know, in junior high years, that’s when I went to the big school. I had gone 

to country school up to then and then I went to town. And I got some really good 

friends in town and I’d ride my bike from our country home to town, which was 

15 miles —didn’t think anything of it. Felt safe. And we would climb out the 

window of my friend’s house at 10:30 cause I was late, and we’d walk all the way 

across town to knock on the boy who she liked’s window, and we didn’t think 

anything of it, you know, because it was safe back then. But that was our big, 

naughty thing to do. You know, and I think our parents knew that we were 

sneaking out, but it was safe. It was…I’m sad that my grandkids don’t have that 

same security in Boomville. I am sad they don’t have that same thing. They have 

to have a security system on their house. They can’t go out in their backyard 

without their mom watching. That makes me sad. 

In response to my question on “what it was like to grow up in Boomville,” and in the 

matter of just a few minutes, Shelley had used the word “safe” four times —a pattern that 

immediately caught my attention. Although I hadn’t planned to talk about women’s 

perceptions of their safety until the end of the interview, it was clear that this topic was 

extremely salient to Shelley. I asked Shelley if the boom had been the precipitating factor 

for why she feels “this sense of safety has left.” “There’s been things that have been 

scary,” she responded, after which she immediately referenced her daughter-in-law: 

“She’s a very pretty young petite gal, and she doesn’t feel secure alone” before adding: 

“There was never a time growing up that I didn’t feel secure.”  

Shelley proceeded, asking me if I had seen the “red moon,” or solar eclipse, that 
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had taken place several weeks earlier. I replied that I hadn’t. 

My husband was sleeping. It was about 3 or 3:30 when the moon turned red, so I 

went out on our deck and I felt so not safe. And I’m… I’m not a scared person. I 

had my chair up against the back of the deck. I had my keys around my neck with 

the panic button, and then I had my camera perched like this so that I had my 

panic button right here. I mean, it’s just a sense of fear that I have never felt 

before. 

I had noticed an RV park in the area and asked Shelley if it was the source of her 

concern. Nearby Boomville had banned RVs, in part, because of some residents’ 

concerns regarding their safety. Shelley quickly corrected me, explaining that she and her 

husband owned the RV park to which I was referring. She had hand-selected its residents 

—all of whom, by now, she had known for multiple years. “That’s probably why I had 

the panic button,” she said, explaining, “I knew if I hit that panic button, any one of our 

renters would have been out there in an instant to see what was going on.”  

 Rather, Shelley traced her increased fear, at least, in part to her receptionist work 

at a local office. There she learned things that “scare you” —things that, due to the 

confidentiality requirements of her job, she had no outlet to talk about with co-workers or 

family members (nor did she share this information with me). In fact, before she took her 

current job, Shirley had left two other positions, in part, out of fear. When the boom first 

started, Shirley began picking up shifts at the local bar a few nights a week, a job she kept 

“until it started getting ugly.” For Shirley, ugly meant “when the cops had to start getting 

called to bars and stuff. That’s ugly to me.” 
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 Shelley previously worked as a daycare provider.  Her decision to stop providing 

daycare had been more complicated. She had run the daycare out of a trailer, which its 

owner sold at the height of the boom. As a result, she moved the daycare to her home, the 

only place she could afford. Once the boom hit, Shelley started getting “calls every day 

for people needing daycare.” She accepted a number of the newcomers’ children into her 

care. Said Shelley: “with it not being local, [providing daycare] scares you a bit more.” 

While she recalls forming “friendships, lasting friendships” with locals, she found it more 

difficult to establish the same level of mutual trust with these new clients. From her 

perspective these clients were more likely to disregard the drop off and pick up times she 

had set, pay late, and/or violate other rules. When the owners of a new office asked 

Shelley to work for them, it gave Shelley the opportunity to tell people that she could no 

longer care for their children. 

 This was not the first time I had listened to women express fear regarding the 

changes taking place in the community. However, I was struck by the intensity which 

Shelley appeared to be experiencing these feelings: As she shared her story of the red 

moon, for example, she tensed up and acted out the use of the panic button as if she had 

been re-transported to that moment again. It was not that Shelley wanted to “stop 

progress” or “didn’t know how to adapt” to the changes in the region, charges that I 

frequently heard lodged against locals by newcomers to the community. For the most 

part, Shelley was happy about the growth that the region was experiencing, such as the 

new businesses and the injection of new members into her church, which she felt had 

bordered on “stagnant” prior to the boom. She celebrated the fact that there were “little 
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ones running around” and that the table cloths in the church’s dining room were no 

longer straight. Without the boom, she told me, her employers (several “local” women) 

wouldn’t have been able to start the business where she was now employed. She 

described the majority of people moving to the area as “amazing.” As Shelley puts it, 

there are “10 percent who are so scary to me.” These people have “no barriers,” “treat 

people nasty,” don’t have a “filter,”  “don’t care what they do,” and don’t have “respect 

for women.”  

 While Shelley’s expression of fear was the most memorable, over time my 

interviews and fieldwork revealed that fear played an important role in the experiences of 

many women in my field site. Their fear held real consequences, including, as 

demonstrated above in Shelley’s story, consequences for their involvement in paid labor. 

As I will argue in this chapter, fear operated (1) as a disincentive for some women to 

move to the region, (2) to limit women’s job choices, and (3) to shape women’s decisions 

whether or not to engage in paid labor. While some women had experienced situations 

that had evoked fear and/or had been the target of behavior that they interpreted as 

violent or harassing which then influenced their decisions, others made decisions based 

on the expectation that they would be exposed to these situations if they were not careful. 

Whether or not an individual women experienced fear, women were still forced to 

contend with a discourse about the lack of safety in Boomville for women —a discourse 

utilized to judge women living in the community for their adherence to “proper 

femininity.”  
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   Below, I summarize the literature on gender and perceptions of danger, as well as 

research on fear and crime in resource-based boomtowns. Then, I outline who and what 

women tend to fear in Boomville. Next, I outline the media through which these fears are 

produced. Finally, I explore the three ways in which fear shaped women’s involvement in 

paid labor in Boomville.  

A GENDERED CULTURE OF FEAR 

 In The Culture of Fear (1999), Barry Glassner examines why Americans are 

“afraid of the wrong things,” including crime, drugs, minorities, teen moms, killer kids, 

and plane crashes.  He argues that “peddlers of fear,” including the media, politicians, 

and advocacy groups, manipulate Americans’ perceptions of danger and risk. They do so 

in order to profit in the form of the increased purchase of goods and services and/or 

donations, for example, from Americans’ increased anxieties. Glassner shows that “the 

culture of fear” bred by these peddlers of fear produce real human costs: (1) groups of 

people, social objects, and/or social events are unfairly demonized and sometimes even 

dehumanized, and (2) vast amounts of valuable resources, such as time, money, and 

energy are misdirected and wasted.  

 Feminist researchers have demonstrated that fear is highly gendered. Statistically 

speaking, American men are much more likely to be the victims of recorded crime and 

violence than American women (Ferraro 1996, Hollander 2001). This is true for every 

category of recorded violence except sexual assault and rape (Ferraro 1996, Hollander 

2001). Even in this case, the disparity in women’s vs. men’s victimization rates may be 
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overstated, as male victims of sexual violence are especially likely to underreport these 

crimes (Walker, Archer, & Davies 2005).  

Although women are much less likely to be the targets of public forms of violence 

and crime than men, they are much more likely than men to express fear of victimization 

in public spaces (Warr 1985, Hollander 2001). According to Hollander (2001): “a number 

of explanations for this seeming paradox have been suggested, including the 

underreporting of violence against women, especially when committed by intimates; the 

unique nature of sexual assault; women’s experiences of everyday harassment, and mass 

media depictions of violence against women” (84).  

 Many sociologists have argued that the “shadow of rape” limits women’s 

interactions in public space (Ferraro 1996, Riger & Gordon 1981; Warr 1985). Stanko 

(1995) writes that the “reality of sexual violence…is a core component of being female 

and is experienced through a wide variety of everyday, mundane situations” (50). 

Hollander (2001), on the other hand, argues that the potential of experiencing sexual 

violence, rather than the experience of sexual violence itself, plays an important role in 

shaping women’s lives. She argues that “vulnerability to violence” is key to the 

construction of femininity while “potential dangerousness” is key to the construction of 

masculinity. The notion that women are vulnerable and that men are aggressive is 

“pervasive, widely shared, and constructed through interaction” (Hollander 2001, 84). 

The desire to fit gender norms may lead women to exaggerate, and men to minimize, 

their fear of violence in everyday interactions and on social science surveys (Hollander 

2001).  
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 Girls and women learn and use variety of strategies to cope with their perceived 

susceptibility to danger, including “monitoring their environment for signs of danger, 

hesitating to venture outside at night alone or even in the company of other women, 

asking men for protection, modifying their clothes and other aspects of their appearance, 

and restricting their activities to reduce their perceived risk of violence, thus limiting their 

use of public space” (Hollander 2001, 105). Not all public places generate the same fear. 

Valentine writes that “women develop mental maps of places where they fear assault as a 

product of their past experience of space and secondary information” (Valentine 1989, 

386). Secondary sources include media reports, parental warnings, peers, and the 

constraints others place on their movement (Hart 1979 in Valentine 1989). This mental 

map shifts depending on the time of day, the gender ratio and racial makeup of the people 

occupying a space, and the level of regulation and oversight of a space (Valentine 1989). 

Pointing out that women are much more likely to be victims of violence in the 

home than in public spaces, Valentine (1992) argues that there is a “mismatch between 

the geography of violence and the geography of fear” (22). Scholars trace this mismatch, 

in part, to the media —which is far more likely to publish stories about violence against 

women that occurs in public rather than private (domestic) spaces (Burt 1990; O’Hara 

2012; Valentine 1992). They also argue that women’s frequent exposure to various forms 

of public harassment, such as cat calls and unwanted touch, may contribute to their 

overall sense of insecurity outside the home (Gardner 1995). Some feminist scholars 

posit that public harassment is an attempt to reinsert the “public/private” gender divide 

(Gardner 1995), by challenging women’s right to occupy public space.  
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Importantly, the production of fear draws heavily on gender, racial, and class 

stereotypes. Scholars have traced the emergence of the controlling image of black men as 

violent, criminal, and rape-prone to the Reconstruction era. Through cultivating fear of 

black men, white people aimed to stymie the economic and political progress of black 

people, and white men sought to control white women’s bodies (Hill 2010; 

Higginbotham 1992; Feimster 2011; Freedman 2011). Stereotypes of black men as 

dangerous and violent criminals and rapists have operated to legitimate the 

institutionalization of racial terror in the United States —which has taken various forms, 

such as lynching, disproportionate policing of minority communities, and police violence 

and killings, throughout history (Alexandar 2012; Higginbotham 1992; Jacobs & 0’Brien 

1998; Wells 1892, 2005). Thus, fear is not neutral, and is often catalyzed in ways that 

operate to produce and sustain social inequality. 

Importantly, the category of “victim” is also gendered, raced, and classed. For 

instance, black women —typically stereotyped as masculine, deviant, hypersexual, and 

criminal (Gross 2006)— have rarely been granted “victimhood status” (Gross 2006; 

LeFlouria 2011; Richie 1996; Richie 2012). This category has generally been reserved 

for elite white women (Phipps 2009; Richie 1996). As the recent “Black Lives Matter” 

protests point to, access to “victimhood status” is fundamental to protection from 

violence at the hands of others. Without it, racial and ethnic minorities’ overall 

vulnerability to both private and public forms of violence is exacerbated (Hine 1989; 

Richie 2012).  
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Bearing this in mind, sociologists argue that fear operates as a tool of patriarchy, 

controlling women’s movements and access to power in the public sphere (Riger & 

Gordon 1981; Valentine 1989), as well as a tool to stigmatize, exert control over,  and 

legitimize violence against stigmatized racial/ethnic minority populations (Freedman 

2011; Higginbotham 1992; Smith 1998; Wacquant 2009).  

CRIME & FEAR IN BOOMTOWNS 

A great deal of early research on boomtowns focused on the “social disruption” 

that resource-based growth causes in communities, such as increases in social alienation, 

social isolation, school dropout rates, juvenile delinquency, divorce, depression, suicide, 

and increases in criminal activity (e.g., Kohrs 1974; Little 1977; Olien & Olien 1982). 

These poor social outcomes were generally attributed to “growth process[es] that 

substantially [alter] the social conditions of familiarity, mutual support, and trust 

presumed to flourish in relatively stable small town and rural environments” (Krannich, 

Berry, & Greider 1985, 195), such as the influx of young men with unstable ties to these 

communities (Hunter, Krannich, & Smith 2002). Later research would challenge the 

social disruption hypothesis, questioning whether the growth experienced in boomtowns 

inevitably leads to “disruption, disorganization, or social malaise” (Smith, Krannich, & 

Hunter 2001, 431). For example, once thought to be an inevitable outgrowth of 

boomtowns, more recent studies challenge the idea that the rapid growth experienced in 

boomtowns necessarily contributes to skyrocketing crime rates (see Smith, Krannich, 
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Hunter 2001 for a review; Krannich, Grieder, & Little 1985; Krannich, Berry, & Greider 

1989; Luthra et al. 2007).  

Nevertheless, a large body of research suggests that the accelerated growth in 

boomtowns leads residents of these communities to express heightened fear of 

victimization (Hunter, Krannich, & Smith 2002; Krannich et al. 1985; Ruddell & Ortiz 

2015). This fear might be linked to the generalizable social disorder caused by rapid 

community growth, such as an increase in alcohol-related incidents and traffic and 

traffic-related incidents (Archbold, Dahle, & Jordan 2014), or a response to “outsiders” 

—newcomers to the community who present a conundrum to the gemeinschaft of small, 

rural, regions (O’Connor 2015). Research suggests that this fear is not borne equally by 

all boomtown residents, and may differ, for example, by migration status into the 

community (Hunter, Krannich, & Smith 2002) as well as gender (Hunter, Krannich, & 

Smith 2002; Moen 1981; O’Connor 2010; Walsh 1985). 

 Recent research about the “boom-crime” relationship in the Montana/North Dakota 

region is mixed (Ruddell et al. 2014). Ruddell and colleagues (2014) found no statistical 

evidence to support a boom-crime relationship, although the authors note that missing 

data may account for this finding. Again, citing limited data, Alexander James and Brock 

Smith find evidence (2014) that property crime, but not violent crime (except assaults), 

has increased in this region. However, interviews with police reveal that domestic 

violence calls have increased in the region (Archbold 2014; Weber, Geigle, & Barkdull 

2014). This aligns with previous research that suggests that women living in boomtowns 

are at increased risk of domestic violence (Endo, Ellington, & Nielsen 1984; 
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O’Shaughnessy 2011; Shandro et. al 2011). 

 Scott et al. (2011) note that crime itself may have less of an impact on community 

members than crime-talk, or how people perceive “disorganization and dangerousness.”  

By forming boundaries of who is dangerous or not, “crime-talk” plays an important role 

in maintaining “informal social control in rural and isolated settings” undergoing social 

change (Scott et al. 2011, 166) —helping residents reestablish a sense of shared values 

and norms amid rapid change. 

 In this paper, I investigate the role of fear induced both through personal 

experience and “crime-talk” in contributing to occupational segregation and gender 

inequality in the formal paid labor force. I show how fears of living in an increasingly 

racially and ethnically diverse, male-dominated town, filled with “outsiders” shape white 

women’s work choices. First, I examine what the women I interviewed fear and how 

these fears are produced and circulated. Next, I outline the consequences of fear for white 

women’s decisions around paid labor. I argue that, paradoxically, fear and its 

consequences, make women more vulnerable to the men most likely to harm them. At the 

same time, white women’s fears operate to reproduce social inequality.  

WOMEN’S FEARS 

Fear of “outsiders” 

Local women typically gave a description of their town, pre-boom, that was 

similar to Christina’s (white woman, 30s): “typical, average, small. You would joke 

around when you came back to visit your family after you left after high school [that] you 



 
 
 
 
 

 82 

would go to the grocery store to pick up a gallon of milk and you’d be there for two hours 

because every five feet you would run into old neighbors or someone that you had known 

your whole life.” The dramatic increase in Boomville’s population, in such a short 

amount of time, led many locals to fear that they were losing the sense of community 

solidarity in which they took pride. For example, Catherine (white woman, 40s), who had 

returned to the area with her husband and kids early on in the boom, expressed her 

dismay over the population growth taking place in the region: “It is not like this boom 

just happened last year, but I still find myself trying to wrap my brain around it. I go to 

my kid’s spring program at school, and who are all these people? Even someone else who 

is very much more involved in the community, she goes, ‘I don’t even know half these 

people.’”  

 As has been found in other boomtowns, whether or not one was considered a 

“local” or an “outsider” emerged as an important category of distinction in everyday life 

in Boomville (O'Connor 2010). Locals in Boomville tended to pin their anxiety on 

“outsiders” —pegging them as the source of any perceived increase in social disorder, 

including crime and violence (see also O'Connor 2010). In reference to my project, my 

coworker Luella complained to me that “everyone is interested in the experiences of 

women who moved here. What about the women who lived here?” Then, as she did every 

time she heard police sirens pass, Luella launched into a critique of how the boom had 

ruined her quiet, safe community. The negative perception of outsiders held by people 

like Luella led Delores (white, 50s), a local who was sympathetic to the plight of migrant 
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workers living in the community, to ask in frustration: “When do you stop being an 

outsider? When do you stop being non-local?”  

 In practice, however, not all outsiders were deemed problematic. Rather, 

outsiders tended to be split into two categories (see also O’Connor 2010): Shelley’s 

“amazing people” and “the 10 percent that are so scary to me.”  Lindsey (white woman, 

20s), herself an “outsider” further explained this dichotomy:   

There are the people who are new to town and some of them are completely 

responsible and here with family, they have kids in school.  They might not have 

the best credit score. The might not have the most education but they move their 

families here and they generally care about their futures. Everything I have seen 

says those people are the people who are extremely accepted by the community.   

They are the people who go to church with them or go to breakfast on a Saturday 

morning at [local restaurant]. They are part of the community. 

Lindsey believed that this group of “outsiders,” those believed to work hard and 

attempt to fit into the hegemonic culture of the community (e.g., by joining a church, 

becoming active in civil life), are welcomed. She distinguishes this group of outsiders (to 

which she claims membership) to a second group of outsiders (from which she 

rhetorically distances herself): “And then the people that I think cause a large lack of that 

social structure, just show up for a job.  They have zero care for the community.  They 

litter, they trash wherever they’re at. They can’t keep their mouths clean.” In other words, 

the outsiders are split into “respectable people” and “non-respectable people,” with the 
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former category deserving of recognition and acceptance into the community, and the 

second category worthy of scorn and/or fear. 

 Race and class were important factors in determining to which group of 

“outsiders” newcomers to the community belonged, though, in keeping with post-racial 

and post-class logics, the subject matter was typically skirted around or alluded to rather 

than directly addressed. Barb’s (white woman, 50s) answer to my question about the 

safety precautions she took while living in an RV park which was dominated by men 

demonstrates how race and class filtered into assessments of “outsiders”: 

I literally had my gun on me only because it was a transient situation.  We might 

have Russians, we might have Hispanics, we might have God knows who, 

whatever tradesmen were coming in and I never knew how to track or where they 

would be.  I had a dog and we would go out at night when it was still light and 

make sure she did her business and we’d go back in and I locked up the RV and I 

even stayed there by myself without my husband, several times. I would never 

answer the door, I had cell phones.  It was just being that much more aware.  You 

have a heightened sense of awareness when you are in any environment that you 

are not familiar with.  

Barb’s comment suggested that she lacked trust in people unfamiliar to her, and in 

particular, those who do not share her cultural, racial, and class background. Below, the 

same binary was evident when Shannon, a white woman in her 40s, talked about the 

precautions that she and her husband were taking to protect their daughter, a teenager:  
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So we try to make sure she doesn’t put herself in situations or spots that could be 

harmful.  We let her go to Wal-Mart. She has to have a buddy.  Little things like 

that.  I don’t mind if she goes to get gas or anything, but if she goes to the grocery 

store, we’d like her to have someone with her. One of us, or a buddy or friend.  

They do that kind of stuff together. But we weren’t obsessed with it like many 

people are. We’re just aware of it.  That she’s aware of her surroundings and that 

type of thing. But it is getting to the point again that I feel like it is more 

comfortable. Yeah, you see a lot of different cultures. People that you never 

thought in a million years would be [here]. You embrace them and you get to 

know them. They bring food that we’ve never eaten. Things like that. When our 

daughter is home alone, we set the alarm.  So if she’s sleeping or taking a shower, 

everything is locked up and the alarm is set.  We never did that before.  Just little 

things.  We lock our doors to our cars all the time even in our own driveway 

which we’ve never done that before.   

In the example above, Shannon observed the increased cultural diversity of people 

living in the region as the result of the boom. However, at the same time she called for 

“embrac[ing]” racial others, in context of a conversation about safety precautions, she 

also suggested that the presence of these racial others required extra vigilance.  

Others were more explicit about the connection between race and fear. Marguerite 

(white woman, 60s) felt that the “second boom was busy, but not as scary as this one.” 

She mentioned multiple times that she had started locking her doors recently, something 

that she had never felt like she needed to do before. When I asked her why she was 
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experiencing greater fear during this boom, Marguerite responded: “I don’t know if we 

didn’t have as much riff-raff as before come up here, or what the deal was. Or, we didn’t 

have as much Mexicans. I’m not really sure.” 

While race played a factor in the acceptance of outsiders, and the fears that 

mainly white locals and migrants attached to them, my fieldwork suggests that 

racial/ethnic minorities who joined churches were more likely to be accepted into the 

community by mainly white locals.8 Laurel (white woman, 90s) commented that she 

enjoyed seeing her church diversify, as it was a reminder to local people who are “very 

set in their ways” that “they’re God’s children, too.” In other words, church attendance 

helped grant racial/ethnic minorities “respectability” in the eyes of mainly white locals, 

reducing the fear attributable to them. As others have found, however, “respectability 

politics” can operate to reify the majority group’s racism, ultimately having perverse 

effects (Higginbotham 1992).  

The fear expressed by whites of racial/ethnic minorities was reciprocal. Anita 

(Latina, 30s) owned a store in Boomville. When I asked her what it was like to start a 

business there, she responded: 

It’s scary, because I am not young. So, 4 years ago, just tired, thinking I’ve got to 

do it again. And I have done it so many times, to start over again. So it was pretty 

scary and intimidating because, let’s face it: I’m Hispanic, I’m way Puerto Rican. 

I have a New York attitude and I’m living in Boomville. Boomville, USA. So it 

                                                
8 Moen et al. (1981) found that churches play an important role in integrating newcomers into boom 
communities. 
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was intimidating but I couldn’t help to just be who I am and hope people 

appreciate it will stick around. Those that didn’t care would just weed themselves 

out. I was OK with that. 

Above, Anita expressed her fear about starting over in a region of the country that is 

overwhelmingly white and rural. Although Anita said she felt that she had generally felt 

acceptance and support in town (“Let’s not forget I came here with my clothes and my 

children.  Literally.  Each one of us had luggage and that’s what we had. And acceptance, 

support, definitely,” she told me), there were also several points in her interview that 

pointed to the experience of difference and exclusion.  

 It is possible that white women who did not connect their fears to a particular 

racial/ethnic group may have been expressing their fear of white men —and simply left 

the category unmarked (Hartigan 2005). The term “oilfield trash” which circulated in 

Boomville (but was not used to describe men in my in-depth interviews), resonates 

closely with other negative stereotypes of working class men, such as the “redneck” 

(Hartigan 2003).  

Fear of pedophiles & sex offenders 

 No group in Boomville appeared to have catalyzed as much fear among the 

women I interviewed as pedophiles and sex offenders. Below, Andrea (white woman 

30s), a local and the mother of five children, explains how she changed her parenting 

practices in response to the new dangers to her children she perceived that the boom 

presented.   
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With the drugs and the weirdoes that we have in town, and um, and there’s people 

saying that there’s pedophiles and sex trafficking and stuff like that, there’s no 

way that I would let my kids... Like we’d decide, ok, we’re going to go to a 

movie, we’d walk all over downtown to get ice cream or go do this or go do that, 

and you just can’t trust that your kids would be safe doing that anymore. 

K: So what do you do differently with your kids then? 

Um, they don’t get to go anywhere without me. There was one time that I dropped 

my boys off to watch a movie with some friends, but if they’re going to go 

anywhere, there has to be an adult that I know. And even, I used to/ when my 

boys would come down to [her workplace], to let them walk over to the coffee 

shop or walk even to the gas station, stuff like that. But I don’t let them do that 

anymore either, because the kind of people that we have hanging around 

downtown. So it’s kind of, it’s taken some of the freedom feeling away, to just be 

able to walk around your town. Have that freedom to do whatever you want, I 

guess.  

All of the places that Andrea identified above (the movie theater, the coffee shop, and the 

gas station) were within roughly a two block radius of her workplace. Andrea’s reticence 

to allow her two eldest boys (pre-teens) to travel such a short distance away signaled the 

intensity of her fear for her children’s safety. In response to a perceived increase in 

“weirdoes” and sex traffickers, Andrea created new “protective care practices” (Elliot & 

Aseltine 2013; Auyero & Kilanski 2015).  
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 Below are notes I took at a meeting of a local women’s group, wherein I noted 

how fear of pedophiles entered into both the women’s conversation and practices:  

The conversation was varied, from the problems with mosquitos, to the issue of 

increased pedophiles in the region. Throughout the meeting, various members of 

the group would scan the playground located across the park, conducting a mental 

headcount of the group’s children and ensuring there was no one suspicious 

lurking near the playground —mini check-ins to ensure the safety of the little 

ones, conducted mostly without pomp and circumstance (field notes, June 2014).   

Mothers’ reactions to pedophiles and sex offenders was likely borne partly out of 

genuine fear, but also out of the desire to been seen as “good mothers.”  As found 

elsewhere, mothers who are perceived not to adequately respond to threats to their 

children’s safety are objects of social derision (Auyero & Kilanski 2015): This may be 

true even if these threats are not necessarily real. In the quote below, Laurel (white 

woman, 60s) criticized mothers who did not provide, in her view, adequate care to their 

children in light of increased danger in the community: “And I know a few women that’s 

moved in here that don’t watch their kids at all, just let 'em go. And I’m like boy you’re 

just asking for it [my emphasis], because they even kidnap kids nowadays and sell them 

on the black market. You’ve got to be careful with that, too.”  

“Just asking for it” is a phrase commonly used to blame and/or shame women 

who are sexually assaulted or raped: The underlying presumption is that “sophisticated, 

smart, careful women are safe from sexual assault. Only ‘immature,’ ‘naïve,’ or ‘stupid’ 

women get in trouble” (Armstrong, Hamilton, Sweeney 2013). In the above quote, Laurel 
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(white woman, 60s) used the same turn of phrase to suggest mothers are at fault if their 

children are raped or molested. Interestingly, I interviewed Laurel at the same time as 

another mother, whose child had been raped and molested by a close relative (the 

perpetrator, at the time of the interview, was serving time in prison for his crime). While 

the majority of sexual violence is perpetrated by an intimate, Laurel, like most 

Americans, perceived the threat of sexual violence as outside one’s close circle of family 

and friends (Leon 2011). Christina (white woman, 40s), a social worker who had become 

active in “sex offender awareness,” reinforced the idea that danger comes from outside 

the home, and, in addition, from “outsiders.” She stressed the importance of teaching 

locals “who are traditionally pretty trusting” to be wary of outsiders, and educating them 

in “the whole stranger thing.”  She said she tells the elderly that she works with: “When 

someone knocks on your door whether it is day or night, don’t just say ‘come in’ and 

offer them a caramel roll.” 

