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ABSTRACT
This article explores disadvantage theory for understanding the participation of Latino
immigrants in day labor. Data from 481 randomly surveyed day workers at 87 hiring sites
throughout Metropolitan Los Angeles make possible an examination of key demographic
and labor market characteristics of this self-employed occupation. Even though the over-
whelming majority of day laborers are recently arrived and unauthorized immigrants, not
all are desperate, as disadvantage theory would have us believe. Day laborers are diverse in
terms of their family structure, recency of arrival, tenure in day work, and human capiral.
Despite this diversity, lack of human capital and other characteristics generally handicap
day laborers in their search for stable, better paying occupations in the non-day-labor
market. Earnings among day laborers are mixed, hourly rates are higher than federal or
state minimum-wage ceilings, bargaining is commonplace and advantageous to the worker,
and wages are paid in cash and untaxed. However, these advantages are offset by unstable
work patterns. For a minority of day laborers, this market provides an alternative to other
forms of low-skilled, and irregular employment.

Keywords: 1. international migration, 2. day labor, 3. disadvantage theory, 4. work, 5. Los
Angeles.

RESUMEN
Este articulo explora la teorfa de la desventaja para entender la parricipacién de inmigrantes
latinos como jornaleros urbanos. Entrevistas con 481 jornaleros urbanos, seleccionados
aleatoriamente en 87 lugares de empleo en el 4rea metropolitana de Los Angeles, hacen
posible un andlisis de las caracteristicas demogréficas y del mercado de trabajo de este tipo
de auto empleados. Aunque la gran mayoria de los jornaleros urbanos son inmigrantes
recién llegados sin autorizacién para trabajar, no todos estdn desesperados, como la teorfa
de la desventaja podrfa hacernos creer. Los jornaleros urbanos son diversos en términos de
su estructura familiar, el tiempo de su llegada, su experiencia en este trabajo y su capital
humano. A pesar de esto, la falta de capital humano y otras caracteristicas, generalmente
los obstaculizan para buscar ocupaciones estables y mejor pagadas en el mercado laboral
regular. Los ingresos entre los jornaleros urbanos son diversos, la paga por hora es mayor
que los topes del salario minimo federal o estatal, el regateo de salarios es comtin y ven-
tajoso para el trabajador y los salarios son pagados en efectivo y libres de impuestos. Sin
embargo, estas ventajas son neutralizadas por la inestabilidad del trabajo. Para una minoria
de jornaleros urbanos este mercado ofrece una alternativa a otros empleos irregulares y de
baja calificacién.
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Introduction™

Day labor, the occupation in which men congregate visibly on street cor-
ners, in empty lots, or in parking lots of home improvement stores to solicit
temporary daily work, is a burgeoning labor market in immigrant-rich cities
and regions (Ferndndez 1999; Gearty 1999; McQuiston 1999; Visser
1999). In Los Angeles and Orange Counties, between 20,000 and 22,000
day laborers, spread over 87 “open-air” hiring sites, seek work on a daily ba-
sis (Valenzuela 1999). According to a Bureau of Labor Statistics survey on
the contingent1 workforce in the United States, over 250,000 day laborers
may exist nationally (Polivka 1996).” Other than anecdotal evidence sug-
gesting that these jobs are unstable, and the workers who perform them are
overwhelmingly immigrant, male, and desperate, we know little about this
occupational niche or the workers who participate in it. Similarly, with the
exception of a few case studies and publications on this occupation in the
United States (Malpica 1996; Quesada 1999; Valenzuela 1999, 2001; Wal-
ter et al. 2002), we know little about the motivations and structures that
would explain the preponderance of immigrant men in this line of employ-
ment.

Conventional labor theory holds that disadvantage in the labor market
(Light 1979; Min 1988) explains the participation of workers in day labor.
Labor theory posits that disadvantage leads to the unequal participation in
entrepreneurship and self-employment of different groups of workers. La-
tino immigrants, by virtue of their tenuous status in the formal labor mar-
ket, their racial and ethnic background, their low levels of human capital,
and their largely unauthorized status, participate at higher rates than
non-immigrants and other racial or ethnic groups. According to disadvan-
tage theory, difficulties in the general labor market encourage entrepreneur-
ial activities and other forms of self-employment, such as domestic work
(Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994a, 2001), and alternative income-generating ac-
tivities, such as day labor (Valenzuela 2001), street vending, and informal
market activities (Williams and Windebank 1998; Castells and Portes
1989).

