


Unemployment is a closely watched statistic, and for 12.5 million Americans, a humbling reality. 
The percentage of people out of work peaked at 10 percent in October 2009, and while the 
rate hovers stubbornly at 8.1 percent, at least some of the long-term unemployed are 
beginning to find permanent jobs. This spring, Bloomberg Businessweek assigned 11 
photographers to follow 12 people as they returned to the workplace after absences ranging 
from seven months to three and a half years. Each story is unique, yet there are common 
themes: feelings of uselessness, the disturbing ease with which one’s professional identity 
slips away, the humiliation of asking family or friends for a loan, and, finally, the rewards of 
adaptability and persistence.

 Back 
To 
Work

For more of the gallery, go to 
www.businessweek.com/backtowork

By Katherine Reynolds Lewis



 ➡



(P
re

vi
ou

s 
P

ag
e)

 K
en

ya
 C

oh
an

e,
 4

2——
an

tib
od

y 
pr

od
uc

t d
ev

el
op

m
en

t s
ci

en
tis

t
15

 m
on

th
s 

un
em

pl
oy

ed
. S

ta
rt

ed
 o

n 
M

ar
ch

 2
6

 a
t t

he
 D

ed
ha

m
 (M

as
s.

) o
ffi

ce
 o

f d
ru

g 
de

ve
lo

pe
r 

C
ov

an
ce

. S
ho

w
n 

on
 M

ay
 1

4
 in

 th
e 

la
b.

 

A 
sc

ie
nc

e 
de

gr
ee

 w
as

 s
up

po
se

d 
to

 b
e 

a 
go

ld
en

 ti
ck

et
, b

ut
 w

he
n 

Co
ha

ne
 w

as
 la

id
 o

ff 
fr

om
 h

er
 jo

b 
as

 a
 s

en
io

r 
sc

ie
nt

is
t a

t G
en

oc
ea

 B
io

sc
ie

nc
es

, s
he

 w
as

 u
ne

m
pl

oy
ed

 fo
r 

m
or

e 
th

an
 a

 y
ea

r. 
“B

ei
ng

 a
 9

9 
pe

rc
en

t fi
t 

w
as

n’
t g

oo
d 

en
ou

gh
,” 

Co
ha

ne
 sa

ys
. I

t w
as

 q
ui

te
 u

nl
ik

e 
an

 e
ar

lie
r p

er
io

d 
of

 u
ne

m
pl

oy
m

en
t, 

w
he

n 
re

cr
ui

te
rs

 w
er

e 
kn

oc
ki

ng
 d

ow
n 

th
e 

do
or

. ¶
 S

he
 to

ok
 c

on
tr

ac
t r

es
ea

rc
h 

w
or

k 
an

d 
ta

ug
ht

 Z
um

ba
, t

he
 L

at
in

-d
an

ce
-

in
sp

ire
d 

ex
er

ci
se

 p
ro

gr
am

, w
hi

le
 p

ur
su

in
g 

he
r n

ex
t j

ob
. S

he
 d

re
w

 st
re

ng
th

 fr
om

 h
er

 h
us

ba
nd

 a
nd

 tw
o 

yo
un

g 
so

ns
 w

he
n 

th
e 

pr
ol

on
ge

d 
la

yo
ff 

ch
al

le
ng

ed
 h

er
 id

en
tit

y.
 “

To
 b

e 
a 

sc
ie

nt
is

t, 
yo

u 
ha

ve
 to

 b
e 

em
pl

oy
ed

. I
 

fe
lt 

lik
e 

a 
la

rg
e 

pa
rt

 o
f h

ow
 I 

de
fin

ed
 m

ys
el

f w
as

 g
on

e,
” 

sh
e 

sa
ys

. “
It 

w
as

 v
er

y 
hu

m
bl

in
g.”

