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The Lure of Risk: 
Surviving and Welcoming Uncertainty in the New Economy

Gina Neff
The new economy made risk and risk taking desirable, and this is one of its enduring social consequences. After decades of growing concern with job security, downsizing, and corporate cutbacks, the lure of risk during the dot-com boom made the lack of security seem like a choice—and a good one at that for those working in the potentially lucrative technology industry. The lure of risk—and by this I mean the idea of taking chances—has replaced the fear of uncertainty as the 
predominant economic rhetoric for the new economy. This shift was 
subtle, but important as risk and risk taking in economic life now imply active choices while uncertainty connotes economic passivity and forces beyond one’s own control. For high-tech firms and start-up Internet companies, skyrocketing stock prices during the late 1990s gave risk the shiny luster of potential wealth for employees, justifying in individual terms both the profits and losses that came with the stock market crash in 2000. 

In this chapter, I want to explore the attraction of risk in the new economy and the relationship between risk and the larger, structural economic changes. I argue that people accepted and welcomed risk because taking risks offers a semblance of choice in an era when many things seem out of ordinary employees’ control. The subtle 
discursive distinction between risk and uncertainty serves a powerful function in the new economy, one which has survived all too well after the dot-com crash. What I hope to do in this chapter is to lay out the ways in which the dot-com boom helped to glorify risks—and shifted social and economic uncertainties to individually accounted risks. 

Today, security still seems old-fashioned, out of place, and out of date after the employee-driven job hopping and options shopping of the tight labor market for technology workers in the late 1990s. With high skills that were in demand, people working in technology 
attempted to find their own answer to uncertainty in the U.S. economy by taking risks and chances that they at least felt some modicum of control over. One headline in 2000 describing this shift in the culture of new economy work declared that as “risk and reward are key, not job loyalty” (Pham and Stoughton, 2000).  High-tech companies seemed to welcome and encourage employees’ risk taking as contributing to a more democratic and participatory form of organization, even within a longer trend that devastated a culture of corporate loyalty to employees. Part of this is attributable to the rise of “market populism” with the stock market boom, as Frank (2000) chronicled, but it is, I argue, also part of a larger shift within the U.S. economy. 

Job risks and rewards at work are not new, but changes in the organization of work mean that individuals now bear the brunt of the costs of flexibility and are responsible for activities previously thought of as within the purview of companies. Individual workers are less 
protected by their companies from the economic risks that companies face, and, with the fraying of the social safety nets of union protection and government support, workers are facing these risks alone. 

In technology industries, employee risk taking has perhaps been the most visible—and the most attractive—as stock-option 
millionaires were created by the 1990’s lucrative initial public offerings. But there are many other ways that economic risk has increased at work. Within a larger social and political context of flexible work, 
risktaking privileges potential individual rewards and losses over 
collective responsibility and group, organizational, or structural causes of either prosperity or poverty.

The notion that risk taking will ultimately be rewarded is a deeply held value within American business culture. Taking risks at work is inexorably linked to the promise of possible wealth, so much so that company founders’ stories are rich with the risks that they overcame and outsmarted. Economists have long viewed profits as the 
returns for taking risks, but as an ideology risk taking provides a rationalization for economic stratification that is almost as powerful and complete as the idea of meritocracy: Those who take risks get ahead, and those who don’t are left behind. The new economy only cemented this truism.

In the new economy, ordinary employees integrated this 
acceptance of risk into their own narratives about the choices they made, regardless of the likelihood for their risks to pay out and even in retrospect when it was clear that the risk that they took was a so-called bad one. These narratives were at times almost tautological in nature and often prescriptive: Risks have positive payoffs—thus, people do and should take them. In the words of one New York software engineer whom I interviewed, the stock options that he was given in lieu of 
salary represented, “just the upside”:
There’s really no downside to stock options. They either expire worthless or they become worth something. It’s upside potential. If you don’t have [stock options] then you’re just a worker bee. If you have it, then you’re an equity holder in the company and if the 
company does well, then you’ll retire early, I guess. 