*This article is based on research funded by a grant from the Ford Foundation. I thank Jennifer Lee, who
read an earlier draft of the article, and the anonymous reviewers, who improved the manuscript.
1Since its initial use by Audrey Freedman in testimony before the Employment and Housing Subcom-
mittee of the Committee on Government Operations (House of Representatives, Congress of the
United States), the term “contingent” has been applied to a wide range of employment practices, includ-
ing part-time work, temporary-help service employment, employee leasing, self-employment, contract-
ing out, employment in the business-services sector, and home-based work. It is also often used to
contrast any non-traditional work arrangement against the norm of a full-time wage or salary job. (See
for example Polivka and Nardone 1989; Polivka 1996).

2Unfortunately, the sample size of this survey was too small to make generalizations regarding the char-
acteristics or work arrangements of the overall U.S. day-labor workforce.
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This article uses data from the Day Labor Survey (DLS)’ to explore how
disadvantage theory explains the participation of immigrant workers in day
labor. The article contributes to a better understanding of day labor, the va-
riety of workers of this market, and the nature of their participation in it. Af-
ter briefly discussing day-labor wortk, I discuss in detail disadvantage theory
and its utility for explaining unequal rates of participation in entrepreneur-
ial and other forms of self-employment. I then describe the research and
data used to explore day labor. I next examine key demographic, social, and
labor-market characteristics of this labor exchange, paying particular atten-
tion to four factors that explain Latino immigrant participation in day la-
bor, including important labor-market advantages (that is, experience and
flexibility) that compel immigrants to participate in this line of work. I con-
clude by discussing the implications of these findings and the application of
disadvantage theory for explaining participation in day labor, including the
framework’s inability to account for why some experienced (for example,
long-term, educated), and hence less disadvantaged, workers enter the
day-labor market.

Working Day Labor

The contemporary origins of day labor and other occupations, such as do-
mestic work (Rollins 1985; Romero 1992; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994a,
2001) and work paid “under the table,” are related to global economic activ-
ities and large-scale immigration to areas such as New York, Miami, Chi-
cago, and Los Angeles. The expansion of global informal markets and the
decline of state-regulated formal economic activity (Castells and Portes
1989) have also contributed significantly to the growth of these occupa-
tions. The restructuring of the economy, particularly that related to formal
economic activities and occupations related to part-time or contingent
work (Sassen-Koob 1985; Belous 1989; Tilly 1996; Carnoy, Castells, and
Benner 1997) also help explain the recent growth of day labor. We know
that self-employment and entrepreneurship is growing rapidly (Gartner
and Shane 1995; Light and Rosenstein 1995), subcontracting prevails over
union contracts in various industrial sectors, and the cash economy is ex-
panding in the microeconomic realm, while trade is increasingly becoming
a crucial feature of international exchange (Portes, Castells, and Benton
1989). These factors help us understand the modern-day development of
this occupation.

Day labor, however, is not new to the global or U.S. labor force. The prac-
tice of men and women gathering in public settings in search of work dates

3The DLS is the first random and comprehensive survey of day laborers in the United States. The author
is the principal investigator of a major, four-part study to collect data on the work and lives of day labor-
ers, of which the DLS is the first component.
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back to at least medieval times when the feudal city was originally a place of
trade. In England during the 1100s, people seeking work assembled at daily
or weekly markets (Mund 1948:106). Statutes regulated the opening of
public markets in merchant towns and required agricultural workers (fore-
men, plowmen, carters, shepherds, swineherds, dairymen, and mowers) to
appear with tools to be hired in a “commonplace and not privately” (Mund
1948:96). The City of Worchester created an ordinance that required la-
borers to stand “at the grass-Cross on the workdays...ready to all persons
such as would hire them to their certain labor, for reasonable sums, in the
summer season at 5:00 a.m. and the winter season at 6:00 a.m.” (Mund
1948:100-101).