 ¶
 W

he
n 

a 
he

ad
hu

nt
er

 c
al

le
d 

ab
ou

t t
he

 jo
b 

at
 C

ov
an

ce
, a

 P
ri

nc
et

on
 (N

.J.
)-b

as
ed

 c
om

pa
ny

, s
he

 re
co

gn
iz

ed
 o

ne
 o

f t
he

 c
on

ta
ct

 
na

m
es

—i
t w

as
 a

 p
er

so
n 

Co
ha

ne
 h

ad
 in

te
rv

ie
w

ed
 w

ith
 m

on
th

s e
ar

lie
r. 

P
ho

to
gr

ap
h 

by
 L

eo
na

rd
 G

re
co

K
at

hl
ee

n 
W

ie
de

rm
an

, 4
0

——
se

ni
or

 p
ri

va
cy

 a
na

ly
st

 
7 

m
on

th
s 

un
em

pl
oy

ed
. S

ta
rt

ed
 o

n 
M

ay
 2

 a
t A

xi
om

 R
es

ou
rc

e 
M

an
ag

em
en

t, 
a 

U
.S

. D
ep

ar
tm

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 c
on

tr
ac

to
r 

in
 F

al
ls

 C
hu

rc
h,

 V
a.

 O
n 

he
r 

lu
nc

h 
br

ea
k 

st
an

di
ng

 o
ut

si
de

 
he

r 
offi

ce
 b

ui
ld

in
g 

on
 M

ay
 1

7.

Th
e 

ex
ci

te
m

en
t o

f m
an

ag
in

g 
he

r 
ow

n 
sa

le
s 

ac
co

un
t a

nd
 th

e 
po

te
nt

ia
l t

o 
ea

rn
 s

ix
 fi

gu
re

s 
pe

rs
ua

de
d 

W
ie

de
rm

an
 to

 q
ui

t a
 s

ta
bl

e 
jo

b 
w

ith
 a

 g
ov

er
nm

en
t c

on
tr

ac
to

r 
an

d 
be

co
m

e 
an

 a
cc

ou
nt

 e
xe

cu
tiv

e 
se

lli
ng

 d
at

a 
se

rv
ic

es
 fo

r F
io

s i
n 

M
ay

 2
01

1. 
Fo

ur
 m

on
th

s l
at

er
 sh

e 
w

as
 le

t g
o.

 G
iv

en
 th

at
 sh

e 
do

es
 re

cr
ui

tin
g 

on
 th

e 
si

de
 a

nd
 h

as
 a

 st
ro

ng
 n

et
w

or
k 

in
 W

as
hi

ng
to

n,
 W

ie
de

rm
an

 fi
gu

re
d 

la
nd

in
g 

a 
ne

w
 jo

b 
w

ou
ld

 b
e 

st
ra

ig
ht

fo
rw

ar
d.

 
¶ 

Af
te

r f
ou

r o
r fi

ve
 m

on
th

s o
f t

ak
in

g 
it 

re
la

tiv
el

y 
ea

sy
 a

nd
 sp

en
di

ng
 ti

m
e 

w
ith

 h
er

 3
-y

ea
r-

ol
d 

da
ug

ht
er

, s
he

 b
ec

am
e 

m
or

e 
ag

gr
es

siv
e.

 “
I’v

e 
ne

ve
r n

et
w

or
ke

d 
so

 m
uc

h.
 I 

w
as

 a
lw

ay
s i

n 
Li

nk
ed

In
 lo

ok
in

g 
at

 m
y 

fr
ie

nd
s’

 
fr

ie
nd

s’
 c

on
ta

ct
s 

an
d 

as
ki

ng
 fo

r 
in

tr
os

,” 
W

ie
de

rm
an

 r
ec

al
ls

. A
 te

m
po

ra
ry

 p
os

iti
on

 o
pe

ne
d 

at
 h

er
 fo

rm
er

 e
m

pl
oy

er
, a

nd
 it

’s 
lik

el
y 

to
 tu

rn
 in

to
 a

 p
er

m
an

en
t p

os
iti

on
. T

he
 m

on
ey

 is
 a

bo
ut

 w
ha

t s
he

 m
ad

e 
at

 F
io

s,
 

al
th

ou
gh

 s
he

 m
is

se
s 

th
e 

fle
xi

bi
lit

y 
an

d 
va

ri
et

y 
of

 a
 s

al
es

 jo
b.