 Fear of sex offenders and pedophiles is not unique to Boomville. In her book Sex 

Fiends, Perverts, and Pedophiles, Chrysanthi Leon traces the history of moral panics 

about presumed sexual deviants. According to Leon (2011) sexual offenders are “used as 

a monster and a scapegoat at the intersection of public fears and reactionary policy” (p. 

7), and are often a symbol on which to pin more widespread fears about the changes 

wrought by modernity. While areas undergoing energy extraction (Archbold 2014; 

Berger & Beckmann 2010) do typically see an increase in the number of registered sex 

offenders in the region, the fear women experience is not only reactive (premised on this 

increase), but also productive. As Wacquant (2009) argues, focus on the sex offender can 
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create a sense of “imagined community” —one in which “hardworking families” struggle 

together against the criminal underclass. In a region undergoing such rapid change, the 

sex offender —and the collective action of women, as I witnessed in the park, to protect 

their children from the sex offender— may have served to reproduce a sense of 

community among a group of people experiencing isolation from friends, family, and 

nostalgia for a tighter, stronger, local network. 

Fear of harassment  

 Women in Boomville also feared harassment, both in male-dominated public 

spaces and male-dominated work sites. Lindsey (white woman, 20s) shared her 

experience with catcalls and stares in the community: “Like everybody is used to the cat 

calls. I used to feel very uncomfortable in my old neighborhood because people just stare 

at you but they are just staring, there’s no touching.  Super goofy guy type of stuff.” 

Lindsey’s contention that “everybody is used to cat calls” draws attention to the 

widespread nature of this practice. 

  However, Lindsey also expressed ambiguous feelings about her exposure to 

men’s cat calls and stares. Although she recognized that these acts made her feel 

“uncomfortable,” she also seemed unwilling to wholly condemn the behavior —invoking 

a version of the “boys will be boys” argument to naturalize the men’s behavior (Hlvaka 

2014). Later in the interview she suggested parallels between Boomville and the town 

where she had studied abroad during college: Contending that no one wants to go home 

and admit that they had spent the day rubbing up on and cat calling women, she attributed 



 
 
 
 
 

 92 

the similar treatment of women in both places to the large number of migrant workers 

living in both communities. Lacking formal ties to police their behavior, these men felt 

that they could treat women however they wanted, Lindsey argued. While Lindsey 

seemed, in part, able to intellectualize these acts away, other women I spoke to expressed 

fear of this behavior, perceiving cat calls, stares, comments, and other acts as a potential 

precursor to physical or sexual violence (see below).   

As Patti Giuffre and Christine Williams (1994) found, context matters to whether 

or not a behavior or set of behaviors is considered harassment (see also Williams & 

Dellinger 2002). One night, early in my fieldwork, I accompanied a roommate to a 

restaurant to watch the Super bowl. The restaurant was extremely crowded: Almost all of 

the restaurant patrons were men, many of whom had been drinking heavily. The 

atmosphere on the whole was jovial, with patrons tossing jokes and comments between 

and across tables. Some of the waitresses appeared to enjoy the high level of attention 

they were receiving from men. I noted: “At another table across the way, a young black 

waitress —no more than 19 — was spending most of her time sitting with a table of three 

or four white men watching the game, joking with them, and acting like they were her 

buddies” (field notes, February 2014). Nearby, another waitress struggled with a group of 

young white men who were growing increasingly drunk over the course of the game: 

“The group was giving their waitress, a dark-skinned woman —possibly Latina— with 

her hair tied into a tight ponytail, what seemed like a hard time. ‘Be a gal.’ ‘Oh, you’re a 

good girl,’ they said. She seemed to be a bit annoyed and frustrated, but managed a smile 

on her face” (field notes, February 2014). Later, one of the young men (so intoxicated 
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that I had witnessed him slump from his chair to the floor multiple times) went up to 

another young waitress, capturing her in a bear hug and whispering in her ear. She caught 

my eyes, and shot me a look of frustration at the event that had just taken place. 

 Some women expressed their perception that their exposure to harassment was part 

and parcel of living and working in a male-dominated environment (see also O’Connor 

2010). Britney (white woman, 20s), a bartender, explained: “It doesn’t even matter if 

you’re single to be honest with you.  We get hit on repeatedly. And like the first week I 

was like flattered, oh like, ‘Thank-you.  Oh my gosh, thanks.’  And by week two it was 

like, this is really annoying.  It is not fair because I am only like one of twelve women in 

Boomville. (Laughs)  I’m not flattered anymore.  I’m on to you guys.” While originally 

flattered, over time, Britney developed a new understanding of men’s advances: The men 

weren’t reacting to a special quality or charm she possessed, but rather, were reacting to 

the fact that she was one of only a few women in town. The perception that men treated 

them differently because of their minority status was frequent among women. It was a 

logic that reinforced their uniqueness to the community (more specifically, their 

specialness for traversing this male-dominated space), but also reified heterosexuality and 

hypersexuality, suggesting that men, desperate for female attention would naturally be 

drawn to any woman who traversed Boomville.  

 In fact, the ongoing sexualization of women in the community likely operated to 

police the boundaries of Boomville, protecting it as a male space. Treating women as 

sexual objects is one of the ways in which men in male-dominated industries respond to 

the threat of women workers in their midst (Tallichet 2000). Other scholars have 
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suggested that domination over women has historically been key to the production of 

hegemonic masculinity for men in extractive-based and agricultural communities and 

industries (see Filteau 2014 for review).    

Fear of physical violence 

 Women also feared physical violence. Brenda said that while she felt comfortable 

living in her small town outside Boomville, she felt “less safe” when she visited the 

larger city. “I’ve heard of shootings in the Wal-Mart parking lot, and you know, women 

getting raped and killed, and people missing,” she explained. 

 For women, fear of being physically threatened was almost always linked to 

particular locations in Boomville: most notably, the train tracks, the bars, strip clubs, and, 

as Brenda noted, Wal-Mart. Most women I interviewed said that they avoided the area 

around the train tracks at night which was physically close to the two strip clubs, and also 

was a place where some homeless people congregated, and would only go to the bars 

and/or strip clubs with a man or large group of people accompanying them. Those who 

traversed these areas at night alone were —by a number of my interviewees— dismissed 

as “stupid” or “not using their common sense” (see also Armstrong, Hamilton, & 

Sweeney 2006). 

 However, given limited options for shopping in Boomville and its surrounding 

regions, trips to Wal-Mart were less optional. As a result, everyone in town was forced to 

contend with the conditions (day/night; alone/in group) under which they were willing to 
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shop at Wal-Mart. Many women drew on these conditions as a form of short-hand to 

relay their overall feelings about safety in the community: 

And before [moving to Boomville] I would be like, I am going to run to Wal-Mart 

at ten o’clock at other places I have lived just because I feel like getting out of the 

house or whatever.  I wouldn’t do that unless there was something I really needed 

here.  It is just like asking for trouble.  Once I went late at night, and there are just 

all the guys.  No matter what you wear, they’re still looking at you.  You’re 

wearing muumuu and they are like “that’s a girl.”  It is just asking for trouble I 

think.  If I can go during the day, I go during the day.  So that’s another thing um. 

I carry my mace; I usually have my mace with me.  Just to have that extra 

reassurance.  We have been talking about me getting my “conceal and carry” 

[handgun license], haven’t yet. (Elena, white woman, 20s) 

Elena articulated her increased level of fear in Boomville, as compared to other regions 

she had lived, through her reticence to travel to Wal-Mart alone at night and her decision 

to carry mace whenever she went to the store. Rather than suggesting ways that the store 

could adapt to feel safer for women shoppers, Elena suggested ways that women should 

adapt to the perceived danger that the store posed to women: Or else, she suggested, 

“They’re just asking for trouble.”   

 As Robyn (white women, 20s) astutely noted, Wal-Mart  —the only big box store 

in the area— was like “the shoebox diorama of Boomville,” bringing together normally 

segregated groups: non-oil workers and oil workers; Asians, blacks, Latinos, and whites; 

women and children and men; and those who lived in houses and those in more transient 
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living conditions, for example. Thus, as women made decisions about how to navigate 

Wal-Mart, they were also making decisions about how to engage with the growing 

diversity on both racial and class dimensions in their community.  

 Interestingly, given the high rates of domestic violence in the region, women did 

not express fear of the close men in their lives and, in fact, as I explore below, some 

women became even more dependent on men intimates in response to their fear of public 

spaces. This is true even of the women in my sample who had experienced 

marital/partner rape, assault, or other forms of domestic abuse in their pasts. Thus, as 

other scholars have found, women’s fears of violence were directed mainly at the 

“outside,” suggesting a potential “mismatch between the geography of violence and the 

geography of fear” (Valentine 1992).  

WHERE DID WOMEN’S FEARS COME FROM?  

 Where did women’s fear come from? Interviews with women and six months of 

ethnographic fieldwork reveled that women’s fears —of strangers, pedophiles, 

harassment, and physical danger— were stoked through media coverage, community 

gossip, and personal (or an intimate’s) experience.  

Media coverage 

When I first moved to Boomville, media coverage of the region was thin. 

However, a number of stories had been printed on the daily danger that women in the 

community faced (see also O’Shaughnessy 2011). The tales were so harrowing that they 
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caused me concern for my own safety. One day, I started a conversation with a woman 

barista at one of the local coffee shops that I frequented. Sharing that I was conducting 

research on women’s experiences in the community, I added that when I first moved to 

Boomville, I thought that I would be “harassed all the time,” pointing out that, instead, I 

was typically left alone in the course of my day-to-day activities. “Yeah,” said the barista, 

“I think they talk to the wrong people. They create some image of the boomtown so that 

people won’t want to move here.”  

Many residents expressed similar negative assessments about the way that the 

media had portrayed their community and the experiences of everyday people there (see 

also O’Connor 2010). Laurel (white woman, 90s) said that this boom felt much scarier 

than the two previous booms she had experienced. While her advanced age likely 

accounted at least partially for her increased fear, Laurel herself attributed the change to 

the media: “Because they don’t put all the good stuff in. But they put up all these horrid 

things.  We saw a piece that was written and you can’t imagine the words they used about 

this last stabbing [in the area]. It was just terrible.” Jamie (white woman, 40s) told me 

that it’s the media’s job to sensationalize things, and that much of what she has read 

about the region —including on the treatment of women— was untrue or exaggerated. 

She said that her experience working in the media had taught her about the incentives that 

journalists had to engage in this type of over-the-top reporting.  

Both the media and some residents had dubbed the region “the wild, wild, west,” 

—a phrase that was utilized by people in Boomville to refer to a plethora of perceived 

changes or oddities in the community, including the increase in traffic in the region, the 
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general disorder caused by rapid population growth (such as local stores being out-of-

stock of goods), and excitement and opportunity, but also rampant crime and lawlessness. 

Nicole (white woman, 20s), expressed her frustration with this phrase: “I just get so 

irritated reading these articles that make this place out to be the wild, wild west. It’s not. 

You know it’s not.” To Nicole, and others, the media played a large role in cultivating 

fears in the community, which they felt acted as a disservice to women living, or who 

might otherwise move to, the region.   

Importantly, a number of women said that they had agreed to speak to me because 

they felt it was important to provide an alternate picture of their community than the one 

that typically circulated in the media. These women felt that the community had received 

an unwarranted portrayal, and this was unfortunate because the town was, in fact, a good 

community in which to live and raise a family. While these women were not uncritical of 

the community, they wanted other women and families to know that they should feel 

comfortable moving there. Their alternate discourse was, one some level, designed to be 

productive, or in other words, to promote further change in the direction that they wanted 

to see: a decline in the masculinization of the region through attracting more women and 

children (which they may have hoped my work encouraged). Many felt that the more 

women and children the region attracted, the better the community would become. For 

example, they thought that more shopping and entertainment venues would be added as 

the population grew and the region became less male-dominated. 
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Community gossip 

 In addition to the media, community gossip also stoked fear. Jamie explained how 

events that happened long in the past would be brought up time and time again, making 

the area seem more crime-ridden and violent than it actually was. “One of the first things 

I heard when I got here, um, some guy got 'ruffied' [at a bar she had been told not to go 

to] and got raped or whatever the case may be. And I started doing a little bit of 

investigation on my own and I kept telling everyone, I said, ‘Well that was like two years 

ago and you’re still talking about it.” Similarly, throughout my fieldwork, people in the 

community frequently brought up the murder of a young woman that had taken place 

several years earlier as a symbol of the increased level of violence and danger in the 

community. Although the example that Jamie gave featured violence against a man, 

discourse about the potential for danger in the community typically revolved around 

women.   

During my fieldwork, I witnessed how community gossip inflamed people’s fears. 

Driving to a coffee house one day, I came upon a group of police cars with their lights 

flashing —an atypical event of which I took note.  When I arrived at my destination, the 

barista asked me if I had heard that a man had just shot his girlfriend. The coffee house 

was abuzz with people weighing in on the event from across the room. Later that evening 

I attended a community event where I was assisting as a volunteer. The main topic of 

conversation was the shooting that had taken place that afternoon. One of the men, citing 

his record of service in the police force, said he was skeptical of the claims that were now 

circulating via Facebook and word-of-mouth that a man had been running down the street 
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with a gun and had shot and killed multiple victims. (His skepticism was well-placed: 

The shooting had in fact been an instance of domestic violence.) 

Experience 

 Finally, fear was generated from both personal experience and the experience of 

close intimates. Many of the women I interviewed recalled instances in which they had 

been stared at, catcalled, followed, or otherwise been exposed to behavior that had the 

potential to induce fear. Importantly, women varied in their responses to these and other 

acts of male domination (Gardner 1995). For example, Jamie’s experience being 

propositioned by a man whom she had bunked with when she first moved to town did not 

spillover into her perception of the general community (she did, however, commit to 

staying with couples only from thereon). Meanwhile, Shelley, whose story was cited at 

length in the introduction to this chapter, was scared of standing on her porch alone —her 

fear partially driven by her exposure to stories she found “scary” at work. Brenda, who 

had driven a man accused of murder across state lines (a fact that she discovered mid-

drive) seemed to find this experience more as a source of amusement than a source of 

fear. On the other hand, she thought of Boomville (as opposed to her smaller community) 

as a dangerous place.  

 

Summarizing their research on fear and crime in boomtowns, Ruddell and Ortiz 

(2015) write: “With respect to perceptions of safety, the actual increase in the volume or 

severity of these crimes might not be as important as how it is portrayed by the media, 
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political claims-makers, law enforcement, and other community residents through rumor 

and hearsay. Regardless of the source of information about boomtown crime, perceptions 

of safety and fear of crime matter to the extent that they affect the lives and choices of 

community residents” (133). Now that I have explained what women are afraid of and 

where the source of their fear lies, I examine the way fear affects the “lives and choices 

of community residents” (Ruddell and Ortiz 2015) —in particular, women’s choices 

about where and if they should work. 

HOW WOMEN’S FEAR SHAPES JOB-RELATED DECISION-MAKING 

Fear’s role as a disincentive to move to the region 

 Many of the recent women migrants to the community described two messages that 

they had received prior to moving to the region. First, they heard that the area had a low 

unemployment rate and that employers were in desperate need of workers —an enticing 

message to women who were un- or under- employed, or whose families were otherwise 

struggling as a result of the Great Recession. On the other hand, they heard that the 

region was like the “wild, wild west” and unsafe for women. These messages were 

especially strong for racial/ethnic minority women, some of whom were susceptible to a 

unique form of exclusion in Boomville —and might help to explain the lack of 

racial/ethnic minority women who migrated to the community. 

 Brenda (white woman, 40s) and her husband had both lost their jobs, and 

eventually, their home to foreclosure in Oregon. When they first heard about Boomville, 

they were excited about the potential the region held to improve their economic 
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circumstances. However, as Brenda conducted more research on the region, she learned 

that Boomville was “like the wild, wild west, the gold rush days. This was the oil rush 

and that pretty much it’s lawless and lots of prostitutes and drugs and all of this.” 

However, through continued research, she found that there were still “small little 

communities” in the region that were escaping many of the growing pains that the larger 

towns in the area were experiencing. This information spurred Brenda to continue 

researching a potential move to the region. Being able to find a small rural school district 

where her son would be one of just a handful of kids in his grade rather than get “lost in a 

classroom of 30” is what Brenda cited as the turning point in her decision-making.  

 Like Brenda, Bethany, a white woman in her 40s, had experienced job loss and 

home loss during the Great Recession. After losing their home, Bethany, her husband, 

and their two kids, had found refuge with family members. After several years of 

accommodating Bethany’s family, however, these family members made clear that their 

generosity was running out. Desperate, Bethany started applying to any job across the 

country that might require her skill set. Eventually, Bethany received a call about a job in 

Boomville. Although she was ecstatic about the potential to work again —especially in 

her field— she was reticent to fly out for an interview. “When I got on the internet and 

looked at all the horror stories, you know, they talk about Boomville and women’s safety, 

and those perspectives, it concerned me,” she said. With no other job offers, however, 

Bethany decided to fly out for the interview anyway. The interview took place at the 

company headquarters four hours away from her assigned location. Part of the interview 

involved Bethany’s potential employers driving her to Boomville and taking her on a tour 
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of the city. “We got to see the whole area. And you know, when I drove through, I was 

like, it’s a small town, it’s kind of an industrial town, the feeling that I had. And I was 

like, it’s not as bad as I thought,” she said. Bethany accepted the job and moved alone to 

Boomville, leaving her husband and children behind in California.  

However, although Bethany overcame her initial fear in order to move to 

Boomville, once there, she substantially altered her lifestyle based on the perceived 

danger of living in the town as a woman alone. Reluctantly, she told me: “My husband 

and I had… we had an agreement that I wasn’t going to go like out at night by myself. 

Because it just wasn’t safe.”  

K: So you stayed inside after a certain hour each night? 

B: Pretty much. 

K: That’s tough. That’s lonely.  

B: It was very lonely. I rattled around that two-person apartment. I watched a lot 

of TV. A lot of TV. [My husband would] fly up every couple of months and see 

me. Spent a lot of money on airfare. Yeah. It was tough. It was really tough. 

Tears were welling in the corner of Bethany’s eyes throughout most of our interview, and 

eventually she began wiping tears from her cheeks as she talked. It was clear that the 

months of loneliness that Bethany had experienced as a result of sheltering herself away 

at night, away from her husband and kids —coupled with the stress and alienation of 

being a token female in her male-dominated job and the anxiety she felt about stepping 

into the role of the family breadwinner— had taken a toll on her.  
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 While Bethany’s employers had gone out of their way to make sure she felt 

comfortable about the move to Boomville, other employers dissuaded women from 

coming to the community. For example, Marge told me that the HR representatives in her 

company (who operated out of another city) had a poor impression of Boomville based 

on media accounts and hearsay. She felt that this translated into a tendency for the HR 

reps to make moving to the area seem undesirable to women applicants: “And they’re the 

ones recruiting for this area and it’s like, it’s not like that. Stop giving people that 

impression.” Similarly, a potential employer asked Jamie (white woman, 40s) if she 

owned a gun. When she said that she did, Jamie recalled being told, “Good, you’ll need 

it” and that she would need to substantially alter her lifestyle to live in Boomville as a 

single woman. 

The women above all made the decision to move to Boomville despite any initial 

anxiety or fear that they felt. Economic opportunity, in these cases, appeared to trump 

fear. However, the role that fear played in shaping women’s decision-making was clear in 

online community message boards, such as one run by a local woman. Women 

considering moving to the community would post messages, asking if Boomville was 

really as unsafe for women as the media were leading them to believe. Other women 

would respond to these posts, offering their feedback and advice. This women-centric 

network helped to break down some of the fears constructed by the media, while reifying 

others. 

A number of people I spoke to felt that women were beginning to take advantage 

of the opportunities the community had to offer, as the economy transitioned from a 
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boom to “permanent growth” and grew more “family-oriented,” and therefore, 

presumably safer for women. Bonnie (white woman, 40s) who had played a top 

leadership role in Boomville’s business community during the community’s highest 

period of growth, shared her frustration with the role that she believed fear had played in 

keeping women from taking advantage of the opportunities that the community had to 

offer: 

What is interesting was when I first got here there were hardly any women that 

lived here. But you hear all these crazy stories. The thing that drove me nuts at the 

[business group], we heard women aren’t allowed out after dark. We heard that 

you have to pack heat and you can’t go out by yourself after dark. And crazy 

stuff. And you’ve been here 5 months [Kristine], there is nothing crazy going on 

here. There aren’t people rolling out of the bushes with their six guns. And I think 

it deterred women from coming out for a while. They were scared. A real 

disservice to Boomville, the trumped up stories.  Get off the strip club block and 

go tell the stories that are really happening here! 

As someone who had worked very closely with new business owners in the 

community, Bonnie’s professional assessment was that women were only now starting to 

take advantage of the economic opportunity that Boomville provided. She felt that the 

gender make-up of the community in general, and the business community more 

specifically, were changing. However, the height of the boom had already passed by 

2014, meaning women were likely to miss the financial rewards produced at the boom’s 

peak. 
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Fear’s role in shaping women’s job choices 

 Shelley, who had quit working at both a bar and daycare in response to a perceived 

change in her relationship to clientele, was not the only woman I met who had changed or 

considered changing jobs out of fear. Britney (white woman, 20s) was holding several 

jobs when I met her, including working as a bartender at a sports bar named Cheers, and 

as a cards dealer at a local strip club. Britney said she felt safe working at the strip club 

because the owners employed multiple bouncers. The bouncers accompanied women 

employees outside on smoking breaks and walked them to their cars each night at 

closing. However, Britney said that she felt less safe at Cheers, where “we have no 

bouncers, we have no cameras, no security system at all.” As a woman, she felt 

vulnerable not knowing how men customers would react to her when she cut them off 

from the bar or intervened in a fight: 

 I always worry too like when you cut people off, when there is a fight starting, we 

are trying to reason with them and get them to leave but they could always not 

[listen].  Or I worry about that and worry about being, excuse my language, 

“bitchy” to someone and having them not react well.  I worry about that, too.  But 

sometimes you’re just trying to be, do your job and you think “WOW” that could 

go badly any second.  It is a lot of money but there definitely is a lot of stuff you 

have to go through to get the money.  So some nights it doesn’t feel worth it. 

Britney also talked about how her job as a bartender had exposed her to frequent come-

ons by men. Although the come-ons had died down after over a year and a half on the job 

—as people became regular patrons and began to develop relationships with her— the 
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stress of the work had gotten to be too much and, by the time I spoke to her, Britney said 

that she was ready to leave her job.  

 Although Stephanie (white woman, 20s) made more money waitressing than she 

did in her day job as a cashier, she was thinking of leaving her second job because of the 

“perverts.” She had started wearing a ring in an attempt to avoid come-ons from her men 

clientele, but that strategy didn’t always work to protect her from verbal harassment.  

 While Britney and Stephanie were entertaining switching out of their field of work 

as a result of sexual harassment (and in Britney’s case, more generalizable fear), but 

hadn’t done so, Trina, a white woman in her 20s, had abandoned her job as a massage 

therapist after a particular incident that left her too wary to return to her workplace. After 

she turned down a “regular” for a date, telling him that “is the fine line I draw,” he started 

a rumor that Trina gave “happy endings” (blow jobs) along with her massages. The 

rumor got back to one of Trina’s coworkers, who confronted her about the claim. For 

Trina, this accusation was “degrading, very degrading. I love what I do,” and she quit her 

job. Although this incident is what caused Trina to stop using her massage license, it was 

not her first poor experience with a client on the job: She had been followed home from 

work twice and received harassing phone calls from men to whom she had provided 

massages.  

The interviews above reveal that harassment and fear pressed women to think 

about leaving, or to actually leave, their jobs. Interestingly, as the stories of Britney, 

Stephanie, and Trina show, working in female-dominated jobs in Boomville did not, in 

any way, protect women from harassment by men. At the same time fear of harassment 
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operated to keep women out of male-dominated jobs (see also Moen et al. 1981, 98). 

Thus, my research reveals a paradox in women’s job choices.  

 In her interview, Tracy (white woman, 20s) said that while she had never felt 

unsafe in Boomville, she also got sick of men constantly trying to engage with her: “I’m 

pretty sure most men don’t experience random guys flirting with them.” She wondered 

aloud how this behavior would translate to the oil field.  

And I could only imagine if you work in the field with these guys.  You have to 

be thick skinned because I think they would probably try to chase you away.  

They would want to see if you have what it takes.  If you can stick it out and you 

can show them hey you know what, you don’t scare me, and you are not going to 

chase me away by being offensive or I would say dumb.  And doing things that 

you guys do, their attitudes will change.  They would probably be more one of the 

guys.  If you can push through.  

While Tracy already dealt with the unwanted attention of men, she considered her own 

experience to be far better than that of women in the oilfield. While she felt that other 

women might be able to “push through,” she did not want to expose herself to these 

conditions. At the same time she did not escape from male domination.  In effect, she 

excluded herself from high-paying and better jobs because of her fear of working in a 

male-dominated environment.  

Similarly, although Andrea had seriously considered taking an oil job for the 

money when the boom first started, she abandoned the idea after learning how women 

were treated in the field. 
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I was thinking of it for the money aspect, but I don’t want to be out dealing with 

anything that they deal with, and um, I’ve heard stories of what some women 

have had to put up with, you know, as far as like harassment and how they’re 

treated by the male employees, and I was like I don’t want any part of it. 

 I asked her where she received the impression that she would be mistreated by men in 

the field. She said that she had overheard how her husband’s crew spoke about women: 

A lot of it is, you know, why would women want to work in the workforce, in this 

type of job? This is a man’s work. Almost like taking advantage of ’em. And 

women are only here for one purpose. Maybe they’re just working with these men 

because they um...the attention basically. And it’s just like I don’t like the way 

you guys are talking about them. Yeah. 

Andrea’s desire to avoid mistreatment from men, and her fear of being perceived as only 

working to get “attention” from men coworkers, dissuaded her from applying for jobs in 

the oil & gas industry, and earning far more money than she did in her job as an 

administrative assistant. The men in the crew —including her husband— had effectively 

policed the boundaries of “men’s work,” enforcing gender occupational segregation. 

Andrea was not alone in allowing preemptive fear of mistreatment by men to 

shape her decision-making around work. One day, Callie, a married Asian American in 

her twenties and my coworker at the fast food restaurant, told me that she had been 

thinking of seeking a higher paid job in the oil & gas industry.  

You “have to work with a lot of men,” Callie told me. The way she said it 

indicated that she did not think this was a plus-side to the job. I said, “Yeah, but 
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we do here anyway,” gesturing out to the lobby, which was almost wholly 

dominated with men. She agreed with me, but said, that in those jobs men flirt 

with you more. (field notes, March 2014)   

In my role as a cashier at Speedy Food, I was frequently flirted with, told I was 

pretty, stared at, and even on one occasion, asked out. I capture one such event below: 

Later, on the front counter, I handed one of the men that checked out his change. 

“I’d give you this as a tip,” he said. “But my girlfriend would get mad cause 

you’re so pretty.” I laughed uncomfortably and caught the eye of the next guy in 

line, who looked slightly uncomfortable. I’ve lost track of all the times I’ve been 

called hon, sweetheart, darling, beauty, pretty, or had someone comment on my 

looks or had men lean over in the passenger’s seats of the cars to stare at me. 