In the United States, as eirly as the late 1700s, Irishmen were indentured
to the Potomac Company of Virginia to dig canals throughout the north-
east alongside free laborers and slaves. A casual labor force proved to be more
viable financially than indentured servants and slaves because the former
could be laid off in economic downturns while the latter had to be provided
with food and shelter. Casual wage laborers worked by the year, month, or
day (Way 1993). During the early to mid-1800s, day laborers were recruited
from construction crews or worked for track repairmen of railroad compa-
nies. Casual laborers (often laid off from construction jobs) worked in a va-
riety of unskilled positions (brakemen, track repairmen, stevedores at
depots, emergency firemen, snow clearers, or mechanic’s assistants). Some
of these workers were recent immigrants—Chinese and Mexicans in the
west and Germans and Irish in the east (Licht 1983:37, 42, 60). Many day
laborers in the west were tied to California’s agricultural industry and the
Bracero Program after World War II (Schmidt 1964).

Contemporary employers of day laborers benefit similarly from exploit-
ing this market. The ease and rapidity of hiring a day laborer to help with
household improvement or repair is an important attraction for homeown-
ers and other individuals who hire day laborers. The market is also ex-
tremely attractive to construction subcontractors who need to replace a
regular employee who has called in sick or been fired. Besides basic sup-
ply-and-demand factors, day laborers are a pliable labor force that can un-
dertake tasks workers in the general economy may not easily or willingly
petform. The cost of hiring day laborers is yet another attraction for em-
ployers and homeowners who seek to cut labor costs by avoiding payment of
employment taxes, worker benefits, and other costs related to maintaininga
regular work force or hiring a contractor.

During the past few years, obtaining temporary work has become easier
even for blue-collar, low-skilled workers (Cleeland 1999). The proliferation
of temporary agencies and the part-time labor market has made it tremen-
dously accessible to low-skilled workers (Henson1996; Tilly1996). How-
ever, obtaining temporary work in the open-air day-labor market is
difficult. Day laborers have to contend with cyclical variations related to
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weather and seasonality, the economic fluctuations in the construction and
home-improvement industry, and the daily uncertainty of being selected by
a prospective employer. In addition to these factors, day laborers must vig-
orously compete with each other. At hiring sites, it is not uncommon to see
a swarm of men around a car aggressively pointing to themselves or yelling
at the prospective employer to hire them. Sometimes, social orderata hiring
site breaks down and jostling, arguments, or even fights break out as indi-
viduals compete for jobs during bouts of low employment activity. For the
most part, however, social order is maintained, and day laborers sustain a
modicum of orderliness in their search for temporary work.

Day laborers must also contend with other difficult elements, including
complaining merchants and residents and harassment by local law enforce-
ment. In addition, attempting to get hired in public is physically dangerous.
Despite the difficulty of procuring temporary employment in this market,
it is growing, as indicated in megia coverage on this occupation and the
number of regulated hiring sites sprouting throughout the United States.
Ease of entry for participants, availability of widespread hiring sites, and
employers’ ease in hiring temporary workers partly drives this growth.

Day-labor work is flexible and open to anyone wishing to work. Women,
however, shy away from it, perhaps because they perceive the work to be too
labor-intensive and physically difficult and the market to be overwhelm-
ingly dominated by men. An able-bodied man willing to sell his labor in a
public setting can do so at any of the many sites in Southern California or
elsewhere in the United States. Documents are rarely requested, no partici-
pation or “standing” fee is required, and although residents, merchants, and
police may harass day laborers, the market is mostly unmolested, with few if
any state or local regulations. Regulated sites (official gathering places spon-
sored by local municipalities, community-based organizations, or private
industries) pose some Earriers, but even at these sites, access is generally fa-
vorable.

For immigrant workers, the day-labor marketplace is an effective device
for bringing together prospective patrones (empfoyers). For many partici-

ants, dgay labor may serve as a possible alternative to low-skilled and
ow-wage employment in the formal economy. For many others, especially
those workers with distinct labor market disadvantages, day labor isan alter-
native to ongoing unemployment and provides an opportunity simply to
work. What explains the overwhelming proportion ofgmmigrant workers
in day labor—a form of employment fraught with instability, low pay, and
difficult, abusive, and sometimes dangerous jobs? Labor disadvantage the-
ory provides a framework for answering this question.