Rhetorically, the risk represented by stock options—especially those that substituted for part or all of regular salary—had no “downside” in this engineer’s assessment of his choices. In fact, at the time of this interview, his stock options were worthless, and he had been 
unemployed for over eight months after his company folded. Even so, for him the idea of employment security with one company had been 
replaced by his sense of ownership—he was nobody’s worker bee—even if that sense of ownership ultimately cost him his job and did not afford him the power that owners have to keep the company running. This engineer welcomed risk in the dot-com era as a way to take 
control, but clearly he counterpoised financial risk with job security. In his mind, you’re either a risk-taking stock-option holder or just a worker bee, and there is little room in between. 

Risk taking across the high-tech sector was perceived as being a requirement of working in the industry, not just a lifestyle option. An organizer with Washington Alliance of Technology Workers (WashTech) said, “Most of the workers in this industry think of stability as dead-end,” and throughout the boom-time 1990s, taking risks was seen as the only way to get ahead. Highly skilled, highly educated, and mobile workers were able to take on and benefit from these risks and welcomed them as an opportunity for personal challenge and growth. In addition, those who “opt in” for work in this industry (as one employee described the process to me) offered individual-level explanations for and solutions to the problems of risk, regardless of the organizational- and industrial-level uncertainties that they faced. They felt that 
economic risk taking gave them the power to manage other sorts of risk on their own. One senior producer, who was starting his third job in less than eighteen months, had the following to say about why he sought out what he called risky jobs:

One way I try to offset [risk] is, again, I look at it from an investment perspective. If you take the risk, there have to be rewards; otherwise why take the risk? So, I think that’s one reason I’ve been able to get on the fast-track career, that I’ve been willing and able to absorb the higher risks and, therefore, reap the higher rewards.  

When I asked him about what he looked for in companies, he explained very clearly that his job search was akin to financial analysis:

Really, it’s what every stock investor would look for in a company. Because that’s the view I take. Any company that I want to work for I should be more than happy to invest money [in] and buy their stock. 

He was far from alone in his investor mentality toward work. But this is part of an approach to jobs creates an ideology that covers more than the stock market—this approach to economic risk individualizes job security, making security a problem for the individual to solve and 
relieving companies, industries, and economic structures of responsibility for workers. Larger social and economic problems become personal ones. As this senior producer said later in the interview, even having a job in an economic downturn is a reflection of individual effort and not luck or circumstance:

Some people’s jobs are more expendable than others, and therefore they’re at a higher risk. It’s really up to you to manage that risk, to take precautions, and build up savings, what is psychologically and financially [necessary] to handle that [risk]… So, in a way, the wind is against everybody in the industry looking for a job right now, 
because the market has taken a downturn, but I’ve managed well, I think.  

Even though this interview was conducted after the stock market crash, he framed risks as choices he had made and things that he had 
managed—choices that could pay off like a stock or that he would hold himself responsible for. His words show just how far attitudes toward company loyalty have shifted. It is as if the logic of American capitalism has replaced the metaphor of “climbing the ladder” for professional work with that of jumping aboard a ship that has yet to come in. Risk, as an idea, supports the ideology that, in the words of the producer 
interviewed above, “it is really up to you to manage” the risks of a market downturn, of losing a job, of becoming technologically obsolete. And the lure of “the upside” of risks supports this individualization among the labor force more generally.

Other views of risk and the individual

Within economic literature there is a clear distinction between risk and uncertainty. Frank Knight’s (1921) classic formulation, risks are knowable, calculable, and probabilistic. In this sense, someone can hedge against risk and take a risk with knowledge of the possible outcomes, regardless of whether the risk pays out or not. Uncertainty, in Knight’s theory, is unknowable, like the odds of the complete collapse of the economy. Risk, in Knight’s definition, entails careful choice among several options, balancing risks with potential rewards, and balancing safer and riskier options. Knight argued that real entrepreneurial profit came not from managing risks because risks were known, which makes it difficult for one entrepreneur to have an advantage over others or over the market, but from exploiting uncertainties, from figuring out a way to manage the incalculable. But the strategies for managing risk that may work for an investor or in a stock portfolio won’t necessarily work for an employee, as we will see next.