 “
O

n 
on

e 
ha

nd
, t

he
re

’s 
th

e 
‘I 

w
an

t t
o 

do
 s

om
et

hi
ng

 th
at

 r
ea

lly
 fu

lfi
lls

 m
e 

an
d 

m
ak

es
 m

e 
ha

pp
y,’

 ” 
sh

e 
sa

ys
. “

Th
e 

ot
he

r 
vi

ew
 is

, y
ou

’v
e 

go
t t

o 
pa

y 
th

e 
bi

lls
.” 

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
h 

by
 C

ai
tli

n 
Te

al
 P

ri
ce





Adam Sugg, 23——poker dealer (below left)
18 months unemployed. Started on May 14 at Hollywood Casino in Toledo. At a “mock casino” training week on May 21.

Sugg loved his job as a poker dealer in a charity poker room until his employer closed up shop in November 2010. With a half-finished bachelor’s degree, 
he couldn’t land any of the sales or retail jobs that had supported him during college. He tried making a living playing poker but ended up having to borrow 
money from his parents to pay the bills. ¶ When Hollywood Casino started hiring for a new location in Toledo, it seemed the perfect fit. He took an unpaid, 
100-hour, five-week poker class from the casino and went through all of the required interviews and tryouts. He was thrilled to finally get a job offer. “I knew 
this was something I wanted to do for the rest of my life, and I was happy it was going to start off in a good way,” says Sugg, whose live-in girlfriend also landed 
a job at Hollywood Casino. They celebrated with hamburgers at Max & Erma’s in Toledo. 

Rickey Smith, 41——craps and blackjack dealer and manager 
10 months unemployed. Started on May 14 at Hollywood Casino in Toledo. Stacking chips during a May 21 training session.

Thanks to the recession, Smith and his wife finally quit smoking. They couldn’t afford the habit. That’s about the only good thing that came out of 
the end of Smith’s lucrative career as a union bricklayer. He specialized in building furnaces in glass and steel factories, which have largely moved 
overseas. “You kind of feel like a failure, honestly,” he says. “You were living good, and then in a matter of a couple of years, you’re broke. You’ve gone 
through your savings; you’ve gone through everything.” Especially painful: being unable to afford a school trip to Washington, D.C., for his daughter, 
one of five children aged 16 through 22. ¶ Smith’s excited about his new occupation, despite having to take a 33 percent pay cut. “It’s a guaranteed job. 
It’s a guaranteed paycheck 40 hours a week for as long as I want,” he says. “I’m hoping to make it a career and do well at it and be able to retire in 20 or 
so years and enjoy life with my wife.” Photographs by Thomas Prior



Evan Slaton, 23——talent scout 
8 months unemployed. Started on April 16 at VisionIT, a recruiting company in Columbus, Ohio. At his desk on May 22.

Slaton quit his job as a manager at a movie theater, where he’d worked during college, to hunt for something with better prospects. He soon regretted it. “I 
didn’t really have any specific marketable skill,” he says. “I started feeling desperate.” ¶ A friend texted him about an opening at VisionIT, and he soon landed 
the job, which pays 20 percent more than his movie theater gig. For his first day he put on the nearly unworn suit he got as a graduation gift. “I woke up really 
early to make sure all my clothes were ironed. I wasn’t too nervous. I felt pretty confident,” he says. Photograph by Brian Sorg



Lyndsey Kuykendall——30, trademark examining attorney 
38 months unemployed. Started on March 12 at the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office in Alexandria, Va. Shown on her lunch 
break on May 22.