Day Labor and Labor Disadvantage

Labor theory uses the variable of “general disadvantage” to explain the un-
equal participation in entrepreneurship or self-employment among
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different groups of workers. The theory asserts that general difficulties in
the economy (for example, increasing unemployment levels, downturns in
the business cycle) encourage self-employment, independent of the re-
sources of the disadvantaged worker. That is, high unemployment or un-
deremployment would be sufficient to cause someone to seek alternative
income-generating activities, self-employment being the alternative of
choice. General disadvantage, however, does not affect all workers equally.
This has led Ivan Light and Carolyn Rosenstein (1995) to differentiate that
variable from “resource disadvantage” and “labor-market disadvantage.”

Resource disadvantage occurs when current or historical experience, such
as slavery, leads a group to enter the labor market with fewer resources (con-
strued as human capital, which is manifested, for example, as educational at-
tainment, a strong work ethic, good diet, reliable health, contact networks,
self-confidence) than other groups. Labor-market disadvantage, in contrast,
can arise when groups receive low returns on their human capital for reasons
unrelated to their productivity (for example, in the form of discrimination
based on racial, gender, age, or birthplace or citizenship characteristics). Re-
source and labor-market disadvantage can exist together, and, indeed, many
immigrants to the United States are likely to suffer both. This results in
higher rates of participation in entrepreneurship (Light and Rosenstein
1995), self-employment (Light 1979), and alternative income-generating
activities that include informality (Williams and Windebank 1998).

Disadvantage theory argues that self-employment and participation in
marginal occupations serves as a mobility ladder. Self-employment may
lead to mobility in non-entrepreneurial occupations or to better paying or
more secure employment paths. The experience, social capital, and job
skills acquired through self-employment are attractive characteristics not
lost on employers, and these things can often make the difference in secur-
ing a better job. Immigrant workers often take advantage of the experiences
gained from on-the-job training and the variety of occupations found in day
labor. In securing a job or negotiating wages, they may verbally or more sub-
tly advertise their occupational preference or specialty. Day-labor painters,
wearing the painter’s standard white attire splotched with paint from previ-
ous jobs, will seek work at hiring sites located at paint stores. Construction
day laborers will often carry their own tools for the trade in which they spe-
cialize (plumbing, drywall, masonry). Those hoping to capitalize on the
moving business go to truck-rental centers (such as Ryder or U-Haul), and
those seeking landscape work go to nurseries.

In addition, self-employment provides important quality-of-life charac-
teristics that differentiate good jobs from less desirable ones. Autonomy
from a supervisor or boss and the flexibility to not “show up” or to work
non-standard hours are important traits valued by most workers, especially
the temporary or jornalero self-employed who may be searching for another
job, innovating, or developing alternative entrepreneurial projects. It is not
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lost on day laborers that autonomy and flexibility are keys to pursuing
greater economic opportunities and achieving mobility.

Disadvantage theory also sheds light on another outcome of
self-employment: survival in a poorly paid and unstable general labor mar-
ket. The only alternative for immigrants with limited job experience, work
skills, lack of documents, language, and other human-capital deficiencies is
to work in self-employed occupations even though this means limited mo-
bility, instability, and low wages. Self-employment, rather than offering the
freedom of autonomy, flexibility, and decent pay, becomes merely subsis-
tence, a survival strategy to make ends meet.

Light and Rosenstein (1995) separate survivalist entrepreneurs into two
types: value entrepreneurs and disadvantaged entrepreneurs. Value entre-
preneurs choose self-employment rather than low-wage jobs for various rea-
sons having in part to do with, as the label suggests, their values. For
example, Bates (1987) argues that many value entrepreneurs are women,
who are attracted to the benefits of self-employment, such as the ability to
juggle home and work more flexibly than in regular wage employment.
Others prefer the entrepreneur’s independence, social status, life-style, or
self-concept to the characteristics identified with working a low-wage job
(Light and Rosenstein 1995). Steven J. Gold (1992:265; see also Ma Mung
1994) documents that some of the attraction of entrepreneurship for Viet-
namese is the “ability to provide them with a level of independence, prestige,
and flexibility unavailable under other conditions of employment.” Thus,
value entrepreneurs select self-employment for reasons that include
non-monetary considerations.