(field notes, March 2014). 

 Frequent conversations with and observations of my women co-workers revealed 

that they shared similar experiences. If anything, my youth, whiteness, and positioning as 

a “pretty woman” saved me from the brunt of mistreatment. One man told me that despite 

his frustration at his customer experience, he wasn’t going to take his frustration out on 

me (presumably, like he normally would): “I’m not going to yell at you. First, you’re 

cute. Second, you’re young and impressionable, and I’d probably scar you for life.” 

Except for one incident, I never received sexually-offensive comments, nor was I ever 

called sexual epitaphs (e.g., “cunt,” “bitch”) —a not-infrequent occurrence on the job 

throughout my three months working at the restaurant.  

 In sum, my interviews and field notes reveal that despite the fact that women were 
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not safe from sexual harassment and gendered violence anywhere —and in fact, 

harassment is often considered “part of the job” in service work (Bronson 2015) —fear 

worked to press women out of male-dominated jobs and environments, and into low-

paying, feminized work.  

Fear’s role in shaping women’s decisions whether or not to engage in paid labor 

  In addition to constraining their choices of where to work, fear shaped women’s 

decisions whether or not to engage in paid labor. Laurel was a spry, active, white woman 

in her 90s, who had spent the past few decades working as a bailiff at the local 

courthouse on an as-needed basis. She originally took the job in her 70s, at a friend’s 

suggestion. When I interviewed Laurel, she said that she was planning to retire from her 

job, but not because she no longer wanted to work. Instead, she told me, “I am going to 

retire though because  I worry too much now. You know, before it didn’t bother me a bit. 

And in fact I loved it. I just loved to get in there and listen to the trials.”  

 Over the years, she told me, the types of court cases typical to the region had 

shifted, leading Laurel to conclude “it’s a violent world out there.” It was not just the 

more frequent trials for stabbings and shootings that impacted Laurel’s decision to leave 

her job, but the fact that Laurel no longer felt as connected to her community. In one of 

the last cases she served before I interviewed her, Laurel knew only one out of 50 to 60 

potential jurors. As a local who had spent her adult life farming and raising children in 

the region, Laurel once recognized almost everyone who walked through the courtroom 

doors. She remembered nostalgically when people in the community “used to shake 
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hands on a deal.” For Laurel, the passage of time and the growth of the community had 

led to an increased sense of fear that made her decide to leave her job. 

 Of course, Laurel is an extreme case: Few nonagenarians work in paid labor. It is 

also the case that Laurel worked because she enjoyed being active and contributing to her 

community, not because she needed money, tilting the balance in favor of leaving her 

position when the conditions of her labor changed. When I interviewed her, Laurel was 

living in a senior center. She paid for her rent through the money she had from the sale of 

her condo (“I did not want a big condo like that because with all these strange people 

around. I mean you’ve got to be leery of it”) and from her small portion of her family’s 

oil rents. Nevertheless, Laurel’s case illustrates the importance of fear (in this case a 

reaction to changes taking place in the region) in shaping decisions about labor. It also 

reveals how the region, once based on close ties and connections, was shifting in a way 

that could alienate long-term residents. 

 More commonly, it was fear for children’s safety that impacted women’s labor 

force participation. A shortage in formal daycare options in the region meant that most 

mothers who wanted to work outside the home were dependent on home care providers. 

However, distrust of “outsiders,” and the particular problems posed by the perceived 

increase of “stranger danger” in the community, meant that many of the mothers that I 

interviewed were wary of entrusting their children’s care to individuals in their homes.  

 Samantha (white woman, 30s) was able to bring her daughter to work at her family-

owned business for the first few months, and then found a family friend to watch her 

child. When that arrangement failed, Samantha found a home daycare provider she 
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described as “the Chicken Fat Lady on Erin Brockovich.” She and her husband observed 

the day care and met the other kids “and everything seemed great.” About a week later, 

Samantha went to get her daughter out of her car set to drop her off at day care “and she 

held on to her car seat, screaming her head off.” Samantha explained, “I just buckled her 

back in and drove away. I’m not leaving you here.” 

 It is not unusual for infants to throw tantrums when they sense that their parents are 

going to leave them. However, something about her daughter’s reaction triggered 

Samantha’s previous discomfort with using home-based day care, and she never took her 

daughter back to the “chicken fat lady[’s]” house again. While Samantha was eventually 

able to find another spot at a formal daycare others weren’t always so lucky: 

Alexia is quitting her job at [a retail store]. She said that she is disappointed, 

because “I like my job and I’m good at it.” But her babysitter decided she is 

leaving town, and only informed Alexia last Saturday. She works at [the retail 

store] until 8:30 p.m. and “they aren’t willing to work with me,” she said of her 

company.  She has had a lot of trouble finding daycare. She said her daughter has 

occasional accidents. She had an accident and the babysitter told [her daughter] 

that she was going to make her wash her clothes in the toilet. Alexia said that she 

flipped out when she heard this, and told the woman that she would do no such 

thing. ‘I do not pay her $300 a week to treat my daughter like that.’ She said 

finding a new job will allow her to use traditional day care so she no longer has to 

rely on homecare. (field notes, June 2014) 

Unlike local women who could rely on pre-existing networks to provide care for their 
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children (Andrea’s sister, for example, watched her younger kids), Alexia had been 

dependent on total strangers in the community to watch her children. After one bad 

experience and one good experience, Alexia felt uncomfortable returning to the home-

care childcare market again, and decided to quit her job until she could find one with a 

schedule that would allow her to rely on a formal daycare setting.  

 Jessica (white woman, 30s) earned six figures prior to moving to Boomville for her 

husband to take a promotion. With her master’s degree in a highly sought after field, 

Jessica was offered a number of work positions in Boomville, but she ended up deciding 

to stay home with her daughter. Jessica said that since she wasn’t from the area, she 

didn’t “trust somebody in home daycare.” Nor did Jessica feel good about leaving her 

daughter in a formal day care setting, where the level of teacher turnover was extremely 

high (one day care she looked at had employed three different daycare specialists in the 

period of five to six months). In addition to not trusting the caregivers available for her 

children, Jessica’s reluctance to place her children (she had a second child since moving) 

in daycare, had a class-based element. Her daughter’s daycare back home had “a stable 

teacher,” “activities like making sure they learn music,” and “sign language and 

Spanish.”   

 My findings suggest that the lack of daycare options that women deemed safe and 

affordable spilled over to impact women’s employment in Boomville. Women wanted 

“professionally” run daycare centers where their children would have a stable caregiver, 

and where the state would monitor the facility. However, the shortage of formal daycare 

options (despite money made available by the city to attract new caregivers in recognition 
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of this shortage) caused by the boom pushed them into the home-based market, where 

they felt uncomfortable sending their children: “Who knows what is going on in the 

basement of Chicken Fat Lady’s house?,”  asked Samantha.  

CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter, I outlined the fears that women in Boomville had (“outsiders,” sex 

offenders and pedophiles, harassment, physical violence) and identified the sources of 

these fears (media, community gossip, personal and close friend or family member’s 

experience). Next, I examined how these fears operated to shape (mainly) white women’s 

employment-related decisions. Drawing on field notes and interviews, I demonstrated the 

role that fear played in shaping: (1) women’s decision-making about whether or not to 

move to Boomville and take advantage of the economic opportunities that the boom 

provided; (2) the types of jobs that women would take; and (3) women’s decision 

whether or not to work. I show that fear helps to produce real and unequal gendered 

outcomes. For example, fear of harassment and devaluation by men operates as a 

disincentive for women to seek work in higher paying, male-dominated fields. Women, 

charged with making sure children are safe and sound (Auyero & Kilanski 2015; Elliot & 

Aseltine 2013), are the ones who step out of the workforce to care for children in the 

absence of trusted childcare providers (the fear of whom was stoked by reigning 

discourses about “outsiders” as well as the specters of the  “sex offender” and 

“pedophile”). 
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Some women expressed more fear than others, while others expressed very little 

fear. Fear was more central to some women’s decision-making and practices than others. 

Nor did fear always trump other factors, as seen by the examples of women who moved 

to Boomville despite their initial wariness of the region. As noted by Scott et al. (2011) 

“fear is multi-dimensional in its meanings and abstractions, cognitive and emotional 

dimensions.”  

Nevertheless, all women were forced to contend with the reigning discourse that 

Boomville was a place where they should be concerned for their safety and the safety of 

their children. This was evidenced in the quick and ready way that women drew on their 

experiences at Wal-Mart to express where they stood on the spectrum of fear.  

On a more general level, fear operated as a form of social control to circumscribe 

women’s movements in Boomville and justify “protectionism” (Riger & Gordon 1981; 

Valentine 1989). Throughout my fieldwork, I recorded numerous instances in which 

women told me that they did not go places in the region unaccompanied. Maura, a 

college student from Peru, who had come to work in Boomville as part of the J-1 

program, told me that she did not go anywhere besides work without her American 

boyfriend. When he wasn’t able to accompany her, she would lock herself inside the 

hotel room where she was staying. Wendy, one of my coworkers at the retail store, 

complained frequently about how boring Boomville was. At first I thought Wendy’s 

reaction to Boomville was the result of her move from a larger city in the South. 

However, later I learned that Wendy did not go anywhere alone. When she wasn’t at 
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work, she would sit and watch TV at the hotel room, and later, the company-owned 

apartment she shared with her boyfriend.  

However, Wendy’s reliance on her boyfriend to protect her backfired when he 

decided to break up with her. One day, I arrived to work to learn that Wendy had left to 

pack because her boyfriend was kicking her out. Knowing no one who wasn’t connected 

to her boyfriend or work, Wendy’s only choice was to go back home and live with her 

parents (though she and her boyfriend eventually resolved their argument and she moved 

back in). Wendy was one of at least six women who was kicked out of their homes as a 

result of domestic disputes and/or violence that I met throughout my fieldwork. A social 

worker in the region confirmed my impression that women’s lack of ties in the 

community (fostered, in part, by sequestration) could increase their vulnerability to 

intimate violence (see also Endo et al. 1984; O’Shaughnessy 2011). Fear, operating to 

keep women from forming connections outside the domestic sphere, and to push them out 

of better-paying male-dominated work, made some women in Boomville doubly-

vulnerable.  Their avoidance of men’s work meant that they could not afford to live on 

their own, yet their dependence on men made them more likely to be victims of domestic 

violence (Endo et al. 1984; O’Shaughnessy 2011). 

In addition, the notion the women were unsafe put them under increased 

surveillance by men at work. Britney, for example, only felt safe at the strip club, where 

male bouncers protected women workers. Similarly, Sheena (white woman, 20s) 

mentioned that armed security guards were deployed in the restaurant where she worked 

each night, explaining “in the daytime, you had lots of families out but when you got later 
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in the night, it is all guys.”  A security guard walked all the waitresses to their cars each 

night. 

 My research demonstrates that, even in a context of rapidly expanding job 

opportunities for workers, local gendered processes operated to limit women’s 

employment and contribute to women’s gender segregation. Discourses of gender-based 

fear are perhaps more publicized in Boomville than in many other towns, spurred on by 

media attention, and a discourse that connects men to violence.  This fear is racialized, as 

racial/ethnic men are seen as especially prone to violence. However, as we know from 

feminist research, women’s fear is widespread (Valentine 1992). Understanding how 

women’s fear operate to shape women’s job-related decisions is crucial to building up 

our knowledge of the economic consequences of fear.  

Fear is an important area of research to understand the perpetuation of racial and 

class inequality. When people and places are feared, they may be subjected to increased 

surveillance and control.  White women’s fears (and protecting these women from fear) 

have been one of the foundations upon which racial/ethnic terror has been historically-

based.  

Importantly, fear likely operated differently for racial/ethnic minority women than 

for white women. While only one of the four minority women in my sample spoke 

specifically about race-based fears, the low rates of migration of racial/ethnic minority 

women to the community suggest that fear, and desire to avoid marginalization and 

exclusion, may have operated as a deterrent to these women to take advantage of the 

economic opportunities this community had to offer.  
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 Portrayals of boomtowns as the “wild, wild, west” operate not only to exoticize 

these spaces. They also operate to preserve them, and the opportunities they provide, as 

white men’s domain.  
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Chapter 4: Women and labor force participation in Boomville 

Boomtowns have long attracted the interest of social scientists, especially rural 

sociologists, contributing to a substantial body of literature on this topic.  Michael Smith 

and his colleagues (2001) argue that boomtown literature can be split into three distinct 

periods: The first period (1974-1980) is defined by its almost singular focus on the 

negative externalities of natural resource development on communities (which developed 

into the “social disruption hypothesis”).  The second period (1980-1984) is defined by 

researchers’ increasing skepticism of the “social disruption hypothesis” and the 

methodologies used in earlier boomtown research.  Finally, the third period (1984-1990) 

is defined by the introduction of new, improved techniques for studying boomtowns 

(such as longitudinal research and comparative research designs) and the emergence of 

more varied and partial answers to the question of the impact of natural resource 

development on communities.  

Despite the sizeable volume of research on boomtowns produced throughout the 

70s and 80s, the voices and experiences of women living in these communities were 

almost wholly absent from this work (Gill 1990; Moen 1981; O’Shaughnessy 2011), as 

well as from the journalistic and folkloric accounts produced about boomtowns during 

this era (Olien & Olien 1982).  Starting in the 1980s, feminist scholars began to lay the 

theoretical foundation for adding a consideration of gender to the study of U.S.-based 

boomtowns —using their empirical work to draw attention to the fact that white men’s 

experiences lacked universality (O’Shaughnessy 2011; see Gill 1990; Moen et al. 1981; 
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Moen 1981; Walsh 1985; Walsh 1988; Walsh & Simonelli 1986). However, a feminist 

examination of boomtowns was short-lived. As Smith et al. (2001) note more generally, 

“sociologists shifted their attention away from the boomtown phenomenon in the mid- to 

late 1980s, as the Western energy boom waned,” leaving many “unresolved questions” in 

this field of research (426). 

With the recent rise in North American oil production, spurred on by 

advancements in fracking technologies (Gold 2014), a new wave of boomtowns began 

springing up across the United States (in places like Kansas, North Dakota, Texas, and 

Wyoming) and Canada throughout the mid- to late- 2000s (Texas Monthly 2013). A 

number of social, cultural, economic, and political forces have operated to change the 

landscape of the U.S. for women since the 1970s and 80s (Thistle 2006). For example, 

women are more likely than ever to join the paid labor force, comprising almost half of 

all workers on the U.S. payrolls versus less than 40 percent in 1970  (PEW Research 

Center (PEW) 2009).  The number of families in which women are the sole or primary 

breadwinner has doubled since the 1970s, from roughly 20% to 40% (Wang, Parker, & 

Taylor 2013). A drastic cut-back in the social safety net means that families today are 

almost wholly dependent on waged work for survival (Collins & Mayer 2010; Thistle 

2006). In addition, public attitudes regarding women have changed dramatically. In 1987, 

for example, 30 percent of Americans agreed that “women should return to their 

traditional roles in society” (PEW 2009). Only 19 percent of Americans agree with this 

sentiment today (PEW 2009). Finally, over the past 30 years, women, particularly white 

upper and middle class women, have made extraordinary strides into certain higher-
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paying sectors of the economy such as professional and management jobs in the white-

collar sector, where women now account for roughly half of all workers (England 2010; 

Catalyst 2014). These changes beg the question, what do women’s experiences in a 

boomtown look like today? 

Despite a renewed interest in, and resurgence of research on boomtowns, we 

know little about how women are navigating these communities (for exceptions, see 

McLeod & Horvorka 2008; O’Shaughnessy 2011). O’Shaughnessy and Krogman write 

(2011), “given the relative paucity of studies in the area of gender and natural resource 

extraction in the global North, there is little understanding of how gendered experiences, 

identities, opportunities, and challenges have changed over time.” My research on 

Boomville aims to fill this gap, through an examination of the decisions women make 

regarding, and the material constraints shaping their labor. Below, I examine the extant 

research on women in boomtowns, before turning to my examination of how women 

make ends meet, and how they understand their positionality in a contemporary 

boomtown. 

A (GENDERED) “RESOURCE CURSE”?  
  

 A strain of political science and economics research has been dedicated to 

disentangling the consequences of natural resource development. The analytical level of 

this research has typically been “the state,” and the focus of this research has typically 

centered on countries other than the U.S. In general, this research posits that that the 
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discovery of large reserves of natural resources is typically not a boon to countries, but 

possibly a “curse.” 

In 1977, the magazine The Economist coined the term “Dutch disease” in reference 

to the devastation experienced by the Netherlands following the discovery of large gas 

reserves in the country in the mid-20th century (Kiev 2014). Dutch gas exports to the rest 

of the world soared as the oil & gas industry’s production-level kicked into high gear. In 

response, the Dutch currency started to inflate. This increased the cost of non-gas exports 

in the global market, making them less competitive with exports from other countries. In 

response, the Netherlands increased its imports of foreign goods, further stifling its 

domestic manufacturing industry, which was already suffering from lack of foreign 

demand (Kiev 2014). The result was widespread layoffs (the oil & gas industry, while it 

underwent expansion, was less labor-intensive than the other manufacturing industries it 

replaced) and increased internal social unrest and strife (Kiev 2014).  

Summarizing the large body of scholarly literature on “Dutch disease,” political 

scientist Terry Lynn Karl writes that “persistent Dutch Disease provokes a rapid, even 

distorted growth of services, transportation, and other nontradeables while 

simultaneously discouraging industrialization and agriculture —a dynamic that 

policymakers seem incapable of counteracting” (1997, 5). Arguing in her classic book, 

The Paradox of Plenty, that “Dutch disease is not automatic,” Karl sought to understand 

how interactions between economic change and institutional development contribute to 

the “surprisingly unsuccessful outcomes of oil-exporting states” (6). Through case studies 

and cross-national analyses, Karl demonstrates that the developmental pathway that oil-
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rich countries face is over-determined, even if some agency exists for political leaders to 

make choices that would take their countries off the normative developmental pathway. 

While Karl’s analyses suggest that democratic states demonstrate increased capacity to 

weather the cycles of booms-and-busts brought on by oil development, she concludes that 

whether oil is “black gold” or the “devil’s excrement” is not fully predetermined, and 

depends highly on the context in which its discovery and extraction unfolds (233-234).      

Adding gender to the thriving scholarly and political debate on the “resource 

curse,” Michael Ross (2008) turned his gaze toward the Middle East to suggest that oil, 

and not Islam, is largely responsible for why women in these countries tend to “lag 

behind” on a number of indicators of economic, political, and social equality. Ross argues 

that the centrality and primacy of the oil & gas industry to Middle Eastern countries, 

coupled with the near total exclusion of women from oil & gas industry jobs, leads to 

profound social and political consequences for women, including: higher fertility rates, 

less education for girls, decreased female influence in families, and reduced participation 

in the public sphere (107). Ross argues that “this leaves oil-producing states with 

atypically strong patriarchal cultures and political institutions” which operate to reinforce 

male domination (107). Ross’s article has been criticized for eliding differences between 

countries in the Middle East (Charrad 2009); case selection, choice of variables, a lack of 

adequate measures to control for cultural attitudes (Norris 2009); and a failure to account 

for differences in political institutions (e.g., whether or not countries have gender quotas) 

across countries (Kang 2009), among other things. Despite its potential flaws, Ross’s 

article was important in that it helped draw attention to the importance of gendering 
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macro-level theorizing about how economies and political institutions grow and change 

when natural resources are discovered. 

In the U.S. context, the socioeconomic harms perpetuated by localized resource 

booms have been iconized not as the “Dutch disease” but rather as the “Gillette 

Syndrome,” a phrase coined by Kohrs (1974) to describe the outcomes of a coal mining 

boom in Gillette, Wyoming, including “increases in divorce, depression, school dropout 

rates, suicide attempts, juvenile delinquency, criminal activity, mental disorders, and 

other social problems” (Smith et al. 2001, 428). While the “social disruption hypothesis” 

put forth by Kohrs and his contemporaries has come under heavy scrutiny over the past 

four decades (Smith et al. 2001), a wide body of literature suggests that the booms might 

not be as beneficial as frequently reported in media and by other oil “boosters” (e.g., 

Brabant & Gramling 1997; Goderis & Malone 2011).  

The small body of feminist literature on North American boomtowns produced 

throughout the 1980s, gives some credence to Ross’s theory that the “resource curse” is 

gendered.  In 1981, Elizabeth Moen and her colleagues published Women and the Social 

Costs of Economic Development, an examination of the experiences of women in two 

Colorado towns (Craig and Paonia) that were undergoing rapid growth and change as the 

result of the expansion of coal mining activity in the region. Drawing from research on 

women in “developing nations” that found that economic development did not help and 

often hurt women in these countries, Moen and her colleagues hypothesized that women 

in Craig and Paonoia would not benefit from the expansion of resource extraction 

activities in their communities.  Indeed, through their thorough community studies, Moen 
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and her colleagues concluded that “women do not benefit equally with men and are even 

disadvantaged by energy development” (1981, 99). Despite the creation of new, higher-

paying jobs in Craig and Paonoia, women were segregated into low-paying “female” 

jobs. Although pay for these female-typed jobs increased during the boom, a 

corresponding (and much larger) increase in men’s wages and a spike in the cost of living 

meant that women’s overall earning power actually declined (Moen et al. 1981, 97). 

Women who left the workforce in response to their husbands’ high wages and long work 

hours, the modal outcome of the boom, lost status in both their families and communities. 

Finally, self-supporting women living in Craig and Paonia struggled to continue living in 

their communities as a result of their segregation into lower-paying jobs and the lack of 

an additional income to make up for the rise in housing and other costs precipitated by 

the boom (and either left town, worked double shifts, went on welfare, or married) (Moen 

1981). They also suggested (though without strong evidence), that more women were 

drawn into prostitution because of low wages and a “large proportion of unpartnered 

men” (Moen 1981, 110). Nevertheless, women who were not isolated in their homes 

played important roles in the community, acting “as integrators and stabilizers” through 

their unpaid work (119).  

Doctoral student Anna Walsh (1985, 1988) conducted fieldwork and interviews 

with women in an oil town which experienced an economic downturn during her 

fieldwork. Walsh argued that gender roles tended to be more rigid during the boom 

(when men made enough money to support the family), and more flexible during the bust 

(when women’s paid labor became necessary to their families’ survival). The bust that 
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followed the boom led employers in Walsh’s field site to lay-off workers, including 

women in traditional occupations. It also led to the creation of stronger barriers to 

women’s entry into the oil & gas industry, where women had made very limited in-roads 

during the boom (Walsh 1985). However, men, no longer working such long hours away 

from home or in such high-paying jobs, became more involved in household labor, and 

women’s paychecks rose in importance to their families’ maintenance and survival —

increasing women’s overall level of status in the family and community (Walsh 1985). 

This led Walsh to tentatively conclude that the status of women was somewhat higher 

during the bust than the boom. However, like the families in Jennifer Sherman’s (2009) 

research on an economically struggling rural community, Walsh (1988) found women 

were expected to be more flexible than men, carrying paid labor, child, and housework, 

even when their husbands spent time at home in unemployment (see also Legerski & 

Cornwall 2010).  

Drawing on quantitative measures of social integration, alienation, and overall 

social-psychological adjustment from a sample of four Colorado boomtowns, William R. 

Freudenburg (1981) found evidence that, overall, women were not more likely to be 

“negatively affected than the men” by a resource boom, though Freudenburg’s findings 

suggested that “newcomer” women, and especially housewives, had a harder time 

adjusting to life in boomtown communities than other groups.9 Importantly, however, 

                                                
9 In another study, Walsh and Simonelli (1986) examined the role of informal social networks in helping 
women newcomers adjust to their new community: These networks served as an important source of 
information dissemination, material support, and emotional support (see also Cotterell 1984). 
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Freudenburg (1981) acknowledges that women did not appear to benefit economically 

from the boom: Most women in the communities he studied did not work outside the 

home for pay, and those that did typically took up jobs in the lower-paying service and 

retail industries. Freudenburg (1981) notes that while employers in these sectors might 

have preferred to hire men for these jobs, their inability to pay industry rates may have 

forced them to rely on a female workforce (238). In her study of Tumbler Ridge, a 

community in British Columbia, Gill (1990) found that women were not as poorly 

adjusted to boomtown life as previously theorized, but they noted that, while more than 

half of women in her sample worked, their employment opportunities remained limited. 

Together, these studies suggest that the expansion of the extractive industries 

throughout the 1970s and 1980s generally did not improve conditions for women living 

in natural resource boomtowns and may have even hurt them. For example, these studies 

suggested that women in boomtowns faced decreased status in their families and 

communities due to: their segregation into the home and low-paid jobs in the female-

dominated sectors; their high levels of social isolation; and their vulnerability to domestic 

abuse and prostitution (Endo et al. 1984; Moen et al. 1981; Moen 1981; Walsh 1985).  

Recent work on women in North American boomtowns suggests more mixed 

results about women’s experiences in these communities. McLeod and Horvorka (2008) 

studied women’s experiences in High Level, Canada, a resource town “in transition” (as 

opposed to a “single industry town”). Through focus groups and individual interviews 

with women in High Level, they found that women’s employment opportunities were 
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“increasing in both number and variety” and that women, overall, were positive about 

their employment, personal, and civic experiences in the community.  

 Sara O’Shaughnessy’s dissertation (2011) explores the experiences of women in 

Fort McMurray, Canada, another oil boomtown. Through an analysis of media materials, 

O’Shaughnessy found that women in Fort McMurray were narratively constructed as 

“gold diggers” (or other “bad women”), “lady truck drivers,” or “devoted mothers,” —

stereotypes that served to “reinforce beliefs about women’s perceived dependence and 

anomalousness on the frontier” (17). O’Shaughnessy found that women’s navigation of 

these stereotypes played an important role in their self-identity in relation to Fort 

McMurray. Almost all of the women that O’Shaughnessy interviewed (women working 

in the oil sands or the community/social services sector) described themselves as the 

“devoted wife and mother” and distanced themselves from the “gold digger”/“bad 

woman” stereotype (e.g., women who supposedly use their sexuality to gain wealth and 

status in the community) (148).  

In addition, O’Shaughnessy found a break “with the discursive frame of frontier 

masculinity that served to exclude women from many workplace opportunities” in 

boomtowns of the past (210). Instead, women were more likely to rely on a discourse of 

neoliberalism. While providing a “source of resistance to marginalization,” the neoliberal 

discourse served to mask women’s reliance on the boom for the opportunities currently 

available to them (as opposed to a breakdown of gender inequality).  

 Importantly, these scholars’ findings not only reflect a possible shift in women’s 

experiences in boomtown communities, but also new feminist paradigms. These 
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researchers explicitly distance themselves from the “victor” vs. “victim” paradigm that 

they argue characterizes much of the earlier research on women in resource-based 

industries and communities (McLeod and Horvorka 2008; O’Shaughnessy & Krogman 

2011; see also Reed 2000, 2003). They argue that earlier “feminists’ preoccupations” 

with “oppression,” “labor exploitation,” and “marginality,” contributed to the elision of 

the diversity of women’s experiences in these communities as well as to the silencing of 

the myriad of ways women navigated and made sense of their positionality (McLeod and 

Horvorka 2008). However, while McLeod and Horvorka (2008) uncritically report 

women’s opinions about their workforce experiences, concluding that women in High 

Level are faring well despite a high level of gender segregation in the labor force, 

O’Shaughnessy (2011) takes a more nuanced approach to her data. She examines how 

women’s relatively positive assessments of their work (in social services and the oil 

sands) in a boomtown belie persistent class and gender inequality.  