Ulrich Beck (1992; 2000) argues that people now see many kinds of risks as their individual responsibility, and indeed this seems to be the case. For Beck, the individualization of risks is reflected in the economic sphere through a shrinking social safety net and the increased exposure of employees to market forces and in the environment through a pervasive exposure to environmental “bads” such as toxins and pollution. Beck predicted the rise of a risk society in reaction to the pervasiveness of risk, especially environmental ones. While knowledge about risks and the power to do something may not be equally distributed, the pervasiveness of risks, Beck argued, would lead to increased collective action to prevent and manage risks. But, just as Marx never predicted that capitalism could produce such a large and strong middle class, Beck, writing before the economic downturn that began in 2000, did not foresee how ideologies of economic risk would continue to make risk seem attractive, at least among the U.S. labor force. 

Economic and financial risk is not something necessarily 
natural and innate, but rather constructed in part from the discourses that surround it. As Louise Amoore (2004) has argued, how risk is framed concretely shapes social practices. Management consultants influenced employees’ perceptions of the risks of globalization and the actions that the employees took as a consequence of these perceptions. If the risks of globalization seem inevitable, Amoore argues, then there exist a very different range of choices that people feel they can make. While Amoore focused on discussions of globalization, the same holds true for how workers welcomed risk, trumping any discussion of uncertainty or structural change in the U.S. labor market. 

In a similar way, discussion of risk in the new economy put a positive spin on the discourse of unforeseen events, one in which people learned to accept that they could profit from uncertainty and should embrace—not fear—the corporate changes underway. Just as managerial doctrines about globalization encouraged employees to be more entrepreneurial, the discourse of risk served a powerful symbolic 
function to get employees to accept more uncertainty within their jobs and within the economy. The lure of risk—the potential for payout—adds an element of choice, that people are choosing to accept risk rather than merely accepting the consequences of economic structural change.

Risks Are Welcomed, Valued, and Managed

I’d like to propose this new way of thinking about risk and uncertainty. Risk gives the appearance of choice, power, and individual agency. As such, risk provides a powerful justification for the lack of security in jobs in the new economy. If anything, capitalism’s social innovation during the dot-com era was that images of risk made a lack of job 
security a good thing. To those who are surviving the new economy, risk seems to provide a powerful hope of hitting a potential payout. The strong lure of risk combined with its individualization has created a volatile situation in which risk is welcomed and as a means of avoiding the uncertainty facing the collective. This shift of focus away from 
economic uncertainty and away from collective structures toward individual risk taking, choice, and power hinders the ability to demand and create good stable jobs and workplaces. 

Purportedly, the Internet industry attracted people who thought they might get rich quick. However, the majority of the people I interviewed from 1997–2003 sought employment in the industry 
because it matched their desire for creative, interesting work. People working in the Internet industry reported feeling freer there than they did in other industries—doors were “wide open,” as one respondent who had jumped into the industry from book publishing said. The 
medium itself was “the freest around,” as a former documentary 
filmmaker said of his online job with a corporate media concern. Job openings matched “talents not resumes,” in the words of another person interviewed. Growth, at a certain point, was phenomenal, leading many people in the industry to believe that while they might lose a job with one company, they would never “lose all the jobs” in the industry. To many working in the Internet industry before the crash, work in the technology field wasn’t risky, but rather seemed a sure thing. The case of the Internet industry exemplifies the extremes of risk taking by 
employees, with the industry’s rapid rise and fall along and with a 
particularly wide range of outcomes, from long-term unemployment to stock-option riches over a relatively short amount of time. This is a clear case of the attraction to and the effects of risk taking at work, and this clarity helps to reveal the social forces that shape those risks. 

Risks Are Welcomed

How did employees come to see taking risks as vital to their financial well-being, their continued job prospects, or their reputation within a field? As a group, workers in the Internet industry were considered the heroes of the new economy because of their enviable high-end professional services and technical jobs created by innovation and ingenuity. They talked about their choices, though, with regret and bravado, 
naïveté and cold calculation, passion and detachment. For me, what makes their stories so compelling is not that they represent an unusual entrepreneurial drive, but rather the opposite. People working in the Internet industry built the foundation for a new industry and a new 
medium with their relatively ordinary, everyday economic choices. And those choices and the rhetoric of risk that justifies them have come to provide symbolic and ideological support for uncertain work. 