Kuykendall grew up in a safe part of “the hood” in Inglewood, Calif. “If you went down the hill one way there was one gang, and if you went down the hill 
the other way there was another,” Kuykendall says. When she earned her J.D. and landed a federal clerkship, she never thought she’d go back. But her first 
private sector job in Washington, D.C., ended after a few months, and she struggled for years to find a permanent position. ¶ “I had to ask my two retired 
parents to loan me money,” she says. “That was probably the lowest point for me.” She targeted the Patent and Trademark Office because of a lifelong interest 
in entertainment, checking in regularly with friends and a cousin who worked at the PTO. She was about to give up and move back to California when an 
opening arose. “I’m still giddy,” she says. Photograph by Rob Brulinski



Russell Clark, 41——elevator mechanic 
29 months unemployed. Started on March 5 at BART (Bay Area Rapid Transit) in San Francisco. Fixing an escalator at the 
Montgomery St. station on May 23.

Clark says he could actually see the recession in Northern California. “We watched job after job around us shut down in mid-construction,” he 
says. “That’s something I’d never seen in my lifetime. That’s when I really knew it was getting bad.” In the construction business, he says, the 
union benefits usually tide people over. This time was different. ¶ Clark and his 11-year-old daughter had to choose between health coverage and 
putting food on the table. Even though his new job with benefits at BART pays less than his old union position, he’ll have some time for extra 
work, which will help him  rebuild. One unexpected benefit: His daughter now appreciates the importance of hard work and discipline. “She’s 
going to keep that work ethic for the rest of her life,” he says. “She needs that more than she needs material items.” Photo collage by Jim Goldberg
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Branden Torres, 25——legal and business affairs coordinator 
10 months unemployed. Started on March 26 at Rockwell Group, an architecture and design firm in New York City. 
Photographed on his May 11 commute and at his new workplace.

Torres graduated from Pace University in 2009. His first job as a Justice Department clerk after graduation grew out of a college internship—and didn’t 
have tremendous career potential for a non-lawyer. In May 2011 he was let go from his second position as a marketing and public relations associate for a 
small interior design firm. In his sixth month of unemployment, Torres began to panic. Then he chanced on a staffing agency that found him a monthlong 
assignment at a financial firm. “It was really good to go to work every day and have something to do,” says Torres, reflecting back on months of submitting 
online résumés and networking, with only dog walking for friends giving his days structure. ¶ A series of temporary jobs in the winter provided much-
needed income and also a window into potential careers, some of which he had never considered before. He says his new position at the Rockwell Group 
seems a perfect fit for his economics degree and love for a creative environment. Photographs by Marcelo Gomes

Sunny Rowe, 26——front desk representative 
7 months unemployed. Started on April 9 at Crunch gym in Burbank, Calif. Shown at reception on May 14.

When Rowe saw the crowd of applicants for the new Crunch gym in Burbank, she started to get nervous. Landing a job at the Burbank Crunch was the 
cornerstone of her plan to spend as much time as possible with her 23-month-old daughter, Jovie. The part-time babysitting she’d been doing since Jovie 
arrived and Rowe left her previous gym position wasn’t covering the growing family’s needs. ¶ “I decided I could work really early in the morning, so I 
could work at a gym. My mom did that when we were young,” she says. Fortunately, Rowe clicked with her new manager in the second round of interviews, 
and there wasn’t much competition for the shift opening the gym at 4:45 a.m. Once Rowe gets home at 10 a.m., her husband leaves for his job as an 
assistant manager for Starbucks in Hollywood. “All three of us are happier this way,” she says. “Our whole family life got better when I started working.” 
Photograph by Luke Gilford





C
in

dy
 H

ar
ri

s,
 5

3
——

pa
yr

ol
l/a

dm
in

is
tr

at
iv

e 
as

si
st

an
t 

23
 m

on
th

s 
un

em
pl

oy
ed

. S
ta

rt
ed

 o
n 

A
pr

il 
3

0
 a

t  
P

ow
er

s 
A

cc
ou

nt
in

g 
&

 B
us

in
es

s 
S

er
vi

ce
s 

in
 L

iv
er

po
ol

, N
.Y

.  
S

ho
w

n 
at

 h
er

 d
es

k 
on

 M
ay

 2
1.