 The research above presents mixed results about whether natural resource 

development is a “curse” for women. While earlier studies suggest that natural resource 

development is bad for women, more recent studies present more varied results.  My 

study of Boomville adds another case to consider the gendered impacts of natural 

resource development on women in boomtowns. Following O’Shaughnessy and 

Krogman (2011), I am attentive to the material realities that women face and which shape 

their labor force decisions, but also the discourses that they draw upon to make sense of 

their positionality in regards to Boomville’s labor force.  
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Drawing inspiration from Leslie McCall’s (2005) book Complex Inequalities, my 

research aims to shed light on processes occurring in the Boomville micropolitan region 

that operate to produce gender inequality, but also unequal outcomes for different groups 

of women. I argue that the impact of the boom on women was highly dependent on a 

number of interlocking factors. Moreover, individual women could be helped in some 

ways, and hurt in others, by the boom —resulting in my main finding that resource 

development was neither a boon nor a curse for women, but rather, both.   

OVERVIEW OF ARGUMENT 
 

First, I examine why so few women entered the extractive industries in my field 

site, despite its expansion to account for roughly a quarter to third of all jobs in the 

Boomville micropolitan area. Drawing on interviews and ethnography, I identify both the 

demand and supply side explanations for women’s exclusion from these jobs.  I argue 

that exclusion from these jobs had important consequences for women, not only because 

women were cut off from one of the major sources of high incomes but also from one of 

the major suppliers of housing in the community —lack of which was one of the major 

barriers to making ends meet.  

Nevertheless, women with partners in the oil & gas industry or other high-paying 

male-dominated fields were still able to benefit from the boom, receiving increased class 

status, typically in return for drastically weakening their attachment to or stepping out of 

the paid labor force altogether. However, given the increasing pressures on women to 

work outside the home for pay and handle a “second shift” at home (Hochschild 1989), 
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many of these women were conflicted about their weakened attachment to the labor 

force. In section two, I examine the forces that operated to keep many women out of the 

paid labor force, and how women made sense of their newfound positions in the home.  

In section three, I identify and define the three main ways that women’s labor was 

narratively constructed. These constructions circulated in public discourse and were 

reflected in how women talked about their own labor.  Women in Boomville were (self-) 

depicted as “sitting around”; working because they were “bored”; or participating in the 

labor force as “lone ducks.” I argue that these categories acted to obscure the significance 

of women’s unpaid and paid labor contributions to the community —reaffirming 

traditional gender ideologies and the belief that an oil boomtown is “a place where men 

go to find work” (as one documentarian described Boomville). However, I also found 

that these categories could be utilized by women in subversive ways: for example, 

claiming “boredom” enabled class- and race-privileged women to enter the public space 

through engagement in paid work (in gender-appropriate roles) without violating strong 

gender norms operating in the community.  

WOMEN AND THE OIL & GAS INDUSTRY IN BOOMVILLE 

By all accounts, the oil & gas industry in Boomville had been on a hiring streak 

since 2008 (though a several month dip in gas prices in 2009 scared some industry 

players away from the region, I was told). As one industry employer explained: “We 

were just hiring any warm body that walked through the door for a while. We needed 

workers and there wasn’t enough people in town. We were hiring everybody, 
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unqualified.” A regional employment expert explained that one company had told her 

that its only requirement for hiring was: “Can you breathe or not?” Another employer, 

who provided consulting services to the industry told me: “A couple of years ago, I had 

businesses come right in and steal employees from me.” On the worker side, I heard 

stories of people arriving to Boomville and finding a job in the industry in a matter of 

hours, and of construction workers that were lured away from work sites to accept higher 

paying jobs on the spot. At least some of these stories were told by people with direct 

knowledge or experience of these events taking place. I suspect, however, that media 

hype, rumor, and hearsay created the impression that these events occurred with greater 

frequency than was actually the case.  

The shortage of workers had been so acute, I was told, that oil and gas companies 

had been irresponsible in their hiring at the beginning of the boom: “The oilfield 

companies are so short on help, I think that they are hiring not their desired employees, 

but just filling spots. Because they need employees so bad,” Shelley, a white woman in 

her 50s, told me. Community lore held that mistakes made in the early days of the boom 

had led companies to become much stricter in their hiring practices and to enforce pre-

hiring background and drug tests. Several employers and experts confirmed this. I spoke 

to several non-profit workers, church workers, and government personnel that said that 

they had started to warn migrants to prepare for the fact that it might take several weeks 

to find a job because companies had started to slow down on their hiring and follow 

hiring protocol. Notably, these assessments of earlier hiring practices were filled with 

racial, class, and other biases: Locals pointed to the differences in the make-up of the 
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industry’s workers in the 1980s vs. the 2000s, as one of the reasons this boom was so 

much “scarier.” 

Nevertheless, in a context in which employers were “hiring everybody,” including 

people that they felt they shouldn’t have, begs the question: Why weren’t they hiring 

women? Why did women make up only an estimated 7.5% of employees in mining, 

quarrying, and oil and gas extraction in Boomville? And why were women mainly hired 

into clerical work, rather than hired into the oil field, where the majority of new workers 

were needed (Jacquet 2009)? Below, I draw on field notes and interviews to explore the 

supply and demand sides of women’s absence from the oil & gas industry in Boomville. 

Supply-side factors of women’s underrepresentation in the oil & gas industry in 

Boomville 

Fear of harassment was one of the primary reasons that I found for why women 

avoided work in the oil & gas industry altogether, but particularly in the field. Drawing 

on stories of other women’s experiences, women feared the consequences linked to being 

a female “token” in a male-dominated workplace, such as isolation, increased visibility, 

stereotyping, performance pressures, and loyalty tests, but, most notably, harassment and 

sexualization (Kanter 1997; see also, Eden 1992; Faulkner 2009; Tallichet 2000; 

Williams 1991).  

  However, as the publically available data analyzed in Chapter 2 demonstrates, 

quite a few women opted into clerical positions in the oil & gas industry, and, in fact, 

women made up almost three-quarters of these workers in the state according to data 
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collected by the EEOC in 2013.  The women I interviewed who held administrative 

positions in the industry were not conflicted about being women in heavily male-

dominated organizations. In part, this was because their day-to-day tasks often put them 

in contact with other women (Etzkowitz, Kelmegor, & Uzzi 2000). In addition, these 

women’s employment did not conflict with gendered expectations of appropriate work 

for women.   

Marge (white woman, 50s) had worked as an administrative assistant at two oil & 

gas companies since moving to the region to join her husband and adult sons who were 

already working there. Marge said that working with men was “not an issue” and that she 

was “comfortable working with men.” Asked to expand upon that statement, Marge 

responded: “I don’t really mind being in a supportive role. I don’t need to prove my 

authority or some of the things that a lot of men don’t appreciate. (Laughs.)  So I think 

that kind of works for me in a way.” Lana (white woman, 20s), who had her master’s 

degree, accepted a job as an administrative assistant in Boomville when she moved to the 

region in order for her husband to receive a promotion at work. Lana said that she didn’t 

mind being lower “on the totem pole” in terms of hierarchy, explaining: “I know that I’m 

not out busting my ass like those guys out on the oil rig.”  

Notably, Lana, who had worked in the mathematics department of a university 

before moving to Boomville, distinguished between working for educated men in the 

university setting and “very uneducated” men in the oil & gas industry: 

Here I am working with very uneducated males.  So the stares are a lot more 

apparent.  At the university I had heard things talked about behind my back which 
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really didn’t affect me.  But I know that if things were said about me here they 

will just tell me to my face.  Like “You look great today.” “Like damn girl, you 

look good.”  “OK, thanks.”  So the cat calls are a lot more apparent, the looks are 

a lot more apparent.    

In other words, working with uneducated men was considered by Lana to be equivalent 

or better to working with educated men, because uneducated men were more upfront 

about their objectification of women. This was a logic that I heard multiple times in my 

fieldwork —and an informative statement on the working conditions for women at-large. 

Although they both felt comfortable working in male-dominated environments, 

neither Marge nor Lana were interested in moving into male-dominated jobs in the oil 

field. Marge, whose second job in Boomville was at a hauling company, had a CDL 

(certified driver’s license) and driving experience, credentials that many migrants to 

Boomville who were looking for high paying jobs lacked. Nevertheless, she said it was 

“way too dangerous” to drive in the region, and that she did not want to drive in the 

winter or after dark, citing a version of “it’s not for me” three times. 

  When I asked Lana, a trained yoga instructor who is extremely fit, if she might 

consider working in the oil field, she said that she had “no desire”: 

This is not what I want to do forever.  We don’t plan on living here forever.  I 

have no interest in trying to lift heavy things and compete in that industry.  And I 

am just fine making my 20 bucks an hour.  Or sitting behind a desk.  Working 40 

hours a week but I really only work maybe 20.  There is a ton of Facebook; I 

don’t mind that at all.  That’s totally fine.  My husband has a really good paying 
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job and I am OK with that and mine is just kind of the extra money for right now 

until we move on. 

  Neither Marge nor Lana objected to being in subordinate roles to men. Through 

attributing her comfort to being in a supportive role to her personal preferences (“I don’t 

really mind being in a supportive role”), Marge had accepted the gender hierarchy she 

recognized as existing in her workplace.   

  Lana, on the other hand, felt that her job as an administrative assistant was a 

better bargain than an oil field job. Lana recognized that oil field workers earned their 

high wages through working long hours of overtime. By contrast, she was able to work 

40 hours a week and still earn close to oil field workers’ base wage, without having to 

engage in manual labor. Her husband’s employer paid for Lana and her husband to live in 

a house with a yard, a level of accommodation that was rare among those I interviewed. 

Without a secondary income and housing stipend, Lana would not have been able to 

make ends meet off of her income alone. Apartment rent would have consumed three-

fourths of her total, pre-tax wage, for full-time work. Lana’s access to a high earning 

man, facilitated by widespread homogamy in the dating and marriage markets (Kalmijn 

1998), and the fact that she considered her stay in Boomville to be short-term, enabled 

her to avoid considering other, higher paying occupations.  

  Other researchers have found that the ability to exercise control over nature is key 

to the perceived attainment of hegemonic masculinity in areas of the country where 

natural resource extraction is fundamental to community identity and provides the 

majority of “good jobs” in the region (Bell & Braun 2010; Bell & York 2010; Maggard 
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1996). Marge and Lana, however, did not feel this compelling need to prove themselves 

through their exposure to danger or hard physical labor. Their gender and access to their 

husbands’ higher paying jobs (made possible through their race and class privilege), were 

protective against working 80-100 hours a week in the oil fields in undesirable 

conditions, such as weather that dipped to  negative-60 degrees Fahrenheit in the winter.  

  Notably, none of the women I interviewed said that they thought women in 

general should avoid working in the oil fields. Instead, women framed oil work as 

something that didn’t suit them personally, drawing on phrases such as “I have no 

interest” or “That’s not for me.” Charles and Bradley (2009) argue that one reason that 

gender segregation in the labor force has not declined in post-industrial societies is that 

people have more opportunities and incentives to express their “gendered selves” through 

their work. Relying on gender essentialist ideologies, Marge and Lana decided oil work 

was not for them as individuals. 

  Bethany, who worked in a male-dominated job that involved manual labor, felt 

that women’s sexuality is subject to appraisal when they work in non-traditional jobs (see 

also Williams 1991). Bethany reported that when she walked around town in her work 

gear, “[the men] look at me and then they look at me again. Ooh. They don’t know what 

to take about you.” She suggested that the men may have thought she was a “lesbian” 

because of her work gear, and that this could explain why she received confused stares at 

Wal-Mart rather than cat calls when she went to the store immediately after work. When 

she was in her non-work clothes, she joked that carrying tampons and Midol helped her 

to avoid cat calls —referencing a particular instance that this happened in the store and 
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the response she had received. Amy Denissen and Abigail Saguy (2014) argue that the 

frequent practice of labeling tradeswomen “lesbians” and therefore “not women” reifies 

the idea that manual labor jobs are “men’s work” (and also exposes lesbians to specific 

forms of harassment and marginalization at work).  

  There were also structural reasons why women avoided work in the oil field. As 

others have written about extensively, the long hours and unpredictable schedules of oil 

work make these jobs extremely incompatible with motherhood (McKee 2000; McKee 

2014; Ranson 2005). Andrea's (white woman, 30s) eyes began to well up with tears as 

she described the impact of her husband Mark’s oil field job on her marriage and her 

children. Andrea’s youngest child had been born shortly before Mark began working in 

the oil & gas industry, switching from a typical 9-5 schedule as a mechanic to a schedule 

that kept him away from home for days at a time:  

She’d want nothing to do with him for like 2 to 3 days when he went on days off 

and it was like, no “my mommy, my mommy.” And still, like when he comes 

home, he’ll say, “Come snuggle with me.” And she’ll be like, “No, I now go with 

mommy.” And I mean they’re used to being around me all the time. 

Andrea said that in addition to fear of harassment, after witnessing her husband’s 

experience in oil field work, she now avoided these jobs, because “I didn’t want that to 

happen to me.” While mothers are expected to be involved in the day-to-day care of 

children, either as direct caregivers (Hays 1996) or through managing the carework of 

others (Christopher 2012), this same level of involvement is not required of fathers, 
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making it culturally acceptable for them to work long hours away from home (J.C. 

Williams 2001).   

   “Supply side” factors, such as fearing harassment, lack of interest in doing work 

that is perceived to be “dangerous,” “dirty,” and “men’s work” (e.g., Miller 2004; McKee 

2014), and the incompatibility of oil field work with motherhood (Ranson 2005; McKee 

2014), decreased the likelihood that women would seek work in the industry. However, 

“demand side” factors also played a role in enacting gender boundaries to entry into the 

oil & gas industry in Boomville. 

Demand-side factors of women’s underrepresentation in the oil & gas industry in 

Boomville 

  Tracy, who had worked for one of the major staffing agencies in the region, said 

that women rarely came to her office to seek oil field positions. Most women who wanted 

to work in the oil & gas industry were seeking administrative positions, she told me. 

However, there were several companies that Tracy worked with where the “management 

had an attitude” and “women were not considered a viable candidate for anything beyond 

office work.” When a female welder (“she had gone to school for welding, had all her 

certifications, everything —which is really, really rare,” Tracy explained) came to 

Tracy’s office to find a job placement, the first company Tracy called, the “guy flat out 

said, ‘I am not going to hire a woman for this position.’” Although he agreed to interview 

the woman when Tracy threatened to break his contract with the staffing agency for 

committing employment discrimination, she recalls thinking, “I did not want to send her 
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out there into a work environment where they are going to treat her like that.” She was 

able to find another employer who would hire the woman. 

   Tracy also mentioned that she had noticed that African immigrant men were 

more likely to struggle to find work in the oil field than members of other groups. She 

said that a few men had shared their discomfort with how they were treated at work, and 

around town more generally, with her. Through my own observations in town, I found 

that African immigrant men were overrepresented in fast food restaurants and employed 

at Wal-Mart (night shift). While I use the term “African immigrant men” to distinguish 

between “black Americans,” not all of these men were recently immigrated. My 

coworker, Taavi, for example, had lived in the U.S. for decades, sending his paychecks 

home to his kids. Part of the reason he had taken on two jobs (he also worked as a janitor) 

in Boomville was to be able to buy a ticket to fly to visit his children and extended 

family. Both times I went to the job center, the clients were almost all black men; black 

men were also overrepresented as clients at the library, where many people went to use 

the internet and computers to look for work.  

  My job at the fast food restaurant —the busiest of the six fast food restaurants in 

town— enabled me to conduct an informal population survey of oil workers in the 

community. While Hispanic men dressed in work gear were highly represented among 

the fast food restaurant’s customers, it was rare to see a black man dressed for the fields 
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or other manual labor, hinting at potential differences between racial/ethnic minority men 

in their ability to break into the higher paying manual jobs.10 

  The ideology that oil work, and manual labor more generally, was (some) “men’s 

work,” remained strong in work sites (Goldin 1990; Miller 2004). For example, it took 

Bethany (white woman, 40s) —a woman who worked in a male-dominated field— 

months to prove to her male colleagues that she was able to do her job competently. She 

explained that her coworkers thought she was going to be a “Lisa,” one of the only other 

women in the company, who Bethany described as “pull[ing] the, “Oh, help me. I don’t 

know how to do this” routine.  

  Stereotypes about women’s incompetence in the field may have been exaggerated 

because the women in the oil field were more likely to be newer hires, straight out of 

school, and lack adequate training. Nicole (white woman, 20s) and Maria (Latina, 20s), 

two of the women I was able to interview who worked out in the field, both received their 

placements in Boomville right after graduating from college. While most engineers 

receive six months of one-on-one training from another engineer before they are sent off 

on their own at her company, Nicole received just three days of training because of how 

understaffed the oilfields were. Before starting her job, Maria had never seen an oil rig. 

                                                
10 Notably, black men (and, to a lesser extent, women), have a long history of working in the extractive 
industries, and particularly, coal mining. Convict laborers, many of them who were black (and including 
women), worked in mines under horrendous labor conditions (Lichtenstein 1996). Mainly white workers in 
the north, wanting to prevent their work conditions from being downgraded by the use of cheap black labor, 
challenged this practice (Lichtenstein 1996). The coal mines in the south became one place where black 
men could find higher paying jobs, and there were even all-black coal mining unions –though these jobs 
disappeared (Woodrum 2007). 
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Starting a job under these circumstances had the potential of reinforcing the belief that 

women weren’t suited for this work. 

  Nicole “learned pretty quickly that you had to be tough,” saying that the men on 

the rig “kind of push you the first couple weeks to see what you’ll take from them”:   

You know like give you shit about what you are and aren’t doing right.  And see 

how you react, if you will get upset and cry and scream at them or tell them to “F 

off.” And I did the latter.  So they were, alright “you can hang” type thing.  

Nicole felt that her training as an engineer in college had helped her to communicate with 

her male coworkers. For example, Nicole had learned that to fit into engineering culture 

as a woman, she needed to convey confidence even when she was unsure of herself and 

to act in solidarity with her male colleagues (Dryburgh et al. 1999). She even went with 

her crew to the strip clubs when asked, explaining how this enabled her to “fit in”: 

It is a part of establishing that you are cool to hang with.  I don’t know. Girls 

make the decisions of either they are going to be cool with the crew or they’re just 

are going to be a girl, and sit in the corner and act like everything they are doing 

is disgusting.  And the girls like that, the crew would always just be like, uh, yeah, 

she’s on our crew, eh.  And it is not like I’m trying to impress them or anything.  I 

just want us all to get along, and so if it meant going out to the bar with them I’d 

go out to the bar with them. I like to do that because it builds camaraderie.  

Everybody gets along a lot better. It’s kind of weird because I don’t normally try 

to fit in I guess. 
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While expressing mixed feelings about going to the strip clubs, Nicole’s ultimate 

willingness and ability to occupy the role of a “conceptual man” through aligning herself 

with the interests of her male crew members (Ranson 2005), meant that after she passed 

several “loyalty tests,” such as being forced to clean the trucks in minus-20 degree 

weather until she cried (Kanter 1977), she felt like, for the most part, she was treated like 

one of the team. However, Nicole was aided by the fact that she was assigned to the same 

crew for two years, meaning that she was not having to constantly reestablish herself as a 

competent worker and someone who can “hang.” To those outside her crew, she was still 

an oddity. For example, she avoided public areas of the man camps where she would 

sometimes have to stay for her work because: “I’d walk in and you’d feel like people 

were just staring at you.  Like you were a piece of meat. I didn’t feel unsafe, I was just 

irritated.  Come on, there are other women working here [front desk workers and cleaning 

staff]. Don’t act like I am the only other woman here and ogle.”  

 Maria, on the other hand, recognized that as a racial/ethnic minority, foreigner, 

and small statured woman that she would never be able to be accepted as a “conceptual 

man”: “You go to a rig and it is 100% men.  And I am the only girl over there.  And they 

see a teeny tiny Mexican, ‘Oh, you’re so cute.’ That is how everyone treated me. So all 

the guys I worked with or most of them treated me like a little sister. ” Maria didn’t mind 

“taking advantage of that fact” and allowing the men to do heavy manual labor for her, 

which she struggled with alone (and was part of training, but not crucial to her assigned 

job).  
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 Although Maria was treated with gallantry by the men on the rig, she also 

reported having trouble being taken seriously as a competent engineer. One of her 

supervisors tried to “break her,” making her do physical tasks on her own that were not 

required of other people in her position. He would purposefully blast loud, inappropriate 

music in the truck they had to share with the purpose of trying to make her 

uncomfortable. “Company men”11 told her that “girls are not supposed to be in the field,” 

and refused to allow her to do certain parts of her job, calling in a man from her crew to 

do the work instead. Despite recent research that the “new” dominant masculinity in oil 

fields is not based around the domination of women or demonstrating physical strength 

and prowess, but rather, promoting safety (Ely & Meyerson 2010; Filteau 2014), 

women’s experiences suggest otherwise.  

Both women were eventually “pushed out” of their first jobs in the field: Nicole 

when the company refused to rotate her out of Boomville to provide her new learning 

opportunities well after she had served out her required rotation period, and Maria when 

she was assigned a research project by a male supervisor that she knew, from the start, 

would not qualify her for a promotion. Although they both took new jobs in or related to 

the industry, these new jobs did not involve working in the field in the same capacity.  

Nicole took a $100,000 pay cut (and moved briefly out of state) in order to accept her 

next position. Loretta, the industry consultant, said that she had seen a number of women 

leave the field after they failed to receive the same opportunities and promotions as men 

                                                
11 A “company man” is the person responsible for the entire field site, hired by the company that holds the 
lease to the land to ensure contractors are doing their work correctly. 
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despite deserving them. She attributed this to the industry’s willingness to move men to 

new positions out of the field, without giving women the same chance to move into less 

demanding and stressful positions. 

Nicole’s and Maria’s experiences demonstrate that the oil & gas industry was 

very much still a “man’s world,” a fact that was made most clear in my interview with 

Dawn, one of the few women to have risen to the top of the oil & gas industry in 

Boomville. Dawn, a white woman in her 40s, and a high school dropout turned life-long 

entrepreneur, started several successful multi-million dollar oil field service companies 

with her husband during the boom.  

Although she accepted my request to interview her (after disagreeing with me 

over the phone that the topic, “women, work, and family,” was relevant to her), Dawn 

was openly hostile to me at the beginning of the interview, dismissing many of my 

questions as irrelevant or unimportant. Dawn did not interpret her own success in the oil 

& gas industry as proof that women could compete on equal terms to men. She felt that 

women (including me) should stop caring about achieving equality for women in the oil 

field because it would “never” happen. Rather, she claimed that there was a biological 

difference between men and women and that most women were unequipped to work in 

the oil field. 

K:  I know you said you’re not interested in being part of a networking group. 

Have you ever had women as mentors?  Or have you ever mentored women? 

D: One time I worked in an office full of women and I wanted to kill them all. 

K:  Why? 
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D:  Drama.  Crying.  They would come into my office crying.  I would hand them 

a box of tissues and say, “Go pull you shit together.  There is no crying at work.  

Pull you shit together and then come back.” Women are too emotional. It has 

taken a lot of practice not to be emotional.  Like I said, it is biology.  Men and 

women are different.  Men can go out and have a huge fist fight in the shop and 

call each other horrible names and throw wrenches at each other and 5 o’clock go 

for a beer, it’s already done.  They don’t care.  They don’t hold grudges.  Women, 

you piss a woman off and you piss her off forever.  You know that, right?  You’ve 

seen it.   

Dawn dismissed a feminine method of communication and relationship formation (one 

that emphasizes “connection and care”), in favor of a masculine method of 

communication and relationships (one that emphasizes “rights and justice”) (Gilligan 

1995; Thorne 1993, 105). Dawn believed working with men was easier than working 

with women, because she perceived that they communicated their anger physically (and, 

importantly, got it all out at once), while women stewed over hurt feelings. She added 

that she was generalizing and that she knew “some extremely effective women,” adding 

that there are a “handful of women, if I could get them to come work for me, I would.” 

Although Dawn felt that some women could be good employees in the oil & gas industry, 

it was only if they had learned, like she had, to act against their biological instincts. 

While workplaces in general may be leaning closer to feminine modes of sociability 

(Illouz 2008), this was certainly not the case in the oil fields, where women were 
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expected to be “one of the boys” to survive —a category that is fraught, especially for 

mothers (Ranson 2005).  

Dawn attributed her success to knowing when usurping her biology was not 

possible and it was better to rely on a man to do the job: 

Boobs. I have boobs. Like it is a reality. I can go out and sell, but selling to this 

kind of clientele, they’re looking at my boobs. They’re not listening to me.  Here, 

the guys [that work for me] if they didn’t have respect for me, then they would 

not listen to me at all, I would have to have [my husband] manage the staff.  And I 

don’t.  I have earned their respect because I know what I’m talking about and if I 

don’t know then I ask.  I have no problem saying I don’t know.  Let’s go find out.  

I treat them fairly.  But they know that I am the boss.  I have earned that respect.  

But to go out into the field, generally there is not the time to earn someone’s 

respect.   If you are going out to sell, you only have a few minutes with them.  So 

they don’t listen to what I have to say.  They don’t care.  I bring them pie, they’re 

happy. My [husband] happens to have a skill set that he can talk to them and 

they’re paying attention to what he says.  It is a partnership, it just works. 

Above Dawn drew on stereotypes of working class men (“this kind of clientele”) as 

necessarily heterosexual, hypersexual, and unable to control themselves around women 

(or, more specifically, “boobs”). Drawing on a “boys will be boys” frame (Hlvaka 2014), 

Dawn believed that men in the field would not be able to negotiate a deal with her. 

Interpreting her objectification as a permanent feature of the oil field, Dawn decided to 

find ways to work around it instead of fight it. Although she was central to the company’s 



 
 
 
 
 

 149 

operation she had decided to let her husband be the president, “because the old oil field 

guys don’t want to talk to women.” She summarized, “I don’t care. I get their money 

anyway.” Dawn rationalized that being excluded by men didn’t matter because she was 

still benefiting financially from them. To the extent she could, she had adopted the 

category of “conceptual man” (Ranson 2005), but when she felt she could not usurp 

biology, Dawn outsourced these tasks. 

  Earlier in the interview, when I asked if Dawn made an effort to help open up the 

field for women now that she was in a position of control, she said that as a business 

owner, she didn’t have “the luxury to make moral decisions.” She explained that hiring 

women was a bad business decision. 

Women have a lot of baggage, and they really struggle.  Say I hired the most 

fantastic executive assistant.  Somebody who could pick up after me, somebody 

that was 25.  Perfect, could do everything.  Thought about everything before I 

even thought of it.  She is 25.  She is going to get married, she’s going to have 

kids. Now I am screwed.  I spent two years training somebody and I don’t know 

how to fix that, and I don’t know what the solution is but I understand how...  I 

mean, I don’t have any assistants because I am too grouchy.  But I understand 

how difficult it would be for women and I understand the employer’s position.  I 

am going to spend 2 years training somebody: She is going to be 1000 percent 

dedicated but when you have kids, and I don’t care what anybody says because 

I’ve had kids and I am in business.  When you have kids your number one priority 

is your kids.  24 hours a day you are thinking about your kids.  Whether it is 
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consciously or subconsciously.  I am never going to be effective when my 

children are young as I am now.  Because now if there is stuff to do and it is ten 

o’clock at night I let the dog out for a pee and I carry on work. 10 o’clock at night 

I am worrying about my kids so I am not focusing on my job.  How do you 

change that? 