Risk created a sense of choice, oftentimes false, that pervaded tech workers’ narratives about their careers. For people who worked in Internet start-up companies, the risks they took represented, in their own words, their hopes and dreams and “only the upside” in the words of the software engineer. But these attitudes and rhetoric about being one’s own boss and having control over one’s company did not emerge by chance or in a vacuum. The social context for this frenzy and the rush to boldly take risks occurred in the midst of major structural change from an economy in which 30 percent of the workforce was unionized to a workforce widely accepting of at-will employment. The attitudes toward risk that we saw during the dot-com boom happened in the context of the shift from regular, full-time employment toward a growing percentage of the American workforce in “nonstandard” jobs, many lacking health insurance, pensions, and training. Risk presented a choice when jobs were shifting from the security of regular employment to people flexibly hired to meet demand only when times were good. 

For example, almost a third of the American workforce now works outside the standard, full-time employment arrangement and that includes both low-paid, part-time workers and high-skilled independent contractors. As a group, nonstandard workers are less likely to have health insurance or a retirement plan and more likely to be poor. What these workers also have in common, despite their differences in skill and pay, is that they bear more fully the brunt of economic insecurity faced by companies. Company flexibility is gained at the expense of employment security for workers in nonstandard arrangements and in volatile industries and sectors like technology. 
The lure of risk becomes a powerful mechanism pulling people to think of themselves—not their companies, not their industries, and not their economies—as solely responsible for their employment. This attitude shifts social uncertainty and insecurity to individual 
calculable risk—risk with the potential for enormous payout according to the myths of the new economy. The lure of risk, like a siren’s song, traps workers on the island of uncertainty and weakens their social safety net.
Risks Are Values

Within the Internet industry, economic risks and personal hopes were so often intertwined that risk taking was a passionate, not calculated exercise. To take risks was to believe in dreams, dreams within reach, dreams attainable through work. This was easy to contemplate when the Internet stock prices were at their dizzying heights and risks within the new economy seemed close to sure things. What struck me in interviews was not so much how people talked of their work as potentially making them rich, but rather how risky work was personally challenging. In the new economy, a person could talk about risks in the same breath as hopes and dreams—not the language of danger or impurity that risk connotes when thinking about health risks or environmental risks and certainly not the calculative measures one associates with financial accounting.

One company founder who had just closed his company 
described risks as values, echoing what several other respondents told me:

On a personal level, the risk is not to lose a job. Finding a job is not hard. . . . You could put those people into any environment and they would thrive. So, I don’t think the risk is from job security 
standpoint. I think the risk is emotional. You invest a ton of emotion into a venture, into the people, into the product,  into the future that when it doesn’t happen you risk being emotionally crushed. To me, that is the bigger risk. 

Even people who lost their jobs with start-up firms insist in interviews that they, in the words of one producer, “will not go back to nine-to-five.” Being in work environments without standardized rules and 
regulations leads to a feeling of “making the company” and of being “listened to” as well as to a “freedom from all the b.s. bureaucracy.” Part of the attraction of this work is that, through taking a risk with their companies, workers feel that they are deeply invested in them. 

These cultural values of risk should be embraced by those who try to organize collective approaches for addressing economic insecurity. This cathexis that professional employees now have to their 
companies, their industries, and the risks associated with both presents a serious challenge for organizers trapped in the old industrial mind-set of workers versus management. 

Risks Are Managed

People seek to manage their risks and think that they are capable of doing so. Job hopping, outside consulting and professional work, and risk taking are all part of the strategies high-tech workers use to guard against the uncertainty of their industry. Some people I interviewed defined the risks they took in terms of creativity—that working in the Internet industry meant that they faced “risks that they would make crappy products.” Although they did not use financial terms in talking about risk, they did connect these creative risks to their chances of 
getting good jobs in the future. Kanter calls this a move from employment security to employability security and argues that the high-tech industries provide an unfortunate model of this practice for the rest of the economy: “Instead of counting on long-term employment with a single firm, they increasingly depend on their employability by many firms. The shift from employment security to employability security implies a fundamental change in what people should expect from their employers—and how employers should think about their interests and obligations” (Kanter 1995).