H
ar

ri
s w

as
 sh

oc
ke

d 
to

 b
e 

la
id

 o
ff 

fr
om

 th
e 

D
es

tin
 (F

la
.) 

ac
co

un
tin

g 
fir

m
 w

he
re

 sh
e’

d 
w

or
ke

d 
fo

r 2
5 

ye
ar

s.
 H

er
 m

ot
he

r w
as

 v
is

iti
ng

 a
t t

he
 ti

m
e,

 so
 H

ar
ri

s d
ro

ve
 to

 a
 c

off
ee

 sh
op

 to
 si

t q
ui

et
ly

 u
nt

il 
sh

e 
re

ga
in

ed
 h

er
 

co
m

po
su

re
. “

It 
w

as
 h

ar
d 

to
 fa

ce
 so

m
eb

od
y 

el
se

 o
r t

el
l h

er
 a

t t
he

 ti
m

e,
” 

sh
e 

sa
ys

. ¶
 T

he
 jo

b 
hu

nt
 w

as
 u

nn
er

vi
ng

. “
Th

e 
la

st
 ti

m
e 

I w
as

 lo
ok

in
g 

fo
r a

 jo
b 

yo
u 

di
dn

’t 
ha

ve
 c

om
pu

te
rs

 o
r t

he
 In

te
rn

et
,” 

sa
ys

 H
ar

ri
s.

 A
fte

r 
a 

fe
w

 fr
ui

tle
ss

 m
on

th
s o

f s
ub

m
itt

in
g 

he
r r

és
um

é,
 sh

e 
de

ci
de

d 
to

 se
ll 

he
r h

ou
se

 a
nd

 m
ov

e 
ba

ck
 in

 w
ith

 h
er

 fa
m

ily
 in

 S
yr

ac
us

e,
 N

.Y.
, i

n 
N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
0.

 S
he

 sa
ys

 h
er

 a
ge

 h
ur

t h
er

, b
ut

 th
e 

su
pp

or
t o

f h
er

 fa
m

ily
 a

nd
 

fr
ie

nd
s 

ca
rr

ie
d 

he
r 

th
ro

ug
h.

 “
If 

I f
ee

l l
ik

e 
I’m

 s
ta

rt
in

g 
to

 g
et

 d
ow

n,
 I 

ju
st

 b
ri

ng
 m

ys
el

f b
ac

k 
up

 a
ga

in
. I

 d
on

’t 
al

lo
w

 m
ys

el
f t

o 
st

ay
 d

ep
re

ss
ed

,” 
sh

e 
sa

ys
. ¶

 In
 Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

12
, A

de
cc

o 
St

affi
ng

 p
la

ce
d 

he
r 

in
 a

 te
m

p 
jo

b 
w

ith
 a

 sm
al

l a
cc

ou
nt

in
g 

fir
m

. I
n 

Ap
ri

l t
he

 o
w

ne
r d

ec
id

ed
 to

 h
ire

 h
er

 o
n 

a 
pe

rm
an

en
t b

as
is

. F
in

al
ly

 o
ut

 o
f l

im
bo

, H
ar

ri
s p

la
ns

 to
 st

ar
t l

oo
ki

ng
 fo

r h
er

 o
w

n 
ap

ar
tm

en
t. 

P
ho

to
gr

ap
hs

 b
y 

G
re

go
ry

 H
al

pe
rn



Angie Clarke, 39——claims adjuster 
15 months unemployed. Started on May 29 at insurance company USAA in Norfolk, Va. At home preparing for her first 
day back at work.

After Clarke lost her job in the spring of 2011, she found that the positions she’d held in the past now required a college degree, a credential she didn’t 
have. Her mother encouraged her to look beyond Flint, Mich. ¶ “I’ve been employed since I was 15,” Clarke says. “Not having a job that was enough to 
sustain myself was foreign to me.” When an opportunity at USAA arose, she flew at her own expense to an interview in Norfolk. ¶ “Even though it was 
a tough year, a challenging year, I think it was necessary for my journey,” she says. Once her son Bishop, 16, heads to college, Clarke plans to finish her 
bachelor’s degree. Photo illustration by Francesco Nazardo
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