While acknowledging that women have added responsibilities that men don’t, 

Dawn felt that employers had good reason to discriminate, because investing time and 

money into training a woman would not yield the same benefit as training a man (see also 

Padavic & Reskin 2002, 49). Dawn effectively articulated the widespread belief that 

women’s “lifestyle demands are such that they have tenuous ties to their jobs, therefore 

resulting in their devaluation in the labor market” (Rudrappa 2009, 364).  I was curious 

how Dawn made sense of her own experience working and raising children at the same 

time given her opinion that women, in general, could not effectively do both 

simultaneously. She considered this contradiction briefly, responding that as a business 

owner she could make decisions to sacrifice money in order to juggle raising her kids. 

Employers, however, who were concerned only with the bottom line, were not going to 

be as forgiving with their employees as she could be with herself. Thus, according to 

Dawn, women were not only unqualified to work in the industry because of their biology 

but their biology also interfered with their ability to be good workers in general. In order 

to survive and thrive in the industry, Dawn appeared to have adopted the misogynistic 

culture she had worked her way up through.  
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That hiring women was a costly business decision was also affirmed by 

Samantha, a white woman in her 30s, who helped her father prepare his oil services 

business for acquisition before becoming a real estate mogul. Increasing the company’s 

workforce during the boom came with a number of challenges: the main one, said 

Samantha, was finding housing for workers. To help with housing, the company 

purchased several man camps and trailer parks in the region.   

We had very few women. A, we didn’t have anywhere to house them. That was 

our biggest thing. We could house men together non-stop. We throw a woman in 

the mix, and we’re like ah, where do I put her? I have nowhere for a woman to be. 

We didn’t want to discriminate or anything. It just threw such a monkey wrench 

into everything.  

She explained that the first woman the company hired was part of a husband and wife 

team, which allowed her to place two people together in a room. “Because putting one 

person into one room at that time, I mean, we had 14 guys in one room at that time,” she 

said. While Samantha was not ideologically against hiring women like Dawn was, and 

had hired more women once the housing situation in the region was not as tight, she 

explained that as a business person, it was a challenge to justify housing one woman 

versus 14 men.      

  Samantha was careful to note that the men did not all sleep in the room at the 

same time, in what was perhaps an acknowledgement that she saw something wrong with 

this situation.  Nevertheless, that it was considered acceptable at all to house 14 men to a 

room rested on another gendered logic: That working class men were expendable 
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laborers. As Sally Ward Maggard (1996) notes in her work on the coal industry in West 

Virginia, the extractive industries have relied not only on the unpaid or underpaid labor 

of women to thrive, but also, on gendered logics that “equat[e] masculinity with a 

willingness to work in dangerous conditions and by defining men as expendable, easy to 

replace after injury and death or through investment in highly productive new 

technologies” (1996, 30).12  

In addition to avoiding hiring women because of “business decisions,” companies 

sometimes used a logic of protectionism to justify not hiring women at all or on the same 

terms as men.13 Jamie, a white woman in her 40s, was one of the women impacted by this 

attitude. Although she was offered a job by one of the large oil & gas companies in 

Boomville, the company refused to allow her to stay in the man camps “because I was a 

girl.” When Jamie pushed back on the company’s decision, she was offered a housing 

stipend instead. However, the stipend only covered one half of the average apartment’s 

rent. “I kept thinking, wow, I still can’t afford it. It’s still not gonna pan out for me to do 

this,” Jamie recalled. She turned down the job.  

Farah, a white 18 year old, was turned down for a construction job at her 

boyfriend’s company. Her boyfriend told me that his company was “weird like that,” and 

explained that they didn’t want women workers to be subjected to harassment. However, 

                                                
12The ideology that male workers’ lives are expendable (Maggard 1996) has not gone completely 
unchallenged. For example regulating worker safety emerged as one of the central functions of government 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (though not all workplaces have been equally subject to government 
intervention nor all workers to government protection). Importantly, the accountability that employers are 
held to for workers’ safety has decreased in recent years (e.g., Grabell & Berkes 2015).  
13 For a history of protectionist laws regarding women’s labor, see Freeman 1990. 
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instead of taking action to curb men’s behavior, the company decided to protect women 

by not hiring them. 

  Other times the industry used seemingly gender-neutral “requirements” that 

operated to keep women out of these jobs. Below are my field notes from accompanying 

Farah to a job fair, where she was seeking a job in the oil field: 

 The event space had been mostly blocked off and there was a short entryway. A 

middle-aged woman sat at a desk guarding the entryway. Both Farah and I 

stopped short when we saw an intimidating sign saying that you were only 

allowed to enter if you had a minimum of two years’ experience and were a 

U.S. citizen.  The woman spied our hesitation and asked what type of work we 

were looking for: I answered front/desk office stuff. She asked if I had two 

years’ experience in the oil & gas industry. I said “no.” She said that the 

companies were only looking at experienced candidates today, and that they 

were really looking for people to do the rough dirty work. “That’s what I want 

to do,” said Farah. The woman reiterated that they wanted experienced hires. 

She found a company hiring in sales and HR, but asked again if I had two years’ 

experience related to the industry. “No,” I said. She gave me the flyer and said I 

should feel free to look on the website to see if they were hiring for entry-level 

positions (field notes, February 2014). 

During my fieldwork, I spoke to a number of young men who arrived to Boomville with 

less than two years of work experience in the industry who had been able to find industry 

jobs. However, Farah lacked the informal connections these men relied on to get hired 
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into the field —and was excluded from a space where it may have been possible for her 

to make these connections. Even more explicitly, non-U.S. citizens were prevented from 

entering the job fair and having a chance at receiving these high-paying jobs. These 

workers were deemed worthy, and recruited explicitly for, lower-paying service jobs–

marking the racial and citizen/non-citizen hierarchy being implemented during the boom.  

  Requirements were more explicitly used to keep Andi, a white woman in her 40s 

who had 10 years of experience working as a dispatcher for 911, from the jobs she 

applied to as a dispatcher for the oil & gas industry. She was told she did not know the 

“DOT codes in the oilfield work.” While Andi said she “understood that,” presumably 

the codes were something that Andi could have learned. However, in this case, lack of 

specific oil field training was used to discriminate against her. 

 However, there was some evidence that women were considered competent, and 

even preferred, for some jobs in the oil field. For example, the regional employment 

expert I interviewed said that one company’s representative had told her that their 

company preferred women for pumper jobs: 

They were more conscientious.  Because you clean up.  What the pumper does, is 

they go to the site every day and they look at it and they gauge the oil and gas. 

And women seem to be more conscientious about what they are doing out there.  

They said, “Yes, we would hire women any day.” 

The employer felt that the job, because it involved cleaning up —a stereotypical female 

task— was appropriate for women. I also heard that women were being hired as wire 
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liners, because of their attention to detail.14 Thus, jobs could be re-gendered if an 

employer had a previous experience employing a woman who defied expectations and 

performed successfully in a position (Reskin 2001) or based on available labor to do a job 

(Muñoz 2008).  However, this reframing did not challenge the conceptualization of oil 

work, overall, as “men’s work” (O’Shaughnessy 2011).   

Other times, women were conceptualized as decorative items to be added to the 

oil & gas industry for the sole purpose of increasing men’s enjoyment on the job. For 

example, a man told me that I should seek a job as a dispatcher because “the guys like 

having a pretty girl to look at.” Andrea (white, 30s) overheard workers on her husband’s 

oil field crew indicate that “women are only here for one purpose.” Both Nicole and Leah 

((30s, mixed race) who had worked in the field when she was younger, but now worked 

in the parts department of an oil & gas company) had experienced men come on to them 

in unwanted ways at their workplaces. Here, the sexualization of women workers acted to 

mark women as inferior and incapable of doing “men’s work” (Tallichet 2000).   

Why so few? 

My interviews and fieldwork reveal a number of reasons why, despite the fact that 

employment in the extractive industries more than quadrupled in the region, women 

remained underrepresented in these jobs and segregated into more traditional female-

dominated jobs within them. Women opted out of the industry themselves, citing fear of 

harassment and/or a desire to avoid dangerous or manual labor, as well as the 

                                                
14 See O’Shaughnessy 2011 for other examples of oil jobs reframed as appropriate for women. 
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incompatibility of this work with their responsibilities as mothers. Women were 

prevented from taking these jobs by a logic that reified oil work/manual labor as men’s 

work; job requirements used to bar women; and “business decisions” that discriminated 

against women because they were deemed more costly and risky than men to employ. To 

the extent that women were able to infiltrate the industry, their labor was erased by a 

logic that assumed that these women’s true purpose in the field was to entertain and 

attract men. Moreover, the strategies women employed to survive in a masculinized 

environment, such as identifying with men or emphasizing femininity, reified oil work as 

“men’s work” (Ranson 2005). While a few positions in the industry were beginning to 

open to more women, there is reason to believe that this process, which involved a 

reframing of this work as “women’s work,” will lead to the downgrading rather than the 

upgrading of this labor (Reskin 1988). Whether or not this plays out remains to be seen.  

 While evidence suggests that organizations with women in leadership positions 

are more successful at recruiting, hiring, and promoting women (Cohen, Brosschak, & 

Haveman 1998), the three women business owners in the industry that I interviewed were 

not engaged in efforts to diversify the industry. (In addition to Dawn and Samantha, I 

interviewed Dee, a white woman in her 40s, and co-owner of a trucking business and 

coffee stand). Rather, in order to be successful, these women had accepted the industry’s 

dominant logics of money-making rather than equality as the main goal. Dawn 

considered oil work to be men’s work. While this could change if leadership continued to 

diversify and women leaders, currently “tokens,” faced less pressure to assimilate to 

dominant norms (Kanter 1977), my fieldwork suggested that this shift is unlikely to 
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happen anytime soon. Dawn was an outlier in terms of her trajectory to leadership, and 

her business acumen and leadership, notably, were acquired outside the U.S. context. By 

her own account, Samantha’s entry into the industry and later, her transition into a real 

estate mogul of sorts, was facilitated by her existing networks, race, and class privilege.  

By pointing out women’s exclusion from the oil & gas industry, and especially, 

the field, I am not suggesting that these jobs themselves are not deserving of critique. In 

fact, one of the most emotionally affecting aspects of my fieldwork was witnessing the 

physical wreckage of this industry on the bodies of the mainly white and Hispanic 

working class men field workers that came through the fast food restaurant each day. 

Even very young men would struggle to take out their wallets, get out money, and count 

out change, their fingers stiff and their skin cracked from long-term exposure to the 

elements.  

Brenda (white woman, 40s), who worked for a short time at a regional post office, 

described her own observations of the danger that oil work posed to laborers: 

 There’s a lot of people that come into the post office, that they were in an explosion 

and they had to wear black glasses for a long time because their eyes got hurt. There 

was one guy that lost his thumb. There was, there’s just like major stuff going on all 

the time. And the post office doesn’t deal, in [small town], we really don’t deal with 

a whole bunch people. But for all these things to happen to such a small group of 

people, it’s just like, you don’t hear of it…  

While men undoubtedly face gender-based exploitation from the extractive industries 

(Maggard 1996), the exclusion of women from natural resource extraction jobs remains 
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problematic. In Boomville, women were not only excluded from some of the highest 

paying jobs but also from one of the main sources of housing in the region. Housing was 

a major barrier to making ends meet in Boomville, and was the cause of large numbers of 

people migrating in and out of the region. Upgrading jobs and removing the gendered 

barriers to entering and succeeding in work are simultaneous goals of feminist scholars of 

work (Williams 2006).  

WOMEN WHO “PULLED BACK” PARTICIPATION IN THE PAID LABOR FORCE 

 
 While data on the Boomville workforce show that few women benefited directly 

from the expansion of the oil & gas industry and other high paying manual labor jobs (for 

reasons I explain above), some women benefited indirectly from the boom via an increase 

in their class status as a result of their spouses’ (1) higher wages and (2) access to 

housing. Not all families received an immediate economic return from moving to 

Boomville. In these cases women perceived that their families would benefit 

economically from the move at a later date (e.g., through “geo-pay” that would transfer to 

a region with a cheaper cost of living or a future promotion). However, while these 

women benefited from a rise in class status, many found that their husbands’ long work 

hours and unpredictable schedules impeded on their own ability to work for pay, forcing 

them to cut back their paid labor force participation or leave the workforce all together 

(Cha 2013; Shaefer 2011). In this section, I examine the diverse ways that women 

interpreted their weakened attachment to the labor force.  
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Women who experienced relief from the stress of balancing competing demands  

Gina, a white woman in her mid-40s, moved to Boomville roughly five years 

before I interviewed her so that her husband, Joey, could take a job in the oil & gas 

industry. Before the move from their home state of Washington, Gina was earning 

roughly $25,000 a year working as a dental hygienist, and Joey was earning about 

$125,000 driving a truck. When a family friend called up Joey to offer him an oil job at 

the company he was starting in Boomville, the couple’s first response was “No. We’re 

not going to Boomville. Forget about it.” Nevertheless, this conversation, according to 

Gina, put a “bug” in her husband’s ear.  

Meanwhile, there were signs that there were rough times ahead if her family 

(which included a preteen daughter) stayed in Washington. The trucking company that 

Joey worked for had been bought by another company that, according to Gina, was 

“known for driving companies into the ground.” Immediately after the acquisition, Joey’s 

new employer started cutting workers’ benefits, hours, and routes. Joey was reassigned to 

drive to Canada three times a week and, said Gina, was getting “burnt out on” the route, 

as well as truck driving more generally. Gina explained that part of her family’s decision 

to leave Washington was tied to her and Joey’s growing apathy with their occupations:  

  By that time he had been driving a truck for like 18 years.  And so we talked 

about it and I was to a point that I was kind of feeling like I needed a break too 

from dental assisting.  Because I had been assisting for 15 years.  And I loved it.  

But I was just feeling worn out. 
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She said that rather than “staying and seeing what was going to happen” with Joey’s 

company and constantly wondering if “things are going to be okay,” they decided to 

make a preemptive transition to Boomville. Gina’s husband negotiated a job agreement 

with his friend’s company, and the family packed up their things and headed out to start a 

new “adventure.” Gina and her family arrived before the boom began full force, avoiding 

many of the struggles that many later migrants to the community encountered. For 

example, they were able to buy their house before home prices in the region skyrocketed.  

Still, the move had its challenges. Gina recalled crying, along with her daughter, for the 

first hour of their road trip to Boomville. She was upset about leaving behind her family, 

her friends, and a dental practice that she “loved” (after churning through a series of 

employers for whom it had been difficult to work).   

After arriving in Boomville, Gina did not seek paid employment. She explained 

that she felt that taking “a break” from the paid labor force would enable her to spend 

more time with her preteen daughter.  She expressed guilt about sending her to daycare 

when she was younger: “Here she is, this age, and I felt like I hadn’t done a lot with her 

and felt worn out all the time.” While she didn’t attribute her decision not to seek paid 

employment directly to her husband’s job, she mentioned that for the first few years after 

their move Joey was “always working”—even more than he had as a truck driver. 

Sometimes Joey would be at a well site for 36 hours straight. His long hours meant that 

almost all of the day-to-day household responsibilities, as well as the bigger maintenance 

and care tasks, fell on Gina’s shoulders.  
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Having her husband gone all the time, and not knowing anyone in the community, 

took an emotional toll on Gina. When she heard about a fledgling support group for 

wives and girlfriends of men working in the oilfield, she joined it, explaining: “[The 

members] all have that in common, where the guys are gone all the time.  Some for a 

couple days at a time, and maybe you need to call somebody.  You have a sick child or 

you’re sick and you need help.  You know whatever it is. So it is a support group.” She 

became active in the group, and helped to organize a number of volunteer events as a 

member. 

Gina said she was thinking about going back to the paid labor force when her 

daughter, recently graduated, moved out of the house “if I need something extra to do.” 

Gina wondered aloud if she could find a dental assisting job that paid enough to make it 

worth giving up her new found freedoms: “I’ve gotten spoiled by the sleeping in and not 

having to do stuff.” She mentioned that she could probably earn more working at Wal-

Mart than in her trade.15  

Gina also felt that her relationship was “better” now that she wasn’t holding down 

a full-time paid job: 

I think it is probably better that I’m not working because there have been days 

where he has been in town for lunch, and been like, “Oh, let’s go to lunch.”  And I 

can do those things, spur of the moment.  Where if I was working, I wouldn’t be 

                                                
15 While a full-time job at Wal-Mart (starting wage of $17) netted workers $680 a week before taxes, the 
average weekly wage for workers in the NAICS category “dental offices” was $991. Since this category 
includes a range of workers found in dental offices, including lower paid workers like receptionists and 
higher paid workers like dentists, it is fair to say that Gina’s assessment of her wage earning capacity was 
not too far off.    
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able to.  And I’m more available at the spur of the moment if he needs something 

or whatever.  And working you just get tired.  Seeing patients in pain, they’re 

upset.  Hurting.  They take that out on you.  Or whatever. I think just being 

available to handle other things and getting those done, and he doesn’t have to 

worry about it.  It is probably better that I am not working right now.  Eases his 

stress.  Doesn’t have to worry because he knows I’m taking care of it.   

Although Gina was engaging in social reproductive labor that allowed her 

husband to pull 36-hour shifts, such as raising their daughter and keeping their household 

running, and labor that contributed to the well-being of the community through her 

volunteerism, Gina felt “spoiled” to be able to take a break from the paid labor force, 

frequently referencing how tired and stressed out she had been while she was working 

full-time as a dental hygienist.  

 While homemakers have long underestimated the value of their labor (Moen 

1981, 86), Gina’s justification for her decision not to seek a paid job is illuminating, 

pointing to several gendered, racialized, and classed processes shaping her decision to 

leave the paid labor force:  

(1) Gina recognized that any job that she would be able to find utilizing her skills and 

experience would likely pay less than Wal-Mart. Wal-Mart is typically associated 

with low skilled labor —an association that is used to justify its workers’ low pay 

(Ehrenreich 2001). In Boomville, Wal-Mart workers received a “boom wage 

premium,” and were paid upwards of $17 an hour. Many traditionally-feminized 

jobs in the community, especially if they were not in the oil & gas industry, did 
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not earn this much. For example, even after several years of tense negotiations, 

the starting wage of a teacher in Boomville for the 2014-2015 school year was 

equivalent to that of a full-time, year-round Wal-Mart worker.  Because of Wal-

Mart’s association with the lower class, earning less than Wal-Mart workers was 

deemed beneath many women with class privilege, like Gina, who had access to 

her husband’s wage. 

(2) Gina justified her exit from the paid labor force, in part, by her ability to be 

responsive to her husband’s needs and reduce his stress. However, Gina had been 

a worker in a stressful field for 15 years, and at no time did Gina receive the level 

of support she was currently providing to her husband. Rather, Gina had been a 

worker and a mother —effectively carrying two “shifts” (Hochschild 1989). 

When Gina was provided the opportunity to do so, she reduced her stress by 

leaving the paid workforce: in effect, going down to one job.  

(3) This division of labor, in which Gina provided unpaid labor and her husband 

continued to work outside the home, was undergirded by a logic that positions oil 

work as “dirty” and “dangerous” (Miller 2004), and therefore worthy of high pay, 

and the work of dental hygienists as a form of “care work,” and thus, subject to a 

“wage penalty” (England, Budig, & Folbre 2002). In a non-boom economy, Joey 

had earned five times Gina’s wage. In the boom economy, Joey earned more now 

than both their prior wages “combined” ($150,000+). While it made financial 

sense for Gina and her husband to split their labor in this way, the processes that 

led to the unequal valuation of their labor were gendered (Reskin 1988).  
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   Like Gina, Brenda framed her exit from the labor force as a welcome escape from 

the stress of working. A white woman in her 40s, Brenda started her first office job at the 

age of 18, right after graduating high school. She started her career doing accounting, 

rising through the years and a series of office moves to positions with more scope, 

responsibility, and reward. At the height of her career Brenda earned $23 an hour. 

However, the recession hit Oregon, and after a series of layoffs, Brenda was “reduced to 

a receptionist.” When I asked Brenda to explain what she meant by “reduced to,” she 

responded: “It was like the economy crashed and I couldn’t find a job up here anymore 

having the big variety, the responsibility, all that stuff. I just had to shove paperwork and 

answer phones.” Brenda’s new job paid just $13 an hour. 

 The dip in Brenda’s income, combined with her husband’s joblessness (he was 

laid off from the construction industry), meant they couldn’t afford to keep up with the 

mortgage on their home, which they had bought at the height of the state’s housing 

market. Brenda, her husband, and their preteen son moved into a camper after their home 

was foreclosed upon. While Brenda provided financial support to her family, her husband 

went back to school to get a certified driver’s license, and after some hesitation, the 

family made the decision to move to a small town outside of Boomville when they heard 

about the job opportunities available there. 

The first few months they spent in Boomville were rocky. Brenda’s husband was 

fired from his first few jobs for a safety violation, which Brenda attributed to a lack of 

training and falling asleep on the clock.  Since their housing was tied to his employer, the 

family had to move every few weeks, at one point living in an abandoned trailer. Once 
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again, Brenda became the sole breadwinner for her family, working for one of the rural 

post offices in the region. The job was extremely stressful: The post office served a 

rapidly expanding, transient population, without the infrastructure to track the people 

moving in and out, and the workplace was experiencing significant turnover. Her office, 

for example, went through seven mail carriers in a period of just four months.16  The 

situation required the constant training of new workers. Moreover, the job only paid $2 

an hour more than the receptionist job Brenda had held before moving, despite the much 

higher cost of living in the region. The average rent on a one-bedroom apartment in the 

region of Oregon that Brenda and her family moved from was around $800 a month, a 

third of the cost of an average apartment in Boomville and the greater surrounding area. 

Brenda joined a quilter’s guild while working, and as soon as her husband had found a 

stable job, she left her position at the post office. She did so under the auspices of 

pursuing her new interest: “And I really enjoyed [quilting] so much that come January is 

when I quit working at the post office and just have been staying home and quilting.”  

 The jobs available to Brenda, based on her skills and interests, were not only more 

stressful than equivalent jobs at home, but the “boom wage premium” for these jobs did 

not begin to make up for the added demands on workers operating in a boom 

environment, such as an increased workload caused by frequent periods of understaffing 

and the continual training of new workers. While her husband made $27 an hour plus 

overtime driving crude oil, Brenda was working for almost half that amount. While it was 

                                                
16 While Brenda asserted that she received a slightly higher wage than typical to make up for the higher 
cost of living in the region (“geo-pay”), Boomville was not listed among areas receiving federal “locality 
pay” (U.S. Office of Personnel Management 2015). 
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clear that Brenda would go back to the workforce if her family required her paycheck 

again (see also, Sherman 2009; Walsh 1985), the current structure of the regional labor 

market —based around high-waged manual labor jobs— did not incentivize Brenda to 

seek paid employment (see also Goldin 1995). 

 Importantly, while Brenda attributed her decision to leave her job to her new 

found interest in quilting, her husband’s job took him away from home for long periods 

of time, and his schedule was unpredictable. Explained Brenda, “He’ll like go to work at 

11 a.m., and then 11 p.m. will roll around, he’s still not in. Five, 6 o’clock in the 

morning, maybe 7 o’clock in the morning, to where it’s like a 20 hour day. He goes to 

work after he gets enough sleep, then he gets up, and starts his day again.  There’s no 

life.”  

 Leaving the paid labor force helped their families cope with the added demands 

that resulted from the structure of their husbands’ jobs. Thus, Gina and Brenda were 

providing important services to their families.  However, they both expressed relief to no 

longer be balancing the dual roles of mother and worker —feeling “spoiled” by the 

opportunity to spend time as full-time moms, wives, and volunteers.  

Women who were conflicted about leaving the paid workforce 

 Prior to moving to Boomville, Jessica, a master’s-level educated women in her 

early 30s, had worked as an auditor at both a large accounting firm and a small, family-

owned oil & gas company earning about $100,000 a year. Her husband, Alex, an office-

based engineer, had worked in Boomville for a year while Jessica was finishing graduate 
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school. Predicting the boom, he told Jessica that she should join him in the region when 

she finished her education. At the time, Jessica recalls telling him: “No! Are you kidding 

me? I’m finishing grad school. I want to work. I want to use my degree for something. I 

don’t know how that will work in a small town in the middle of nowhere. So I just kind 

of laughed him off.” Her husband transitioned to a new oil & gas company headquartered 

in Houston, where both he and Jessica could build their careers.  For four years, Alex 

travelled to Boomville for one week every month, an arrangement which Jessica felt 

worked well for their family. However, Alex’s employer kept pressuring him to move to 

Boomville full time, offering him a range of incentives to do so. At first, Jessica was 

adamant about staying in Texas —she had family there, they had just redone their house, 

and she liked her job— but she recalls coming home from work one day and telling her 

husband she was willing to consider the move. “He was like, ‘Are you sick?’” she recalls, 

emphasizing how odd the change of heart had been. 

 Jessica explained that “unlike most people who move here, who probably see an 

influx of salary twice, three times, what they are making, that was not our situation.” 

Jessica’s husband was offered a promotion that came with a 15 percent raise and stock 

options as an incentive for moving. However, the cost of living was higher in Boomville, 

and they also had to pay state taxes (there are none in Texas). Nevertheless, Jessica felt 

that it was important for her husband to get the experience that working in Boomville 

would provide him so that he could pursue his dream of opening his own business one 

day.  
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 Although Jessica was highly sought after and offered a number of high-paying 

positions in the region, she turned these jobs down out of concern regarding the safety 

and quality of daycare in the region (see Chapter 3). Although one company offered 

Jessica the chance to work from home, she worried that her full-time care tasks would 

interfere with her ability to be a good worker: “Especially for a new company that I 

hadn’t worked for yet, I didn’t want my name to be connected to: ‘Oh, she’s not timely in 

her projects.’  ‘She doesn’t get stuff together on time because she is dealing with kids.’” 

She felt the company, while trying to be responsive to the lack of childcare in the region, 

didn’t understand what they were asking of her, pointing out that being a stay-at-home 

mother with her daughter was already one full-time job. Jessica was also informally 

approached by her husband’s company and told that if she would be willing start a 

daycare, the company would enroll all the workers’ children.  However, in this case, the 

onus would have been on Jessica to find a space, staff, and run the daycare at a profit: 

She cited lack of experience in managing a business as the main reason that she turned 

down the company’s suggestion 

It took a lot of “emotion work” to help Jessica feel comfortable with leaving the 

paid labor force. Describing herself as an “independent person,” Jessica said that she had 

always made financial independence one of her top priorities, for example, keeping 

separate financial accounts at the beginning of her marriage to Alex (whom she had dated 

for more than five years before marrying), and seeking a career that would provide a 

living wage for her family “if anything happened.”  