Managing risks also keeps the focus on individual blame, 
deflecting anger directed at companies. One unemployed junior 
producer dismissed his former colleagues who had bought into the new economy dream:

So, I feel no sympathy whatsoever for people who lost however much money in stock options because that was their own naïveté to be blind to that and to really think that it [stock option wealth] was going to be a salary. 

For him, even believing in the potential of stock options was naive. 

Employee Risk is an Investment in Companies

Risk also creates mechanisms and language for employees to buy into the goals of their companies. Long gone are the days where there was a disconnect between the interests of stockholders and the interests of employees. The discourse of risk gives potent rhetorical power to the tight alliance of employees’ interests with owners’ interests. Risk 
becomes a way that entrepreneurial values replace job security, and risk links employees’ desires with the company’s directions. Many of those I interviewed articulated to some degree a personal sense of “ownership” in their employing companies and in the projects they complete for them. Being in companies with less middle management and 
administrative support gives them a feeling of more autonomy in their work and, ironically, greater sense of attachment to the very companies that have eliminated loyalty within the organizational culture.

People invest in their companies in many different ways. They spend time marketing the firm in their off-hours, promoting products and services as a way to support firms’ goals and generate new 
demand. Workers invest social capital through the connections they make at after-hours business networking events, creating links to 
people in the field who may provide critical resources for their companies. Employee retirement funds may be invested in company stock, and in new companies there are often tacit or explicit agreements to defer some or all compensation in exchange for potentially lucrative options to buy company stock in the future. 
Flexible, short-term, project-based workplaces put more of the responsibility for getting and keeping work on employees themselves. Added to even quicker turnaround times on the development of 
computer applications, this means that employees are expected, in the words of one programmer, to “hit the ground running” with continually updated skills, including new programming languages and familiarity with new technologies. Heightened job insecurity means workers are increasingly exposed to cyclical economic risk, and flexible workplaces have placed more managerial responsibility onto employees. As one cofounder of a news Web site put it, “I don’t want someone who’s
going to ask, ‘What’s my job?’ I need someone who’s going to figure out that on their own.” This “individualization of the labor process,” as Manuel Castells (1996) termed it, aims at “decentralizing management, individualizing work, and customizing markets, thereby segmenting work and fragmenting societies.”

More than 40 percent of those employed by New York Internet companies in 1999 got some form of stock options or deferred 
income as part of their compensation package (see Batt et al., 2001). While to some extent workers have always been exposed to the 
vagaries of the market, pay tied directly to stock performance is a 
relatively recent trend that began with shareholders’ trying to hold CEOs of larger companies responsible for shareholder value. Now, with technology companies, this trend is trickling down the company ladder. What began as a movement toward economic incentives for CEOs to keep share prices high has been used by companies as partial compensation for workers who have little direct effect on share price, and there is evidence that cash-strapped start-ups used stock options in lieu of at least part of workers’ salaries. 

Nonstandard work arrangements also place cyclical economic pressures more squarely on the contractors, temporary employees, and freelancers who do projects for a company. These nonstandard work arrangements allow firms to hire at a higher hourly base salary in times of tight labor markets without permanently raising salary levels for the rest of their employees and without providing for the stability of longer-term employment. Without being paid for full-time work, 
employees must provide for the costs of their own training and spend the time and costs associated with looking for new work. Workers in the New York new media industry spent on average almost twenty hours/week in just “staying alive” through unpaid time for education and looking for new work (Batt et al., 2001). Additional pressures of off-hours socializing and networking for job prospects, business development contacts, and company marketing mean that workers within the industry are faced with work-related tasks that are unpaid. 

One way that people invest in their companies is through the routine ways that they carve a path through their careers. Consider the years of industry-specific knowledge and experience gathered over the course of a career. The more specific the preparation for a job, the more closely that skill set is tied to the economic performance of a particular company or industry. Some fields, especially creative industries, 
require years of unpaid training and internships or work “on spec” 
before payment can begin. The less likely this experience translates outside the company or industry, the less fungible an employee’s 
investment is. Those who worked in the Internet industry saw demand dry up for their specialized skills, from programming to project 
management. They often acquired on their own the skills that the industry needed and figured out how to retool those skills once they were no longer in great demand. Socializing at after-hours networking events—such as parties to launch new Web sites or promote companies—built the dense networks that are critical to companies in an innovative industry, as Saxenian (1994) has shown (see also Neff, 2005). After the dot-com crash, however, many people within the industry found their investment of hundreds of hours of time in building those social 
networks useless for helping them get a job. 