After about a year and a half out of the paid workforce, she reflected:  
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  So [being out of the workforce] doesn’t bother me, I think I’ve been in it long 

enough, but it did at first.  Especially not working, feeling like I wasn’t 

contributing anything, because as a financial person... It is kind of how society 

raises you to think is that if you are not contributing financially you’re just not 

contributing. Which took me a while to get over.  Like society and what they kind 

of, what they put on people, instead of ourselves.  My husband is like “you 

contribute way more, not way more than you ever did before, but these are our 

children. These are their lives.  You’re raising them.  I haven’t gone grocery 

shopping once since we moved here. I have never cleaned the house.  I can cook 

dinner but you do all of that.” He’s like, “it’s probably worth way more than you 

ever made when you had a good job.”  But it was hard for me. 

While a full-time worker, Jessica had been drawing on an ideology of “extensive 

mothering” (Christopher 2012). Being a good mother meant providing financially for her 

daughter, and ensuring she delegated care tasks to someone who would keep her daughter 

safe and healthy while she was engaged in personally meaningful work. To make sense 

of her new position in Boomville, Jessica was in the process of adopting the ideology of 

“intensive mothering,” instead.  Since moving, she had gotten pregnant and given birth to 

a second child. She felt that her children were better off now that they were receiving her 

full attention and emotional engrossment (Hays 1996).  

While Jessica’s husband played a key role in helping Jessica transition from a 

full-time paid worker to a full-time mother, her women peers were also essential in 

helping Jessica become initiated into intensive motherhood. Remembering how difficult 
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it had been to go from her job to having all her conversations “geared towards a 2 year 

old” and being “on 24/7” as a mom, she recalled what a relief it was when she identified 

a women’s group for stay-at-home or partially employed mothers. Being able to spend 

time with other women and get out of the house reduced the original sense of isolation 

she had felt.  

Molly, a white woman in her 30s, and Sheena, a white woman in her 20s, were 

two other mothers who had originally struggled with isolation when they moved to 

Boomville. Like Jessica, they found friendship and support through joining the mothers’ 

group, leading Sheena to say, “I’d actually be incredibly crushed if we moved.  It is a 

great place to live, and I am very happy to be here.”  Sheena, the mother of three young 

children, already had a weak attachment to the paid labor force when she moved to 

Boomville (though she briefly worked as a waitress and a doula). In contrast, Molly, the 

mother of two young kids, had been pushed out of full time work when she moved to 

Boomville. “My main issue with [living here],” she said, “is that it is not affordable to 

actually work.”  

Prior to moving to Boomville, Molly had worked in management for the same 

(non-oil) company as her husband. They reluctantly decided to move to Boomville in 

order for her husband to accept a promotion, planning to “get in and get out as fast as 

humanly possible.” Although Molly had originally planned to stay employed full-time, 

upon moving to Boomville, she discovered that it would cost her and her husband $2400 

a month to send their two children to a daycare center. Back at home, she and her 

husband had taken opposite work shifts, and relied on friends or family members to fill-in 
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and care for their children if necessary (Damaske 2011). In Boomville, she didn’t feel 

comfortable leaving her children with someone else: Molly said that she didn’t “trust 

very many people with my kids,” adding that “licensed child care providers are kind of 

hard to come by here.” However, citing the importance of feeling like she was still 

contributing to the family “financially,” Molly had picked up a stocking job that paid $15 

an hour and was “super flexible,” allowing her to go in to work whenever her husband 

was home (she earned roughly $100 a week).  

Unlike Gina and Brenda, Molly’s and Jessica’s decisions to give up their paid 

jobs was not because their husbands’ wages made up for theirs. Molly’s husband, for 

example, had received a 20% salary increase (“geo-pay”) to account for the higher cost of 

living in Boomville, though it did not stretch far, especially with the loss of Molly’s 

income. Nor, like many oil & gas workers, did Molly’s husband receive a housing 

stipend. “[The move] is not actually making us financially better now,” explained Molly. 

Rather, Molly, like Jessica, considered the move to Boomville as “one small stepping 

stone” to a better financial future. 

Although Jessica and Molly had made significant contributions to their families’ 

annual earnings prior to moving to Boomville, they made less than their partners. As a 

result, it was Jessica and Molly who stepped back so their husbands could advance their 

careers. However, these women wanted to work in the paid labor force (and had made 

concrete efforts to find paid jobs and daycare), recognizing the importance attached to 

money and those who earned it in society. As Molly summarized at the end of our 
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interview: “Bottom line it comes down to affordability, flexibility, and jobs that would 

allow us to have that balance where you can work and pay for child care.”  

Making company wives 

Sally Ward Maggard (1996) wrote that in coal mining towns, “other production 

costs —those associated with the social reproduction of the labor force and management 

of households— were written off and devalued by defining them as ‘proper’ non-waged, 

work for women.” The same relationship was visible between companies and workers’ 

wives and girlfriends in Boomville. The women discussed above labored as unpaid 

support staff, freeing up men from responsibilities at home and enabling them to operate 

as “ideal workers” (J.C. Williams 2001). Although I didn’t interview the women who did 

not move to Boomville, I did talk informally to some of their male partners. These men 

relied on their wives and girlfriends (to whom the men sent money) to take care of 

household labor and children for weeks at a time without their presence. 

The reliance of oil & gas companies on the unpaid labor of wives was sometimes 

explicit. Tracy’s husband had to go through a series of interviews to get a job in the oil & 

gas industry. (This was a few years before the boom, at which point hiring requirements 

by all accounts relaxed considerably). So, too, did Tracy. She explained that the recruiter 

liked to talk to spouses because an oil field job is not a “40 hour workweek kind of job.” 

She recalls:    
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We sat down. He asked me if I would be able to handle my husband being gone 3-

4 days at a time.  He asked me, you know, if I could handle living in an area with 

little or no family support.  If those were situations we could handle. 

In addition to a one-on-one conversation with the recruiter, she was required to attend a 

group interview, in which applicants and their spouses competed jointly for open 

positions.  

Support groups for wives, girlfriends, and mothers in Boomville provide 

important services to new migrants, such as information dissemination, material support, 

and emotional support (see Cotterell 1984; Walsh & Simonelli 1986). However, my 

interviews also suggest that these groups may have also operated to reinforce the 

traditional gender roles on which oil & gas companies rely. Both the group that Gina 

joined (which provided support to wives and girlfriends of oil field workers, some of 

whom were mothers) and the group that Jessica, Molly, and Sheena joined (which 

provided support to stay-at-home mothers/ part-time working mothers, many of whom 

were wives of men in oil field or oil field-related jobs) helped these women adapt to 

pulling back from the paid labor force, and centering their lives on caring for their 

husbands, children, and homes. Often frustrated about not being able to find support to 

work in the paid labor force when they first arrived to town, women who joined these 

groups reported that they began to view staying home as a less isolating and devalued 

task as they became connected to other women in these groups.  

Unlike Moen et al. (1981), I did not find that “because of their increased wages in 

energy-related jobs, men discourage[d] or prevent[ed] their wives from remaining in or 
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entering the labor force” (109). Only one woman, the middle aged wife of an oil & gas 

industry worker, who had moved to Boomville from another oil town, gave her husband’s 

explicit request that she stay at home as the primary reason she was not looking for a paid 

job. Belinda said that she wasn’t looking for a job in town because “my husband wants 

me to be home when he’s home.” Belinda’s husband worked a 20/10 shift, working 20 

days a month prior to receiving 10 days off, and wanted Belinda to be available to spend 

time with him during his vacations. A few days before I met her in town, I had been 

given Belinda’s name and told that I should contact her for my study: “Her husband does 

not want her to work,” I was told, as if this were an aberration. This finding likely reflects 

changing perspectives on the role of women captured in attitudinal studies (PEW 2009). 

Importantly, despite a possible change in attitudes, strong beliefs that mothers are best 

suited to raise children and the higher wages paid to men in Boomville kept the gender 

division of labor firmly in place in these families.  

 Notably, these women’s positions as company wives were likely short-term. 

Many of the more educated wives did not plan on staying in Boomville for more than a 

few years, and saw themselves leaving whenever their husbands received their 

promotions, raises, or when they had saved enough money to return home. While a break 

in their careers was likely to hurt their overall lifetime earning capacities (Damaske 

2011), interpreting themselves as part of a unit, these women perceived that they would 

ultimately benefit more from their brief investments in supporting their husbands’ higher 

paying careers.  
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Other women weren’t interrupting careers but rather “bad” jobs, and they were 

doing so in return for high fiscal gains. For example, both Tracy and her husband had 

spent their entire adult lives working in call centers, maxing out their pay at around $10 

an hour. After Tracy was dropped from her insurance in the middle of a pregnancy —

resulting in more than $30,000 in medical loans— her husband sought work in the oil & 

gas industry. Although his start in the industry had been rocky, Tracy’s husband now had 

a stable job and made $182,000. Although Tracy had struggled to maintain employment 

throughout her entire stay in Boomville (the inability to find care for her school-aged 

daughter made holding down a job long-term difficult), she had recently found out that 

when her husband received his next promotion, her salary would be wiped out by an 

increase in their tax rate: “I never thought we’d have that problem of like I will have to 

stop working because we will end up losing money. He was never the office type and I 

always thought you have to go to college to get a degree to make money.  Obviously I 

was wrong.” Although Tracy was concerned about this new development because she 

enjoyed working, at the same time, she was far better off than she had been prior to the 

boom when she and her husband were both suffocating under the weight of debt and “bad 

jobs.” Tracy’s marriage to a man whose racial privilege allowed him to break into the 

mainly white, masculine space of the oil & gas industry benefitted her, at the same time 

her segregation into lower paid jobs and the “second” shift disadvantaged her. 

The findings above demonstrate that natural resource development cannot be 

boiled down to a curse or a boon in individual women’s lives. Rather, women’s race, 

class, sexuality, marital status, parental status, migration status, and home ownership 



 
 
 
 
 

 176 

status positioned them to benefit from the boom in some ways, and disadvantage them in 

others.  Moreover, despite material conditions that were not always to their liking (for 

example, the lack of daycare), women responded to these conditions in ways that enabled 

them to find continued meaning and purpose. Jessica —the mother who left her $100,000 

job to stay-home with her daughter (and later, a second child) after moving to 

Boomville— was not engaging in false consciousness when she questioned how “society 

raises you to think is that if you are not contributing financially you’re just not 

contributing.” Rather, her new found position had caused her to reconsider how value is 

calculated in society.   

CHARACTERIZATIONS OF WOMEN IN BOOMVILLE: WOMEN WHO “SIT AROUND,” WORK 

BECAUSE THEY ARE “BORED,” AND ARE “LONE DUCKS” 

 Few women entered the extractive industries, and especially the higher paying 

jobs in the oil field, despite the rapid expansion of this area of the economy in Boomville. 

Nevertheless, some women benefited from the expansion of jobs in or related to industry 

—receiving a “patriarchal dividend” through their marriages to men who had been able to 

access work in these fields.  Some women with access to the patriarchal dividend said 

that they would still work if they could find “safe,” affordable daycare. For others the 

patriarchal dividend operated to increase their “reserve wage” —or in other words, the 

amount of money that they required to enter the paid workforce. In this case, the 

increased wages of service work, especially in workplaces typically associated with lower 
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class workers (e.g., Wal-Mart), acted as a disincentive for class-privileged women to 

remain in the formal paid labor force. 

 Some women with husbands in high paying jobs, however, did not raise their 

reserve wages. These women framed their work in lower paying jobs in terms of avoiding 

boredom. For example, Rosie (white woman, 70s), moved to a town south of Boomville 

with her husband from Oregon so that he could find higher paying work in the trucking 

industry. She said that she had picked up a job as a clerk at a local pharmacy (where she 

made $14 an hour), because she was tired of “sitting at home”: “I thought maybe it would 

be a good idea just to have something that I liked to do and meet people.” A woman that I 

met through the retail store where I worked told me that she had started her small 

business because she was “bored” and didn’t want to “sit around like so many women do 

here.” At the coffee shop I frequented, a male college student, Adam (who knew I was in 

town conducting research from previous conversations) asked me about the specifics of 

my project: 

I responded that I was studying how women have been impacted by the boom. 

The brunette woman who works there mumbled something. I didn’t hear what she 

said, and asked her to repeat herself. “There’s a lot of men to choose from,” she 

said. Adam said that he thinks that a lot of women follow men and then get jobs 

because they are bored because their husbands are gone so much. The blonde 

raised her hand. She said she didn’t want to sit home while her husband was gone. 

The brunette concurred. (field notes, March 2014)  
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However, as I got to know the brunette, Sarah, better over the months, I learned that her 

wage was much more important to her family than she had let on during our earlier 

conversation. One day Sarah told me that she had picked up a second job as a waitress so 

that she could pay off her loans sooner, which included a car loan, a student loan, and 

other smaller debts. She said that if she could keep up such a rigorous work schedule, in a 

few months she’d be down to one large student debt loan. She explained that she wanted 

to go back home to the West coast, and she was willing to work as hard as possible in 

order for her family to achieve that goal more quickly. Over the course of the next few 

months, Sarah would frequently share with me how exhausted she was from trying to 

balance both jobs on top of being a mother. I even helped her investigate the state labor 

laws when she told me she wasn’t getting breaks at her second job. 

 Importantly, at the same time that the narrative construction of women as 

choosing to work out of “boredom” acted to hide the true value of women’s labor, this 

discourse enabled women to work while maintaining their adherence to traditional gender 

ideologies. Just as women activists draw on motherhood to frame their activism in ways 

that do not disrupt gender norms (Naples 1992; Bell & Braun 2010), many women 

workers drew on a discourse of “boredom” to justify their entrance into the public sphere 

even if and though they would earn far less relative to their partners. 

However, in a context in which women were framed as either “sitting around” or 

working out of boredom, women who considered themselves to be, or were read as, 

career-oriented in Boomville were constructed as outliers. For example, when we first 

met, Nicole, a white woman in her 20s, said that her experience had been “a lot different 
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than other women here.” Later in the interview, I asked Nicole what she had meant by her 

earlier statement. Nicole told me she had felt like a “lone duck” when she had moved to 

Boomville from Texas to accept an engineering job in the oil & gas industry, explaining:  

Everybody just assumed when they met me I was just up here with my husband or 

my boyfriend and working at a bank, and there is nothing wrong with that.  It was 

just the assumption that I was with a guy when I was introduced to someone up 

here.  “No, I got my degree and I came up here all by myself.”  “Why?  Why did 

you do that?  You don’t have to be up here.”  The attitude I got for a long time 

was, “Why are you here if you don’t have to be?”  

In the above passage, Nicole differentiated between (1) women who had moved to 

Boomville with the purpose of working, and (2) women who followed men for their jobs, 

and happened to work. Nicole rejected the stereotype that women were always trailing 

spouses, insisting that she, too, could be living in Boomville on the same terms as men.  

The question “Why are you here if you don’t have to be?” also points to a broader 

conceptualization that Boomville is not a pleasant place to live or work, especially for 

women. Britney (white, 20s) made this point when she reported the reaction she had 

received to her decision to move to Boomville: 

People are like, “You are so brave. So brave. I can’t believe you did that.” You 

guys don’t understand. I didn’t have a choice. It is either this or I am poor my 

whole life.  

Britney viewed moving to Boomville as an opportunity to begin paying off the $100,000 

in student loans that she had accrued during college and graduate school. However, her 
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decision to move to an oil boomtown —constructed in the public imagination as a male 

space, full of danger and disorder— marked her as “brave.” 

 Lindsey, a white woman in her 20s who had moved to the region after living in 

both the east coast and Midwest to accept a high stress and high visibility position in the 

local government, also felt like an outlier. She reported that she had a “different 

worldview” than most other women living in the region, explaining: 

Here, you have to have a man.  Like I am glad to have my boyfriend [a local she 

met since relocating to Boomville], like I really like him and he is very nice.  But 

if I didn’t I’d be fine.  I think that is something that doesn’t happen here very 

much.  That makes it hard to be friends with somebody. 

While Lindsey privileged independence and career success over romantic relationships, 

she perceived that other women in the community sought their fulfillment through their 

relationships with men, sacrificing just to have a partner. “So many women that we know 

here, hate their significant other.  They bitch about them all the time; they can’t do a 

single thing right.  And then it is like why are you dating them?  You should like your 

boyfriend.  And I think a lot of that’s hard to reconcile,” she said. Interestingly, Lindsey 

did not rely on the “gold digger” stereotype —in which women were portrayed as 

pursuing and marrying men just for their money— frequently deployed against women in 

natural resource communities (O’Shaughnessy 2011). Nor did she attribute her viewpoint 

to her educational level. Rather she attributed the distinction that she perceived between 

her and other women as a “cultural” one. Women in Boomville “want kids a lot more. 

And put a lot more importance on it,” she noticed.  
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 Lindsey felt that the fact that she didn’t have kids contributed to her outsider 

status among women in the region: “like if you don’t have kids you’re not good enough 

to hang out.” Other young women who didn’t have kids expressed a similar sense of 

isolation. Lana, a master’s educated white woman in her 20s, said that the hardest thing 

about moving to Boomville hadn’t been downshifting in her career, but rather, the 

difficulty she had experienced making women friends. “Coming here, seeing people 

getting married at 18 and having kids at like 19, 20, and 21, that was the most shocking 

thing to me about up here,” she said. While most of Lana’s friends she had left behind in 

Texas were unpartnered or married without kids, in Boomville, “most of the people here 

my age, most of the girls my age have at least one kid, more like three or four.” Nicole, 

the engineer, recalled her relief when she and her husband (whom she met in Boomville) 

identified a small group of friends that informally called themselves the “young couples 

without kids” group.  

 These women’s perception that there were lots of children in the region were 

not without merit: One woman who delivered babies told me that the hospital was so 

overbooked that some women were being sent several hours away to schedule 

appointments for maternity care. A hospital worker told me that between 2012 and 2013, 

there had been a 25% increase in births in the hospital (data that I independently 

confirmed) —noting the demographics of the region and her perception that women were 

moving to the area to join their husbands and boyfriends. 

 High fertility rates, the presence of a significant population of women who had 

“pulled back” from the labor force, and discourses that constructed women’s labor as an 
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activity to pass the time while husbands and boyfriends “worked,” created an 

environment that situated women with strong ties to the labor force as outliers. These 

women felt like they did not belong, and were highly conscious of the norms that they 

perceived that they were violating in the community.  

 My interview with Bethany, a white woman and mother in her 40s, exemplified 

the high level of tension that women who entered the community through their identity as 

worker, rather than wife or girlfriend, could experience. Bethany explained that when she 

moved to Boomville from California, she felt like she “stepped back in time 20 years 

ago”:  

California is, you know, is where we’ve been taught, you don’t look at roles, 

gender roles, as solid. As they do more in [this region], in my opinion. I went to a 

potluck, Christmas party pot luck, and I was commenting to one of my coworkers. 

I said “I think it’s fascinating, you come to these things and it’s all meat and 

potatoes, and there’s not a vegetable in sight. Not a single vegetable!” And he 

said, “Well, Bethany, look at the wives. I mean, it’s a guy thing, it’s what the 

wives make.” For me, it just cracked me up, because, well, “Why didn’t you make 

something?” You know, my husband and I have very traditional roles, don’t get 

me wrong: I cook, and I clean, and I’m the one who takes care of bills, and I’m 

the one takes care of the kids, and he works. And I work too, but, I mean. We do 

very traditional roles. But you just kind of grow up thinking, guys cook, guys can 

clean, guys can do all this stuff. And you come here and you see such traditional, 

old-fashioned rules, and uh, roles. It’s just. It was fascinating. 
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Bethany questioned what she perceived to be the solidity of “gender roles” in the region, 

suggesting that gender roles could be more fluid. At the same time Bethany reasserted her 

own family’s commitment to “traditional roles,” defining herself as the one who cooks, 

cleans, and takes care of household labor and her husband as the one who “works.” 

However, it was Bethany’s job that had brought her family to Boomville, and Bethany 

who had been the sole earner in her family for several months, while her husband was the 

primary caretaker of their three children. Moreover, Bethany remained the primary earner 

when I interviewed her. Sociologists have argued that through reasserting traditional roles 

at home, families can ease the stress of violating the male breadwinner/female 

homemaker (or secondary earner) construct that continues to hold cultural weight despite 

women’s increasing participation in paid labor and share of family income (Bittman et al. 

2013; Sherman 2009). High earning women continue to spend more time in household 

labor than their husbands even when they outsource the majority of this labor (Killewald 

& Gough 2010). For Bethany, living up to traditional roles in the home was especially 

important as she struggled to make sense of where she fit into the community.  She felt 

that she had triply violated the strong gender prescripts in Boomville: first, by moving to 

Boomville alone; second, by working in a male-dominated field; and third, by earning 

double her husband’s salary:  

Would I prefer a man that makes the same amount of money that I do. Yes, I 

would. Do I understand he works hard? Yes. Do I feel like I contribute more to 

the family than he does, not just financially? But yes, because not only do I make 

twice as much as he does, I also come home and do the cooking and the cleaning 
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and all the female roles. So has that been a challenge in our relationship? Yes. 

Yes. So that’s one reason why I am really encouraging him to go back to school, 

because I would like to see a more equitable role there. Yeah. But, I’ve always 

kind of been the strong one, in any relationship I’ve been in. Not that I’m that 

strong, but sometimes I feel like I’m the guy in the relationship to be totally 

honest. Yeah. It sucks sometimes. Maybe that’s why I don’t get along with girls 

that much. {laughs} Maybe because that’s how I put myself in that situation. I 

don’t have that freedom to do that. I’ve always, when I got laid off from [from her 

job in California], it was really difficult for me. I felt like that was part of my 

identity. And you hear that with guys a lot, talking about that same thing, you 

know. Yeah, I felt like it was part of my identity and then when I didn’t get 

another job that paid the same, I felt like I wasn’t supporting my family like I 

should. And I think that’s weird as a woman. Normally we take a step back and 

the man provides for the family and we, maybe not you, but traditionally, they 

kind of take, quote, a “lesser job.” You know, they sat home. Yeah, it’s weird. 

Yeah, I know. {laughs} I worry that’s what I’m teaching my boys, a little bit. 

Discursive work plays an important role in easing relationship tension between 

heterosexual partners when women out-earn men in a “bust,” a period in which high 

paying jobs for men are scarce (Sherman 2009). However, Bethany was out-earning her 

husband in a boom, where —as I have established above— high paying jobs for men 

(especially white men) were plentiful, while high paying jobs deemed appropriate for 

women were not. As a result the tension that Bethany felt was even greater. Given her 
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perception that, for the most part, women lack a strong connection to the workforce, and 

typically take the “lesser role,” Bethany felt that she was the one in her relationship who 

acted more like a “guy.” Pointing to the weight of the expectations to be both the 

mother/wife and the “guy” in her relationship, she said that while she wanted her boys to 

marry “strong women,” she did not want them to walk away from watching their parents’ 

relationship thinking that the women they married should have to do it all. 

 Notably, Bethany did not just feel the region was behind in terms of its views on 

gender, noting a high level of racism and heterosexism in the region as well.  She pointed 

to multiple conversations she had engaged in with others or events that she had witnessed 

which she had found disturbing. Bethany’s generalized feelings of difference and 

exclusion from the community made her keenly aware of the boundaries that marked 

insiders and outsiders in Boomville. 

 Importantly, while feeling marked as a gendered deviant could be a source of 

deep anxiety, like it was for Bethany, this was not always the case. For others it could be 

a source of pride. For example, Farah (white, age 18), who talked candidly about her 

desire to be in the oil field, derived enjoyment out of her  plan to cross perceived gender-

boundaries to work in the field. 

I came out to be on the rigs.  I wanted to be doing the dirty work, I guess you 

would call it, of the oil field.  I want to see what it is like and what these men 

actually go through, and see if I can do it.  I mean it is kind of like a "woman 

thing," like I can do what he can. 
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Describing herself as a “tom boy,” Farah was keen to show she could keep up and fit in 

with the masculine culture of Boomville.  

 Barb (white woman, 50s) also drew pride in her ability to cross gender 

boundaries, and more specifically, to break through the “old boy network.” Barb moved 

to Boomville to market a new subdivision for a developer after the real estate market 

crashed in the mountain states, slowing down the sales of the real estate agency in which 

she was part owner. After witnessing the opportunity available in Boomville, she recalls 

her husband saying to her: “You are going to open a real estate office up there and we are 

going to help every developer that comes to town.” 

 As Barb reports it, the local real estate agents banded together, refusing to allow 

her access to the local listing service, which, unlike in most regions, was privately owned. 

As a result, she was not able to get information about the other area real estate agents’ 

property listings to share with her clients or to post listings for her properties to share 

with their clients —a significant impediment to doing business in the region. Because she 

wasn’t a member of the listing site, she wasn’t eligible to receive commissions. On top of 

this, when she first announced plans to open her agency, she received a number of threats 

left on her car, with messages like “Take your shingle and go home.” 

  When I asked Barb whether she thought that the response to her arrival was an 

artifact of whether she was new and/or a woman, her response was adamant: 

Female.  Absolutely. Boomville is a good-old-boy network.  Most of the women 

up here were stay-at-home moms.  They weren’t career-oriented.  By any means 
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they did not have anyone come up as a woman with a business venture.  

Absolutely. 

From Barb’s perspective, she was excluded from the opportunity to do business because 

of her gender. 

 However, once Barb proved that she could go around these barriers and still be 

successful things changed. Two-plus years after opening, Barb received a call from one 

of the agents and was asked to join the listing service: “[Agent] called me and said, ‘We 

want to have a meeting.’  And I said, ‘Really,’ and, he said, ‘We want to sell you a share 

of our MLS.’ Cause they needed my volume.  Cause we did [more than a third] of the 

business.  And they did not have access to my numbers.”  

 For Barb, the gendered barriers that she had to overcome when she moved to 

Boomville worked to obfuscate the race and class privilege that had enabled her to 

become one of the most powerful, and likely one of the richest, people in the city.  Her 

outsider status as a woman was an important part of a larger narrative of struggle that she 

had created to make sense of, and legitimate, her extreme profiteering off the boom.  

 Acutely aware of their minority status in the community, and especially the 

workforce, women sought out ways to understand and make sense of their positionality 

within Boomville vis-à-vis men and vis-à-vis each other. Overall, the discourses that 

women developed did not challenge the construction of Boomville as a male domain, and 

operated to conceal the extent of women’s unpaid and paid labor in the community. 

Women engaged in unpaid labor were “sitting at home.” Women working in feminized 

occupations were doing so because they were “bored.” Women who “worked” (or, in 
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other words, whose attachment to the labor force mirrored men’s) were “lone ducks.” 

Nevertheless, individual women were not constrained by these discourses, drawing on 

them in strategic and agentic ways to navigate a male-dominated field.  

 

 
Illustration 5: “Her truck; His payment” car sticker: A public display of gender norms, 

positioning men as “workers” in Boomville. Photo taken by author. 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

 Most of the limited research on women in boomtowns is framed in simplistic 

terms, asking whether women benefit or lose from the expansion of natural resource 

activities in their communities. In this chapter, I set out to add nuance to this 

conversation, through examining both the material constraints that shape women’s labor 

force participation and the discourses that women draw upon to make sense of that labor.  

According to publically available data and my own conversations and 

observations, very few women entered the extractive industries in Boomville despite the 

rapid expansion of this sector of the economy during the boom.  Through interviews and 

ethnography, I found that a number of supply and demand factors contributed to women’s 
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underrepresentation in the oil field: fear of harassment; a desire to avoid dangerous work; 

the incompatibility of oil field work with the demands of raising children on mothers, as 

opposed to fathers; the construction of oil field work as “men’s work”; job requirements 

used to bar women; and “business decisions” that discriminated against women because 

they were deemed more costly and risky than men to employ. Women who worked in the 

oil & gas industry were positioned as outliers, either constructed as sexual objects for 

men’s enjoyment or “conceptual men” —neither of which challenged the dominant logic 

that oil field work was “men’s work” (see Ranson 2005). Given the centrality of oil field 

work to Boomville, women’s labor was positioned as secondary to men’s.  