Rather than producing dot-com millionaires, the New York industry in 1999 had a median salary of $42,600, which was less than the median in magazine or book publishing. What is striking is the 
percentage of nonstandard work arrangements in the industry. At its height in early 2000, the New York City new media industry had more than 138,000 jobs—more than the area television, magazine, and book publishing industries combined, and just under the number of workers in brokerage and trading firms in New York (NYNMA, 1997; NYNMA and PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2000). Yet, over a quarter of those jobs (33,600) were part-time or temporary, and even through the most rapid period of growth for the industry, part-time and freelance jobs were growing more rapidly than full-time employment, even for highly skilled workers at the height of an economic boom. This does not bode well for the U.S. economy’s ability to produce good, stable jobs. 

The New Entrepreneurial Labor

I argue that the fundamental shift in the relationship between firms and employees in the United States gave rise to the entrepreneurial spirit of the dot-com era. Workers’ rush to join in the dot-com boom was born, in part, out of a growing necessity to shoulder uncertainty. The very forces that reduced workers’ job security encouraged them to align even more closely with their companies through seeking out profit-sharing plans and identifying with the products and services being 
produced. The cultural changes accompanying larger economic trends made risk seem manageable and even desirable at times, as attested by the attitudes of most of my respondents. 
While workers in other sectors of the U.S. labor force may not embrace the high degree of entrepreneurial behavior as dot-commers did, they will come to accept uncertainty within the economy if high-tech workers expectations are any guide. Vicki Smith argues that this is already starting to occur as “uncertainty and unpredictability have 
diffused into a broad range of postindustrial workplaces, service and production alike” (2001, 7). The widespread acceptance of economic uncertainty—and the lure of risk for workers—poses a challenge for the labor movement and progressives to counter. Companies and workers at the top of the pyramid may indeed be able to convert uncertainty into opportunities for wealth and advancement; the increasing numbers of workers in low-end service jobs and temporary positions without the security of benefits or continued employment will not be as lucky. As income inequality increases, entrepreneurialism will continue to be a contributing factor in maintaining this inequality. Annette Bernhardt and her coauthors (2001) found that for most workers, including 
college graduates, wages have remained stagnant or have fallen 
compared with those of a generation prior, and most workers suffer loss of wages from flexible work and job turnover. 

Entrepreneurialism among professional workers further erodes the labor movement’s ability to cast structural problems in collective rather than individual terms. The glories of taking risk now ideologically supports increased uncertainty, just as rags-to-riches stories and the belief in educational meritocracy have bolstered stratification in other economic eras. If the labor movement fails to respond to the change in the attraction of risk taking, then workers will continue to adapt to and expect worsening job conditions. For less highly skilled workers, this outcome means an ever-greater exposure to the cyclical pressures of the economy and less political support for collective solutions.

What is historically significant in this case is that workers with bargaining power exchanged security for risk. Workers who by dint of their skills and the demand for those skills should have been able to secure long-term, stable employment instead sought risky work. The lure of risk foisted them into a situation of continuing uncertainty. But, unfortunately, employees now understand and accept a lack of job 
security as their own choice, and continued employability as their own responsibility. 

Simple dismissals of high-tech workers as libertarian and anti-union do not consider these massive social and cultural transformations. Attempts to build collective solutions for a better economy must take into account the ideological attraction of risk. Those looking to organize in the new economy should think about the ways that autonomy, creativity and values could be maintained alongside increased job security. This is more than just developing the right lingo—it is about tapping into the needs and approaches that will work within high-tech culture, and, increasingly, among the U.S. labor force. Are there ways that increased security can support entrepreneurial behavior? Could an organization provide for benefits while explicitly encouraging contracting and supporting freelancing work? How can the blurred line between management and employee be addressed? Answers to these questions will be crucial for organizing new collective approaches to uncertainty. 
