In a context in which men’s labor gained cultural primacy, women were 

stereotyped as “sitting around,” working because they were “bored,” or operating as 

“lone ducks.” These constructions of women’s labor acted to both enable and constrain 

women’s efforts to join a paid labor force that was ideologically constructed around men 

and men’s work; however, they did not challenge the dominant construction of 

Boomville as a place where men “worked” and women didn’t come unless they “have 

to,” as trailing spouses whose primary identities were wives, girlfriends, and mothers 

rather than workers.    

Given the male-centricity of the labor force, women with spouses in higher 

paying jobs, such as those provided through the oil & gas industry were likely to “pull 

back” (Damaske 2011) from the paid labor force, with two exceptions: (1) they 

constructed their labor as an act of “boredom,” and were channeled into gender 

appropriate jobs in town; or (2) they were able to make a reserve wage. Given the higher 
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wages available to women with experience in white-collar work or management, rather 

than women who had previously been in low-paying, feminized occupations, these 

women expressed interest in maintaining their ties to the paid labor force.  

However, first, they had to solve the issue of childcare. As discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter 3, given pervasive discourses around fear in the community, women 

generally sought to place their children in licensed facilities rather than “someone who 

replies to my Facebook post.” Although the city had made grants available to daycare 

agencies seeking to open in Boomville, only a few had been given, and women reported 

long waitlists at sites that had “reputations and testimonials.” Class-privileged women 

who could not adequately resolve the day care issue were generally “pushed out” of the 

labor force, as their concern for their children’s well-being did not trump their potential 

income, given their spouse’s high earnings.  
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Chapter 5: Women Making Ends Meet 

 
Most high-paying jobs in the oil & gas industry and other manual labor fields 

were held by men. Not only did these jobs provide workers a chance to make high 

incomes (though typically through working extremely long hours), they often provided 

access to housing. Men workers in these fields typically received on-site company 

housing, a space in a corporate-run man camp, or a housing stipend to rent an apartment 

or to pay for a mortgage on a house. These features of “men’s jobs” enabled these men to 

make ends meet in a region where the cost-of-living was drastically rising. Given 

women’s widespread exclusion from these jobs, what conditions enabled women to make 

ends meet? 

In this chapter, I discuss the factors that enabled women to survive, and even 

thrive, in Boomville. Drawing on information on women’s labor force participation 

presented previously in this dissertation, I introduce a number of factors that my research 

unearthed as significant in promoting women’s economic survival. These factors include: 

(1) previously acquired entrepreneurial skills; (2) ability to break into higher paying jobs 

in white-collar work; (3) access to non-oil jobs that provided a housing stipend; (4) 

access to a partner’s or spouse’s wage; (5) asset ownership;  (6) access to economic and 

other forms of support through family and community ties; (7) willingness to engage in 

tipped service work; (8) willingness to hold down two jobs.  
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PREVIOUSLY ACQUIRED ENTREPRENEURIAL SKILLS 

I interviewed a number of women who had previous experience running 

businesses and were able to use the skills they had developed to take advantage of the 

opportunities that an expanding economy had to offer to entrepreneurs. For example, 

Anita (Latina, 30s), had gained business acumen through running a personal care 

business in Florida before the market crashed and her business was forced to close. She 

had learned about Boomville through her brother, who had moved with his family to the 

community several years before her. By the time she moved to Boomville, Anita’s two 

children were already old enough to be fairly self-sufficient, meaning that Anita did not 

have to negotiate the tight child care market that operated to push many women out of the 

paid labor force. Arriving with few resources, Anita’s family spent several months 

cramped into a one-bedroom apartment, having given up a four-bedroom home in 

Florida. Anita found a job providing personal care services and quickly gained a large 

clientele because the population increase had created high demand for her particular skill 

set, which was in short supply. Having already gone through the process before, Anita 

decided to strike out on her own and give business ownership another chance. 

 Anita felt that she had received very little support or general acceptance from the 

business community at-large. Her bank, run by locals, treated her like she had “fleas,” she 

told me, despite the fact that she had “made some decent money” in the past. However, 

Anita’s access to an in-demand skill set and previously developed business acumen 

enabled her to be successful despite what she perceived to be her triple-outsider status as 

a woman, minority, and non-local.  
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Barb (white, 50s) was one of the business leaders I interviewed who felt that the 

local business community was a “good old boy network.” When she attempted to open 

her real estate company, the male real estate agents banded together in an attempt to keep 

her from accessing the market —eventually leading Barb to look into pursuing a 

“restriction of trade” action against them in court (she later abandoned her case). Like 

Anita, Barb benefitted from a rapidly expanding economy that enabled her to thrive 

despite the men’s original efforts to block her from the real estate market.  

Unlike the women above, who felt that they had to struggle against the mainly 

white male power brokers in the community in order to succeed, Allison (white woman, 

30s) felt that she had benefitted as a business woman through her access to this good-old-

boy network. She explained: 

The city somewhat enjoys working with me because I am a local. I grew up with 

quite a few of them. I grew up with their children. I’ve known them, I’m a 

familiar face. And they know my dad.  My dad has a good reputation overall. He 

is a good old boy and been around a lot. 

Although Allison had previous experience starting and running her own business, she 

recognized that her parents’ financial status and reputation in the community “kind of 

lined [her] up” to have emerged as one of the most successful and visible women in the 

community.  

Others perceived that the local white male elite had not just circled to keep 

women out of positions of power and leadership in the community, but more generally, to 

keep out non-locals. For example, there were rampant rumors around town that the city 
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commission’s decision to ban mobile businesses was an effort to stop “outsiders” —who 

were often unable to afford the high commercial rent in the region— from cutting into the 

profits of local businesses. Debbie (white woman, 40s), who had bought a bus to start a 

mobile store right before the ban was enacted, asked cynically: “Are they protecting their 

old pals from the hometown who own all the businesses that are there?” While 

concluding that the city commission probably didn’t mean “to do any harm” and “that it 

was a backwards decision from people who don’t know any better,” her question pointed 

to broader critiques that local elites were engaged in opportunity hoarding (Tilly 1988). 

My research suggests that the rapidly expanding economy opened up new 

opportunities for entrepreneurial women, though there were additional challenges for 

business owners who were non-local, women, and/or racial-ethnic minorities to start and 

operate their businesses in Boomville. 

 Notably, several women in my field site mentioned that there appeared to be 

increased opportunities for women in business if they were willing to “objectify” 

themselves and other women. One controversial business was a coffee shop that was 

known for its scantily dressed baristas and sexually explicit advertising. Asked Molly 

(white, 30s), “Can’t you figure out a way to market to men without making it dirty?” 

Conversations with people in the business community suggested that most women’s 

businesses were centered in traditionally-feminine sectors, such as Anita’s personal care 

services business, coffee stands, and boutique stores (see also, Moen et al. 1981). 
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ABILITY TO BREAK INTO HIGHER PAYING JOBS IN WHITE-COLLAR WORK  

In addition to women who were able to draw on previously established business 

acumen to take advantage of the demand for goods and services that the population surge 

in Boomville had created, women who were able to break into management jobs in 

white-collar work were also direct beneficiaries of the boom. This group included women 

who were approached by their employers to move to Boomville —typically in return for 

receiving a significant boost in pay and/or a promotion. One woman in this situation was 

Hazel (Latina, 30s), whose employer (a property management company) offered her a 

$80,000-$90,000 raise plus free housing to move to Boomville and manage its apartment 

complexes. Hazel’s job paid more than most oil field jobs ($150,000 plus bonuses), and 

moreover consisted of only a 40 hour-work week. Hazel’s husband worked in the same 

industry and negotiated similar incentives to accept a position in Boomville, resulting in 

huge financial gains for their family. Hazel’s daughter was a preteen, which meant that 

she and her husband were not forced to negotiate the tight child care market.  

However, local women could also benefit from the opening of these positions. 

Married to a retired local law enforcement agent, Bart, Shannon (white, 40s) had learned 

to be adaptable in her career, shifting herself to mold into whatever work positions were 

available in the small rural towns where Bart sought to move up the career ladder. Over 

the course of the past few decades Shannon had developed a niche in Human Relations, 

despite lack of any formal training in this field. When the boom started, one of her 

colleagues from the local bank told her that there was an opening for the head of 

HR/Marketing at a locally owned, large oil & gas company. Shannon applied and 
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received the job, which resulted in a significant wage bump (Shannon was adamant about 

not sharing her salary information with me). Meanwhile, Shannon’s husband had exited 

out of retirement to take a position in the oil & gas industry. Women like these, who 

already owned their homes in Boomville, had built up significant white-collar work 

experience, and had grown-up children, were among those whom I found were 

benefitting most from the boom. 

While previous research has found that oil boom towns tend to lack work 

opportunities for middle class women (Moen et al. 1981), this was not an issue for 

women in Boomville. Women with experience working or training in management jobs 

who did not have child care issues had a plethora of job opportunities available to them. 

Like Horvorka & McLeod (2008),  I found that the boom precipitated an expansion of 

white-collar opportunities, but, importantly, only for the women situated to take them. 

ACCESS TO NON-OIL JOBS THAT PROVIDED A HOUSING STIPEND 

Some employers in Boomville struggled to match the high hourly wages offered 

in the oil field. In response to an employee shortage, some employers outside the oil & 

gas industry began offering reduced-price housing or a housing stipend. For example, one 

white-collar employer told me: “Our struggles are hiring people, because there are so few 

bodies to hire and you’re competing with 20-25 dollars an hour. You know, they can 

work at Wal-Mart, and make 18 bucks an hour. They can go make 14-15 dollars at a fast 

food place.” In order to attract more workers at her company (where the starting hourly 

wage for college-educated workers was $15), the parent company had bought the leases 
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on several apartments to be able offer cheaper rent as an added incentive to workers. 

“And that helps,” she said. 

The school board had also purchased several apartments in order to be able to 

offer affordable housing as an incentive to teachers to move to Boomville, given the 

school district’s problem retaining employees. As one school board member told me: 

“It’s not a cure-all. It’s just the tip of the iceberg,” referring to the large number of job 

slots that the school board still had to fill for the fall (I interviewed her during the 

summer) and the high level of teacher turnover in the local school system. One teacher 

that I worked with at the department store said that she had done an informal calculation 

and thought that she was making more per hour as a shift manager (a position which paid 

over-time) than in her teaching career.  

The struggle of employers to attract workers was so dire that when I visited a state 

historical site about 30 miles away from Boomville, the director spent more time during 

her introduction talking about the site’s staffing shortage than the site itself.  I felt that the 

tour group I was with was being recruited for a job.  She had recently hired a 16-year-old, 

she said, to fill in for regular staff during the summer.  She told us, “We can’t compete 

with the oil money; we can’t even compete with McDonald’s.” She fought for a wage 

increase for her employees with the state, pushing the starting pay up to $13 an hour. She 

added that she was also allowing employees to park RVs on site for free as an additional 

incentive.  

A number of women told me that having access to cheaper housing was one of the 

reasons they accepted their current jobs. Jamie (white, 40s) had moved to Boomville after 
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several years of travelling back and forth 100 miles from her home in Alabama to earn 

$14 an hour working as an office manager. She had held a number of jobs in Boomville 

since she moved, as she attempted to achieve greater stability in the region. When I met 

her she was working full-time as an employment agent and part-time as a janitor. 

Although she made more money in her full-time job (after gaining some experience), the 

part-time job was more valuable to her, because it provided her reduced rent on an 

apartment ($600). She explained, however, the drawback of having housing tied to her 

work: “My lease is up, it’s been up, of course. I have no plans to leave. As long as I keep 

working for them, I don’t have to leave. But at some point when I do quit, I’ve got 5 days 

to get out. So that’s a struggle, too. I’m like, oh my god, I have 5 days.” Notably, some 

workers in the oil & gas industry had only 24 hours to vacate their housing if they lost 

their jobs, making these people extremely vulnerable, too. 

The vulnerability of workers whose housing was tied to their work was made 

clear in my interview with Brenda (white, 40s). A few weeks after her family moved to a 

small town outside of Boomville in the middle of winter, Brenda’s husband lost his job. 

Brenda explained that he had worked a 16-hour day before being called back onsite just a 

few hours later to help with another project. While waiting to pick up a shipment that he 

needed to haul, he fell asleep in his truck –an infraction for which he lost his job, 

according to Brenda. “So he lost that, and we’re struggling. The housing was tied to his 

work, so we had no place to live. It’s the middle of winter.” Her family camped out in the 

heated lodge at the RV park to figure out their next steps. Brenda and her husband 

overheard a maintenance worker talking about an abandoned RV in the park. They 
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convinced the worker to let them move there with no money down. The RV didn’t have 

running water or a sewer hook-up, there were rusted holes in its sides, there was drug 

paraphernalia and drugs scattered about in the interior, and it was “just totally trashed, but 

it was a place to live.” Although there was heat, the propane tank would typically turn off 

at night, when the weather was frequently below zero degrees Fahrenheit. For the next 

few months, Brenda’s family bounced back and forth between trailers until her husband 

found a more stable job. Living conditions like these were one of the reasons for the high 

level of transiency in the region.  

Housing was considered such a valuable asset that when Nicole (20s, white) 

moved to Boomville in 2010, her new coworkers told her to befriend Janet, another 

woman who worked in their company. Janet, her coworkers told her, was about to get 

fired. She also had a great deal on her apartment. Nicole befriended Janet, had her name 

put on the lease, and ended up renting an apartment that cost around $600 a month.  

ACCESS TO A PARTNER’S OR SPOUSE’S WAGE  

 Many of the women that I interviewed relied on a spouse’s income to make ends 

meet. As I discuss in detail in Chapter 4, for some women, their spouses’ or partners’ 

wages, combined with the structure of men’s jobs and the lack of “safe” and affordable 

day care, operated to push them out of the work force. For other women, their jobs, 

coupled with a spouse’s or partner’s wage, enabled their families to make ends meet in 

Boomville. 
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 Robyn (white woman, 20s) taught physics at a local community college. Unable 

to find an open slot for infants in the local day care centers, she had brought her newborn 

son to work for his first few months of his life —scrambling together students and staff to 

watch him when she was in class. This experience, combined with her desire to have a 

second child soon (and be a full-time caregiver), had made her very reflective of the 

lifestyle that Boomville demanded of people to make ends meet.  

Robyn said that she had figured out that the key to being able to live long-term in 

Boomville was to “find a balance.” She referenced her husband (a local), who had 

worked several years in the oil & gas industry before she had met him. She said that he 

had quit his job because he decided that the money he was making wasn’t worth the 

“lonely life” he was leading: He was more of a “family man,” who wanted to be able to 

help out his parents on their family farm, she told me. She said that while she respected 

people who could work in the oil fields their whole lives, she felt that few people were 

able to do that because of the sacrifices it demanded. 

 However, she noted, without access to the overtime that oil field jobs provided, 

families like hers needed a “secondary income.”  

 [My husband’s] hourly wage, it’s above oilfield standards. But then the overtime 

is not there…. The company is very good at matching, or being competitive. Two 

years ago they started giving every employee a housing allowance. So it is very 

competitive. It’s not into the lucrative side of the oilfield but it’s not/ You’re 

getting paid $15 an hour to work at Wal-Mart, then some of these other 

companies have to step their game up a little bit, so/ It’s a very comfortable 
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lifestyle, but again, it just goes back to/ The daycares need to be charging more, it 

costs more for groceries, and mortgages and everything like that. It’s just so 

escalated that having a secondary income is almost a necessity. 

Robyn worried that financially, it would be a struggle for her to leave work to be a full-

time mother. 

 Importantly, Robyn had been able to live off her own wage before marrying her 

husband because of her access to affordable housing through her work. However, now 

that she was a wife and mother her expectations about acceptable living conditions had 

changed, and she no longer considered living in a converted dorm room a desirable 

option for her family. For women like Robyn, who wanted to make life in Boomville 

more permanent, I noted a generally higher threshold for the conditions they were willing 

to endure to make ends meet.      

 ASSET OWNERSHIP 

For many people in Boomville, owning their own home and/or land was key to 

their ability to make ends meet. Marguerite, a local white woman in her 60s, and a 

widow, had received a job as an administrative assistant at an oil field services company 

and was earning $19.84 an hour, more than she had earned her entire life. She explained, 

however, “You have to have it, because the cost of living… Actually, if I did not own this 

house already, I could never afford to live here. No way, not with the rents and stuff.” 

Not only did these assets prevent women from having to contend with the high 

cost of rent in the region, these assets could generate income. Marguerite rented out a 
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room to a member of her extended family who had come to Boomville to work. When I 

was first looking for housing in the region, I found an advertisement from a couple 

attempting to rent out their garage for $200. The garage, the advertisement said, came 

with an “outlet to plug heater in.” It was posted in December, when the “high” 

temperatures were often below freezing. Two of my roommates had spent $1800 to rent a 

room in a house after moving to Boomville. Only after they had been in town a few 

months did they realize the extent to which they (and the other people who cycled in and 

out of the house while they were living there) were being overcharged, relative to the cost 

of the mortgage. Some people were trapped into this sort of arrangement because they 

didn’t have the nearly $10,000 needed for a down payment, which included first month’s 

rent, last month’s rent,  and a deposit, on an apartment in one of the newer buildings.   

I suspect that the women that I interviewed left out, or underemphasized, the 

amount of money they were making off assets, as there was a prevalent discourse 

sanctioning those who were perceived to be profiteering off of others in the boom. For 

example, one day an elderly woman that I had met around town came into the department 

store when I was working. She greeted me excitedly, “My sister said you worked here!” 

she said, pointing out the small town vibe of Boomville despite the population growth). 

Using this as an opportunity to share my research, I explained that I was a graduate 

student conducting my dissertation on the region, but that I had to work just like everyone 

else to afford the rent.  “Oooh, I’m so embarrassed,” she said, shaking her head and 

looking genuinely distraught, explaining that as a local she felt bad about how much 

newcomers were having to pay to live in Boomville. 
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When Shelley, (white, age 50), told me that she and her husband owned a nearby 

RV park, she was quick to distance herself from landowners who were generating high 

profits from rent.  

We actually own one of the RV parks in town and [my husband] bought that after 

the last boom. Um, he was here. He actually had a single wide in the RV park, in 

the park, and the people that owned it passed away and their family didn’t want 

anything to do with it, so he made ’em an offer and bought it. And so he has that. 

And then we have it filled right now, which is really nice. And we’ve been trying 

not to raise our rent. We’ve had to raise it because [the taxes for electricity, 

garbage, water have] gone up so much. 

Above, Shelley portrayed her husband’s purchase of the property as incidental (“um, he 

was here”) and an act of goodwill (“their family didn’t want anything to do with it”), 

rather than as an investment from which he had hoped to profit. She linked the $100 

increase that she and her husband had imposed on renters that year to the increased cost 

that they faced as landowners. Early in the interview, Shelley had distinguished between 

those in the community who used their wealth to give to others (especially good were 

those people who did not seek recognition for their giving) and those whose money made 

them feel superior. For Shelley, being a good person meant not letting money change you 

and not trying to profit off of others —which played heavily into how she framed her 

partial ownership of the RV park, which appeared to cause her a great deal of anxiety. 

Other women distanced themselves from the profit their families had made from 

the boom, by talking about the ways in which they had used their newfound wealth to 
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give back to the community. For example, Whitney (white, 30s) and her husband owned 

a prominent business in town. Whitney spoke at length about how she felt about this new 

found wealth, and the efforts that she and her husband engaged in to give back to the 

community: 

So we can have people come in and live [in a basement apartment] for free as they 

transition into this place. We can have like our Jamaicans. We can bring people in 

from like other places that aren’t able to, like they just can’t make ends meet ever. 

And they can make a lot of money and go home and have enough money to make 

it through a year.  We have had them for 4 years, and they’ll keep coming. Like 

we have been able to help out with giving people new cars.  Like to us, we love 

giving.  To bless somebody with something like that is like is our biggest desire. 

Also we are able to go on big trips with our whole family.  And last year we were 

able to take my sisters with us.  It is just the kind of things we absolutely love 

doing.  And now we can do it and we’ve always had the mentality that our money 

is not our own.  If we had a little we would still feel super blessed.  It is just a 

different level of finances.  But it is still the same mindset that we had since we 

were in college and couldn’t afford anything but we thought we were the richest 

people in the world. It has just been amazing in that aspect. I never in a million 

years thought we would be able to do that kind of stuff.  It is so fun.  And we were 

able to get my sister here and they live in Florida in a dying economy and they 

couldn’t afford to fly here.  And they have been able to come visit a couple times.  

And my parents, too.  He struggled bad with the oil field when it was not going 
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that well.  And to watch them and the way their life has changed in the finances 

has been so exciting for me.  Like you struggled so hard all your life and now 

you’re at the time of life where you are able to do great things. 

Whitney struggled to understand her new found wealth in ways that fit with her 

conception of Christianity. For Whitney, giving back included allowing several of the 

workers that she and her husband employed to live rent-free in her apartment basement. 

Hiring workers from countries where she perceived people “just can’t make ends meet 

ever” was also, from Whitney’s perspective, a form of giving. Her colonialist impulse 

(“our Jamaicans”), as well as the money that she and her husband had given away 

(notably, to others in their social network, reifying family privilege), justified the profit 

that she and her husband had made during the boom and enabled her to frame herself as a 

good Christian.   

 Not all assets, however, held the same value. Among the biggest sufferers of the 

boom were the locals who lived in manufactured housing. Although they owned their 

housing structures, they did not own the land underneath their properties. Many of these 

“halfway homeowners” (Sullivan 2014) could not afford the hikes in rent and the housing 

requirements that were imposed on them when the parks were sold off by locals to 

outside companies.   

Delores (white woman, 50s) lived with her mother in the manufactured home she 

had owned for decades when she received a notice that lot rent had been raised from $350 

to $750 a month, effective in 30 days. Delores’s mother, like many others living in the 

park, depended on social security. Delores’s own income was small, generated through 
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the money she made as a qualified care provider for her mother. Although Delores had a 

second manufactured home in another area of the state, her indignation about the 

treatment of the elderly in her hometown, as well as the plight of other workers who were 

struggling to get by, led her to emerge as one of the few critics of the boom. Delores was 

vocal about the ways in which class inequality was being perpetuated in the community, 

as well as her belief that people, and not profit should always come first. 

Delores organized a community meeting to discuss the housing crisis. I sat next to 

one man who asked me if he would be arrested if he burned his house to the ground.  He 

mentioned that he didn’t carry insurance, so he wouldn’t get implicated in fraud. He had 

worked for the same employer for several decades, he said, and he’d like to continue 

working. However, with the rent increase he couldn’t afford to stay in Boomville, and 

was moving in with a relative in another town.  

My findings point to the importance of considering income-generating 

opportunities outside of work when assessing how women in boomtowns are faring. The 

“victim” vs. “victor” framework of gender inequality is inadequate for understanding the 

“complex inequalities” produced in the boom, in which women can be both pushed out of 

work, and pushed into the home, but also benefit significantly from their class and racial 

privilege –and in ways that may be highly detrimental to others. 
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ACCESS TO ECONOMIC AND OTHER FORMS OF SUPPORT THROUGH FAMILY & 

COMMUNITY TIES  

  Some local women became more dependent on family or other community ties to 

make ends meet. Melinda, a white woman in her 30s, had grown up in Boomville. She 

had spent most of her adult life working as a caseworker for children, earning a master’s 

degree in social work while she was employed. On top of that, she cared for multiple 

foster children in her home.  

  When the boom hit, Melinda’s work demands skyrocketed. She went from 

handling a case load of 7 families to roughly 25 to 30 families. Melinda owned her own 

home, which she had purchased from her parents for $60,000. Thus, she did not have to 

contend with the rising cost of living. She reported that the boom had still caused a 

financial pinch: 

  The cost of living started to rise. Like groceries, you know when you are paying 

$3.00 for milk and now it’s $5.00 for a gallon of milk.  And the interesting thing 

is you can go to [nearby towns] and it is still $3.00.  It is just here, in this area. 

And it was tough, it was hard.  Luckily I have a great support system and a great 

family to where if I ever needed anything I didn’t have to struggle as much as 

others did.  But I saw and I knew what it was like to struggle. 

Eventually, she grew exhausted of “being on call 24/7” in her job, on top of caring for 

five children in her home. She took another job that still involved working with children 

in the community. She explained her decision to switch jobs: 
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I needed something so that I could have flexibility and a school schedule, kind of 

a 9-to-5. It didn’t particularly turn out that way. We didn’t have a director and so I 

had to take that position as well as the social worker position there.  Kind of doing 

both roles, with the help of others.   

She kept her new position for about a year, before burning out. She had adopted one of 

her foster children, and had been having a hard time finding someone to care for him. Her 

father offered her a job working for him in the office of his oil company. She was only 

required to come into the office three days a week (she worked from home the other two), 

and she was allowed to bring her son to work. Her new job paid $80,000 a year, an 

increase of almost triple her old salary. 

  Several reports on the region have found a high-level of turnover among social 

workers in part due to the increased stress of the job as well as the low pay associated 

with the work, because employers needed to fight with the state to increase the wages in 

these positions. This was Melinda’s experience. Although she planned to return to social 

work in the future rather than stay on with her father’s company long-term —“kids and 

families, that is what I went to school for and that is what I want to continue with,” she 

explained— the stress and the relatively low pay of the job pushed Melinda out of this 

field.  However, Melinda’s ability to stay afloat and thrive in a boom economy was the 

direct consequence of her class and racial privilege, as the daughter of someone who had 

a highly successful oil field company. 

  In her study of women in an oil boomtown in Canada, O’Shaughnessy (2011) 

found that the women who worked in social services or human services considered 
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themselves “privileged,” attributing their ability to work in these fields as a luxury 

granted to them by having a spouse. In Boomville, the low wages of such “female 

professions” (Williams 1995) meant that women who sought to maintain their pre-boom 

standard of living in these jobs either increased dependence on others (drawing on class 

privilege) or picked up a second job. 

WILLINGNESS TO ENGAGE IN TIPPED SERVICE WORK 

 One of the highest paying jobs in Boomville involved tipped service work. Megan 

(white, 20s) made more in her job at a bar than working for her white-collar employer in 

a job that required a college degree. However, Megan ultimately decided to leave the 

higher paying position behind: “I came here to get out of the food service industry or the 

bar,” she told me, referencing the multiple years she had spent stringing together service 

jobs after she graduated from college and couldn’t find a job that required her degree. She 

could afford to take the lesser-paying job because of the cheap rent her step-father 

charged her to share an RV with him and a friend from work, and, if she needed it, 

affordable housing provided by her employer.  

 Brittney (white, 20s) lacked these connections. She had moved to Boomville with 

the goal of paying off part of the $100,000 in debt that she had accrued while earning her 

bachelor’s and master’s degrees. Despite her education, Brittney found that tipped service 

work paid more than any of the entry-level white-collar jobs she could find, either at 

home in Michigan or in Boomville. Although she wanted to leave service work because 



 
 
 
 
 

 210 

she was growing tired of the harassment she experienced, she was also ambivalent about 

leaving, because of the high wages she was earning.  

Whether or not to put up with harassment for tips is a conundrum faced by 

workers in tipped jobs everywhere (Bronson 2015). For women in Boomville without 

access to a secondary income, family ties, or assets, tipped service work often emerged as 

the best way to make ends meet. 

 Andi, a white woman in her 40s, and divorced mother of two moved to 

Boomville alone to find a job as an oil dispatcher. Working in the oilfields would have 

paid twice as much money as Andi was making in her job as a CNA back home in New 

Mexico ($13.50), plus the job provided her housing and access to overtime. However, she 

was turned down for these positions despite 10 years of experience as a dispatcher. The 

next highest paying job she could find was waitressing. Pushed out of the oil jobs for 

which she was qualified, Andi was redirected into “women’s work.” 

  Andi’s first job was working at a newly opened restaurant, where she made $300 

to $400 a night at the beginning of the boom. Eventually Andi left her job (along with, by 

her estimate, about nine other waitresses), because of poor management (Damaske 2011). 

She found another job working in a restaurant, as well as a second job working as a shift 

manager for a delivery chain. Andi worked 60-70 hours a week, earning $20 an hour as a 

shift manager, and $30-$40 an hour as a waitress. Although she could afford an 

apartment from the wages she earned through these two jobs, when I met her in the 

summer, Andi was living in her car to save money to pay down the list of twelve debts 

she had brought with her to Boomville.  
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  For her part, Andi felt that Boomville had: “changed my life. This place has 

changed my life, it’s like, it’s just so much opportunity. To me it’s like gold. I could 

leave here tomorrow and go pick up two more jobs, you know what I’m saying, I could 

be/ There’s a lot of unhappy people but I’m very happy.” Notably, however, Andi’s 

ability to afford to live in Boomville and even pay down her debts —despite her 

exclusion from the oil field jobs she had originally sought— was highly dependent on 

several factors: (1) Andi’s willingness and ability to live in her car and/or share an 

apartment, (2) her willingness and ability to hold down two jobs, and (3) her willingness 

and ability to work 12 hour days. Despite the high pay ($20 an hour), working in the shift 

manager position alone, Andi would not have been able to afford an apartment, let alone 

pay off her debts.   

  Andi was one of several women workers I met who moved to Boomville seeking 

oil work only to be “pushed out” into the service sector, showing how processes of 

gender segregation were operating on-the-ground in Boomville. However, Andi’s story 

also points to the burden that a number of the migrant women that I interviewed who 

came alone to Boomville carried with them: High levels of debt that they were seeking to 

pay off. For these women, “making ends meet” often meant more than just affording to 

live in Boomville, but also, the ability to relieve themselves of debt. Despite her long 

hours and seemingly poor living conditions, Andi felt lucky to be in Boomville because it 

offered her the chance to do this.  
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WILLINGNESS TO HOLD DOWN TWO JOBS 

 Workers in the oil field typically worked very long hours to earn their high pay. 

But I found  that women and racial/ethnic minority men not in oil field or other manual 

labor jobs, who lacked established housing or other supports, also worked long hours. 

However, their long hours came in the form of multiple jobs. Without overtime pay and 

access to housing stipends, they often earned far less than white men for their labor 

(Clawson & Gerstel 2014).  

My five roommates over the course of my stay in Boomville, all white and under 

the age of 25, exemplify this gendered division of labor. One man worked in oil & gas, 

then construction, and then oil & gas; one worked in oil & gas; and one worked in 

telecommunications. One woman roommate worked as a waitress and a series of other 

service jobs (e.g., a cashier at a supply store, a gas attendant, an attendant at a car rental 

service), as she sought (unsuccessfully, during my time in the field) to find work in the 

oil industry.  A few months after I left Boomville, however, she sent me a short note to 

tell me she had finally broken through into a sales position in the field. Another worked 

as a waitress and at a retail store. Notably, the two men in industry worked extremely 

long hours (I would typically not see them for days), but they also received long breaks 

from work when they would often hang around the house. Although I was more likely to 

see my women roommates during the average day, it was often only when they ran home 

to shower and change clothes before running to their second jobs or when they had an 

odd shift off. Unlike the men, they received no breaks from this schedule. 
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Many of the people that I worked with at the fast food restaurant had schedules 

that looked similar to those of my women roommates or worse. In my extended field 

note, below, I recorded my coworkers’ schedules and questioned how they were able to 

keep working at such a high level of intensity for so long:  

How do Clara, Alejandro, and Juan do it? Clara (Latina, 20s) is working two jobs. 

Four days a week she works as the receptionist at a local hotel. She works from 

11 p.m. – 7 a.m., before pulling an 8-hour shift [at the fast food restaurant] that 

starts around 10 or 11. She was so exhausted today that she literally couldn’t keep 

her head up as she talked to me. She looked like a slow motion bobble-head. Her 

eyes were so bloodshot, and her voice so small and wavering, that she seemed 

drunk —and she certainly drew looks from customers to that effect. More than 

once, I noticed people make the conscientious choice to stand in my line instead 

of hers, and while I am usually the fastest counter person, I was getting through 3-

5 people for every one she checked out. To top it off, Clara is a little over one 

month pregnant. I asked Clara if she knew whether the baby was a boy or a girl, 

trying to engage with her. In a random stream of consciousness she responded, 

half-drunkenly, with her work schedule. She said that the doctor said that she 

should be resting —“putting her feet up”— and that she was putting un-due stress 

on the baby. Clara said that this had only stressed her out more. I asked Clara if 

she had any other kids. She said she has a son. So you take care of your son on 

top of two jobs? I asked, incredulous as to how one could keep up her schedule 

and handle carework on top of it. No, she said, he lives back in New Mexico. 
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Meanwhile, Juan, a pleasant man in his 20s, with a rounded face and buzzed black 

hair, works full-time at [another fast food restaurant] on top of his full-time job 

here. Dan told me that more than once he has had to go knock on the window of 

Juan’s car to wake him up for his shift. Recently, my break has overlapped with 

Juan’s. He eats quickly, than passes out on the table, head in his hands —falling 

into a near instant, but restless sleep. Dan and I do our best to maintain silence for 

him, and if neither of us wakes him up with our rustling when we leave the break 

room, he simply continues sleeping into his shift. The managers are aware of this, 

and complain about Juan frequently. Today Regina told Mary if Juan was still 

asleep when his break ended she should shake Juan awake. Alejandro, for his part, 

works 4 jobs —a fact he told me proudly today, in a mixture of Spanish and 

English. “Que pasa?” he asked me, sticking his head into the break room. “Estoy 

cansada.” “Yo tengo cuatro trabajos,” he said, translating this into English in case 

I didn’t understand him. “Cuatro trabajos,” he said, listing them to me. He said 

Wal-Mart isn’t too bad of a job, except when he helps with unloading the trucks. 

Yesterday, there were “dos,” he said. He repeated his four jobs to Dan for his 

benefit. Dan told him that he couldn’t imagine working that hard (in that slow 

twanged, “All right” way he has of talking), but I know he’s been thinking of 

picking up a second job, too (field notes, March 2014). 

Many of these workers had moved here to make a better life for themselves, and either 

pushed out of oil field jobs or having self-opted out (Dan for example, told me he was too 
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old for that type of work), they found themselves working multiple jobs to earn enough to 

live on, and often to send money back home.  

CONCLUSION 

Above I describe a number of conditions that enabled women to make ends meet 

in Boomville. Notably, few women were able to make ends meet with a single job. The 

exception was women: (1) who were able to find the (rare) jobs that provided access to 

cheaper housing, (2) were successful entrepreneurs, or (3) were able to break into higher-

paying white collar work. 

 Other women received wages that were not sufficient for them to make ends 

meet, but had class privilege that enabled them to survive the high cost of living in the 

region –and often thrive. This class privilege came in the form of (1) previously 

established assets (e.g., home, land); (2) access to the earnings and/or housing stipend of 

a partner/spouse; or (3) family and community connections. Many of these women were 

able to increase their overall class status significantly during the boom.  

 Finally, women who lacked access to (1) higher-paying jobs and/or jobs with 

housing stipends and (2) class privilege, generally needed to work two or more jobs 

and/or subject themselves to overcrowded or otherwise undesirable living conditions.  

 Class-privileged women locals in Boomville generally perceived that they were 

not hurt, and in many cases had benefitted, from the boom. Migrant women generally felt 

they were benefitting from the boom, whether it was a consequence of their high wages 

through “good jobs”; their husbands’/spouses’ high wages through “good jobs”; or 
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through their ability to make money and pay down debt through weaving together several 

“bad jobs.” 

The non-class privileged locals were the most likely to feel that they suffered 

from the boom, as these women lacked the safety net class privileged women had to ease 

the stress of the boom on their families. They were not necessarily willing or able to 

make the lifestyle modifications required to make ends meet. Not coincidentally, these 

women articulated the strongest critique of the boom and its impact on the community 

and workers. Led by the activist Delores, these community members developed an 

alternate framework that emphasized the suffering of workers and critiqued the impact of 

the expansion of oil activities on the region. 

This boom resulted in “complex inequalities” for women, few of whom were well 

positioned through their labor to benefit directly from the boom. But for many, their class 

(which was heavily tied into their racial) privilege protected them from the 

socioeconomic harms produced by the boom.  

 Not all women had access to the high-paying jobs ushered in by the boom, 

either themselves or through a partner. However, women found a number of ways to 

“make ends meet,” and even thrive. This meant different things for different women. My 

findings support critiques of earlier boomtown research that questions the “victim/victor” 

framework, and support studies that evaluate both the material constraints and discursive 

practices that shape the lives of women in natural resource communities (O’Shaughnessy 

& Krogman 2011) —revealing that together, these produce “complex inequalities.”  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

Today, more women are working than ever before (DOL 2015). However, women 

continue to earn less than men —a fact that sociologists of gender and work attribute to 

the dual processes of horizontal and vertical segregation (Charles & Grusky 2004). 

Except for the mainly upper class white women who have successfully crossed into 

higher paying white-collar jobs, women remain segregated into lower-paying, feminized 

occupations, and are also likely to be found in lower ranked and lower paid positions at 

work (Charles & Grusky 2004).  

What does gender segregation look like in a booming economy? Does a shortage 

of workers operate to break down the gendered processes that sort men and women into 

different jobs? If not, what can we learn about the “stickiness” of gender in social life? 

Drawing on formal interviews with 49 women, interviews with experts, and 6 months of 

ethnography in Boomville, USA —a region of the country that experienced rapid 

expansion in response to the fracking revolution (Gold 2014)— I sought to provide a 

tentative answer these questions. Below, I summarize the main findings of my 

dissertation, and explain what my findings add to the study of gender and work.  

WERE WOMEN TAKING ADVANTAGE OF JOBS IN THE PAID LABOR FORCE IN 

BOOMVILLE? 

Despite the expansion of workers in the Boomville micropolitan region from 

roughly 13,000 workers to 40,000 workers in a period of five years, the number of 

women in the paid labor force dropped by half, from 40% to 20% of all workers. Labor 
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force and population data collected on the region do not provide an explanation for 

women’s underrepresentation. We do not know, for example, if women were 

underrepresented in the region, or less likely to work than before the boom.  My 

dissertation, based on ethnographic and interview data, offers two major insights into 

why women were underrepresented in Boomville’s paid labor force. 

1) Women were less likely than men to move to the region, pushing the 

population of men workers up at a faster rate than the population of women 

workers.  

2) Women whose husbands had high-paying jobs in industry or other fields faced 

disincentives to work outside the home, depressing the number of women 

seeking paid labor. 

Why were women less likely than men to move to the region? 

 
In my dissertation, I offer a number of explanations for why women may have 

been less likely than men to move to Boomville. First of all, women were less likely than 

men to obtain jobs in the industries that were undergoing the fastest rates of expansion. 

These industries included mining, quarrying, and oil & gas extraction; construction; 

transportation and warehousing; and real estate and rental and leasing. In fact, women 

actually lost representation in these fields since the start of the boom, which began 

around 2009. Moreover, only a handful of racial/ethnic minority women worked in the oil 

and gas industry (even at the state-level).   
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 Focusing on the oil and gas industry, my dissertation offers a number of reasons 

why women were less likely to obtain jobs in this industry than men —despite the high 

demand for industry workers in jobs that have low barriers to entry in terms of education, 

training, and experience (McKee 2014), and a context in which employers were 

reportedly hiring “any warm body that walked through the door.” On the supply side, 

women said that they did not want these jobs, because they feared the consequences of 

being a “token” woman worker in a male-dominated industry. Most notably, however, 

women said that they feared harassment and sexualization on the job. As I argue in 

Chapter 3, however, this marks a paradox in women’s job choices, because women in 

Boomville were subject to a range of harassing and sexual behaviors both in their day-to-

day lives around town, but also in their lower-paying female-dominated jobs. In addition 

to expressing fear of sexualization and harassment on the job, women also expressed lack 

of desire to work in a field that required heavy manual labor and exposure to harsh 

working conditions, such as freezing temperatures. Finally, the long hours and 

unpredictable schedules of oil work made these jobs incompatible with motherhood for 

women who had children (see also McKee 2000; McKee 2014; Ranson 2005), and acted 

as a disincentive for these women to seek this work.  

Women working in the oil and gas industry typically had (1) traditionally female-

dominated job roles involving clerical or administrative work or (2) higher-paying jobs 

that require high levels of education and training (e.g., engineer). Women who sought 

employment outside of these two areas typically faced significant barriers to entry. My 

fieldwork and interviews revealed a number of demand side explanations for women’s 
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lack of representation in oil field jobs, including: a logic that defined oil work/manual 

labor as men’s work; seemingly gender neutral job requirements that discriminated 

against women; and “business decisions” that discriminated against women, because they 

were deemed more costly and risky than men to employ. The high cost of providing 

housing to women workers as a reason to avoid hiring them emerged as one particularly 

salient point in my research. As housing was one of the main barriers to workers to 

making ends meet, the exclusion of women from high paying jobs attached to the 

provision of housing enacted a “dual burden” on women. 

 In addition to being less likely to obtain jobs in the rapidly growing high paying 

manual labor sectors of the economy, I also found that fear may have played a role in dis-

incentivizing some women from moving to the region. Many of the migrant women I 

spoke to said that they were torn between messages that Boomville was a good place to 

find jobs and messages that Boomville was an unsafe place for women. The women I 

interviewed had ultimately overcome their fear and moved to the region. However, the 

decision was often a very calculated one, pitting continued economic “desperation” (more 

common among working class women) or a promised economic payoff (more common 

among middle class women) against the possibility of facing danger as a woman in a 

male-dominated “wild west” town. It is possible that women for whom the economic 

gains of moving were less clear were more likely to err on the side of caution, though my 

data cannot answer that question, and is only suggestive. 

My data is also suggestive that racial/ethnic minority women may have faced 

even stronger disincentives to move to Boomville than white women. Lacking access to 
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“victimhood” status, women of color generally face greater vulnerability to harassment, 

and physical and sexual violence than white women (e.g., Gross 2006; Richie 1996). 

Moving to a rural region of the country that lacks racial/ethnic diversity may be 

especially fear-producing to racial/ethnic minority women, given stereotypes of the racial 

hostility borne by members of these communities. However, it could also be the case that 

racial/ethnic minority women are just as likely to move as white women to the region. 

Better cross-sectional data on the region is necessary to sort out this issue.  

Finally, women who were not moving for oil jobs or other higher-paying jobs in 

the expanding industries (either to work in these fields, or to accompany a spouse or 

partner who was seeking work in this field) likely lacked an incentive to move. As I 

found in my dissertation, although wages rose in female profession jobs, entry-level 

white collar jobs, and the service sector, “the boom premium” typically did not keep up 

with the rise in the cost of living in the region (Moen et al. 1981). I interviewed several 

women who had moved to the community to get an oil job and been pushed into this 

lower-paying work. Other women made the decision to move for these jobs only if they 

provided a (rare) housing stipend to help them make ends meet despite the lower wages.  

What were the disincentives to work for women with highly paid husbands in the oil 
industry or other manual labor jobs?  

 
 Throughout my fieldwork, I met a number of women whose husbands were in 

high paying jobs in the oil & gas industry or other expanding industries who were not in 

the paid labor force. My interviews with these women were revealing of the processes 
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that operated to “push women” out of the formal paid labor force. Following Cha (2013) 

and Shaefer (2011), I found that that when men’s long hours and unpredictable schedules 

are coupled with high wages, it operates as a disincentive for women to work for pay. Not 

only did these women find that more household work and childcare fell on their shoulders 

when men were in these jobs, but also, that these jobs placed more stress on their 

marriages. Quitting their jobs alleviated these sources of stress.  

 Women in lower-paying feminized occupations who left the workforce generally 

expressed less ambivalence about being out of the paid labor force than women who were 

in higher-paying jobs. Some of these women expressed being “spoiled” by their break 

from paid labor. These women’s interviews pointed to the limitations of the mainstream 

U.S. white feminist movement to help women by increasing their paid labor force 

participation (Eisenstein 2010). Rather, in the midst of the degradation and devaluation of 

“men’s jobs,” women in the U.S. now struggle not only to provide essential care for their 

families in the home, but through their paid labor —doubling their responsibilities and 

stress (Hochschild 1989; Thistle 2006). The relief (although still tentative) that these 

women expressed in response to stepping out of the paid labor force is revealing of the 

burden that women at the lower end of the economic spectrum are required to shoulder. 

In fact, black and working class women have long expressed skepticism of upper 

and middle class white feminists’ platform to improve women’s status through paid 

labor. Their demands for increased support to provide for and care for their loved ones 

(either through widespread access to upgraded jobs and/or non-job related supports) 



 
 
 
 
 

 223 

(Nelson 2003) would go a long way in improving the condition of many women and 

families today.  

Meanwhile, other women who were out of the paid labor force pointed to a lack 

of “safe” and affordable childcare in the region as the reason they were not currently 

working. As I discuss in Chapter 3, discourses about fear were extremely prevalent in 

Boomville.  The women I spoke to expressed reluctance to put their children into home-

based day care, especially if they were migrants to the community. This reluctance 

sometimes contained class-based elements, such as concern their children would not 

receive as much intensive attention as needed (Hays 1996), given the high level of 

turnover in this region. 

DID A BOOMING ECONOMY CHANGE PROCESSES OF GENDER SEGREGATION IN THE 
FORMAL PAID LABOR FORCE? 
 

 Crude data analysis at the sector level suggests that women did not make entry 

into sectors of the economy generally associated with men, and if anything, men were 

more likely to enter sectors that had been female-dominated prior to the boom. My 

interviews and ethnography offer additional insights into the processes that produced 

high levels of gender segregation despite a booming economy that, theoretically, should 

have opened up more opportunities for everyone.  

 As I summarized in the sections above, despite the fact that numerically more 

women did enter the highest growth sectors of the economy, women actually declined 

representationally in these fields due to the greater influx of men than women into these 
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jobs throughout the boom. Strong associations of manual labor as men’s work and the 

perceived incompatibility of these jobs with women’s care tasks operated to keep women 

out of these jobs even in cases where lack of previously acquired education, experience, 

and training did not necessarily present a barrier to their entry. Although there was 

evidence that women might be making headway into some jobs in the industry, these jobs 

were also being reframed as “women’s work” (see also O’Shaughnessy 2011), a process 

that has historically degraded the conditions and pay of labor (Reskin 1988). 

 Moreover, men’s work in these jobs created disincentives for women partners to 

join the paid labor force, reproducing the male breadwinner/female homemaker model –

but not without producing a great deal of ambivalence among some of the women who 

had found themselves in this position. However, the large number of women out of the 

workforce lent endorsement to a broader ideology that, in Boomville, “men worked” and 

only a few “lone duck” women did, too. 

 Many female professions and even entry-level white collar jobs did not keep up 

with the rising cost of living. While some employers in these fields were able to provide 

access to housing to workers, upping the incentive for workers to move to work in these 

jobs, these positions were often difficult to keep filled. To work in these jobs, women 

generally required outside forms of support, such as a second job, established assets, or 

access to a spouse/partner with a good paying job (see also O’Shaughnessy 2011).   

Women who did not have these secondary forms of support, and who did not 

want to work in the oil field or, alternatively, were kept out of these jobs when they tried 

to enter them, typically found that they needed two jobs to make ends meet. Many of 
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these women turned to jobs in the tipped service sector, as these were among the highest 

paying jobs in the region outside the industry, a fact that reinforced gender segregation in 

the region’s formal paid labor force.  

 Meanwhile, women who were able to enter the higher paying jobs in white-collar 

work and entrepreneurial women who were able to break through a perceived “old boy’s 

network” that operated to hoard opportunities for male locals were among the greatest 

beneficiaries of the boom. 

 Overall, my findings suggest that very few gender boundaries have broken down 

in the boom. Since previous studies of gender in boomtowns were conducted (Moen et al. 

1981, Walsh 1985), there has been a revolution in attitudes about women working and 

entering male-dominated jobs. Yet gender remains relatively “sticky” even amidst rapid 

economic and cultural change.  

My research suggests that as long as women are the primary caregivers, gender 

inequality will remain. While women in my study were open to outsourcing the daily care 

of their children (and many of them had done so in the past), my research finds that when 

care arrangements cannot be made that are considered satisfactory, the onus to sacrifice 

paid labor to raise children falls on the mother. Thus, paying attention to what women 

want and expect from caregivers is key to resolving gender inequality in paid 

employment. Importantly, providing what women want and expect from caregivers 

would ultimately require upgrading the pay and conditions of this labor —a move that 

would benefit all women and not just those at the middle and top of the economic 

hierarchy. 
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Moreover, my research finds that as long as men’s jobs provide access to over-

time, and women’s do not, women who lack other forms of support will have to work 

longer hours and for less pay (Clawson & Gerstel 2014). President’s Obama recent 

executive action to extend overtime pay (U.S. Department of Labor 2015b) is a positive 

step forward for workers: However, it does not address the plight of workers who stitch 

together multiple part-time jobs to make ends meet.  

“COMPLEX INEQUALITIES” 

 Women in Boomville have drastically different experiences of the changes taking 

place to the regional economy and make sense of it in very different ways. For women 

with assets, access to a second wage, and/or local ties, the boom generally increased their 

wealth. For local women who lacked assets and these ties before the boom, and were not 

willing or able to take on the extreme work load of similarly situated migrant women, the 

boom made it unaffordable to continue living in their hometown. 

 People who owned land, housing, or companies in the boom were becoming very 

wealthy. This wealth circulated in networks that strengthened the position of white elites 

(including wives and daughters) in the community. Meanwhile, other women, felt lucky 

for an opportunity to get out of debt —even if that meant working long hours, in difficult 

living conditions. However, women who watched the value of their labor decline amid a 

rapid rise in the cost of living (and who lacked the supports to mitigate the impact of the 

boom on their ability to make ends meet) began to develop a critique of the boom and the 

ways in which their labor was being explicitly devalued.  
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 Thus, my dissertation points to the difficulty of classifying oil development as a 

boon for women or a gendered resource curse, as women varied both in their material 

experience and discursive construction of the boom’s impacts. 

LIMITATIONS 

 This research has several important limitations. One major limitation is that this 

research offers an analysis of women’s labor force experiences during a six month time 

frame. While boomtown researchers have increasingly embraced longitudinal research 

methods to capture long-term changes (Smith et al. 2001), time and budget constraints 

prevented me from engaging in a multi-year ethnography. Several months after I left the 

field in July 2014, the price of oil began to drop precipitously —from around $100 a 

barrel to $47.60 a barrel in March 2015 (U.S. Energy Information Administration 2015). 

In recent months, Boomville has been hit by a series of layoffs, and a number of news 

stories suggest that at least some people are struggling to find work in the region. While 

my findings contribute to understanding the processes that produce gender segregation 

and inequality in a rapidly expanding economy centered on oil extraction, it is likely that 

the lived experiences of women in Boomville already look quite different than what I 

captured in my field notes and interviews from 2014. Research on bust towns suggest that 

women’s employment may increase to make up for a loss in male wages (Sherman 2009), 

though it is also possible that women are being pushed out of jobs to make room for more 

men workers (Walsh 1985).  
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 Another important limitation is the lack of racial/ethnic minority women’s voices 

in my data. While I met, spoke to, and developed work relationships with a number of 

racial/ethnic minority women in Boomville, my inability to convert these relationships 

into in-depth interviews means that my study largely lacks a rich understanding of these 

women’s experiences.  

My difficulty forming some of these relationships had led me to consider the 

benefits of utilizing collaborative ethnography in the future. This model opens up the 

spaces that researchers can enter and the networks that they can access. In a town 

undergoing rapid change in its racial make-up and that had tense racial relations as a 

result, my body was interpreted and reacted to in ways I could not always control (see 

also Contreras 2015). 

 My sample also consists entirely of heterosexual women. I did not meet any 

women who were “out” (at least to me). One respondent told me that she had seen lesbian 

women at the strip club where she worked, but this is the only mention I heard of this 

particular population having a presence in Boomville. How did lesbian women navigate a 

rapidly expanding economy centered on oil extraction and a male dominated town with a 

highly heterosexualized environment? How did lesbian partners negotiate work and 

family in a boomtown? These are important questions that my research cannot answer. 

Importantly, my work shows that much of Boomville operated under the assumption of 

heterosexuality and male-domination: For example, where housing was concerned 

women never talked about trying to live with other female roommates (though this 

sometimes happened in large group houses where straight couples lived).  
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 Finally, my research does not address women’s involvement in illicit sectors, 

including sex work and the drug trade. This is an important area of the economy that 

deserves greater sociological investigation.  

CODA                  
In June of 2015, Total, a French multinational oil & gas company, and super-

major, held the first round of its three-year “Argos Challenge.” The challenge pits five 

international teams of engineers against each other to develop the “first autonomous 

surface robot adapted to oil & gas sites” (Total 2015). In hosting the Argos Challenge, 

Total joins other major oil & gas companies, such as Apache, National Oil well Varco, 

and Statoil, in their efforts to build robots to take over the “repetitive, dangerous, and 

time-consuming parts of oil field work” (Wethe 2012). If these companies are successful, 

these robots will likely work alongside self-driving rigs, which are in the final stages of 

being tested for use (Stewart 2015). While technology already plays a vital role in the oil 

& gas industry (Gold 2014), the advances on the horizon suggest even more fundamental 

shifts in how oil work is done. While my research demonstrates that women have made 

limited inroads into the oil & gas industry in Boomville, the gender make-up of future oil 

booms remains an open question. Perhaps instead of producing a male-dominated 

environment that operates to disadvantage women, “man” won’t be present at all. The 

“disappearance of middle-class work” (Collins 2015) will require new theories for 

understanding the organization and distribution of work to the production of inequality.    
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Appendix A. Respondents 

Age 
<20 20s 30s 40s 50s 60s 70s 80s 90s 

1 8 17 11 6 2 2 1 1 
Race 

White Racial/ 
ethnic 

minority 

              

45 4               
Education 
Less than 

high 
school 

High 
school 
degree 

Some 
college 

Associate 
Degree 

College 
Degree 

Master's 
degree 

Other     

1 11 6 5 13 8 5     
Marital Status 

Single Married Partnered Divorced Widow         
4 32 4 5 4         

Parental Status 
No 

children 
Not 

Living 
with 

children 

Living 
with 

children 

            

7 17 25             
Migration Status 

Local Migrant              
16 33              

Currently engaged in the formal paid labor force 

Yes No               
38 11               
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Appendix B. Respondents’ Points of Origin 

 

*Mexico and Canada not represented on map, but were points of origin for 3 migrants  
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