In contrast, disadvantaged survivalist entrepreneurs primarily undertake
self-employment because, as a result of labor-market disadvantage, they
earn higher returns on their human capital in self-employment than in
waged or salaried employment (Light 1979; Min 1988; Lee 1999) or they
have no other employment options. With few resources at their disposal,
disadvantaged groups, such as unauthorized immigrants, have limited op-
tions and prefer self-employment to regular wage work, including becom-
ing self-employed in informal or contingent work rather than starting small
businesses (Light and Rosenstein 1995:153-54).

Two factors explain labor-market disadvantage for immigrants, particu-
larly those coming from Mexico and Central America: low wages and weak
ties to good jobs. The low wages of Latino immigrants are generally attrib-
uted to seven factors: 1) lower educational attainment and youthfulness, 2)
lack of English proficiency, 3) unauthorized status, 4) country-of-origin, 5)
recency of arrival, 6) concentration (segregation) in low-wage firms, indus-
tries, and occupations, and 7) race (phenotype) and gender discrimination.
Research on the determinants of the lower earnings of immigrant Latinos
often point to the symptoms of failed educational policy, such as educa-
tional progress and quality of schooling, curtailing high school drop-out
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rates, which are highest among Latinos, and the very low rates of college
completion. Discrimination continues to plague this group, and federal
laws and constitutional rulings have made lawsuits more difficult to win.
And finally, economic restructuring and other structural changes in labor
markets are disproportionately affecting Latinos. New immigrants may face
a harder environment in their adaptation to labor-market institutions.

A weak tie to good jobs is another important reason for Latino’s lower
earnings and their primary form of disadvantage. Most research on this
topic (DeFreitas 1991; Meléndez ez a/l. 1991) has focused on the determi-
nants of employment, unemployment, and labor-force participation. Simi-
lar to low wages, employment outcomes for Latinos are mostly explained by
immigrant background, recency of arrival, economic growth, educational
background, discrimination, and industrial and occupational employment
niches. Unauthorized status increases exposure to unstable, dirty or danger-
ous, and poorly paid jobs. Higher rates of unemployment for Latinos are of
special concern because we know that personal characteristics or education
do not primarily explain differences in unemployment. Rather, Latinos
have a higher probability of experiencing one or more spells of unemploy-
ment and, interestingly, a lower duration of unemployment. That is, job
turnover is high and rapid with Latinos and immigrants going in and out of
low-skilled jobs because Latinos having a lower reservation wage—a greater
disposition to accept lower-paying jobs after losing a job. Latinos also have
higher proportions of involuntary part-time work (7.1 percent) compared
to African Americans (3.6 percent) or whites (3.6 percent). This indicates
that Latinos tend to accept less desirable jobs rather than face unemploy-
ment (Meléndez 1993).

Labor disadvantage explains the unequal participation of different groups
in entrepreneurship and self-employment. The most useful component of
this theory for understanding participation of immigrants in day labor is the
model’s use of survivalist self-employment, which provides a framework for
understanding marginal or informal occupations, such as domestic work or
day labor. However, contextualizing labor disadvantage for immigrant day
laborers within the broader lexicon of disadvantage for Latinos provides
added information to explain their participation in day labor and, similarly,
their low participation in non-day-labor work. After describing the research
on which this article is based, I provide evidence and analytical support to
show that disadvantage theory explains the unequal participation of immi-
grant Latinos in day labor.

Research Description
The Day Labor Study, the primary data source for this article, provides a

unique window through which to better understand day laborers, the char-
acteristics of this market, and the unique attributes that bring together
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workers and employers for this exchange. As a result, it also allows us to as-
sess the merits of disadvantage theory for explaining the participation of im-
migrants in this labor-market niche.

Any scientific study of day laborers, a highly mobile, highly visible, yet
largely unstudied population, requires a creative research approach. To our
knowledge, no other survey or comprehensive methodology for under-
standing the demographic and other characteristics of these workers and
this occupation exists. Special complexities in day labor, such as the sporadic
involvement of the men and the fluid nature of the hiring sites (new ones ap-
pearing, old ones dying out), make a survey of this occupation very difficult.
Finally, other factors come into play when attempting to survey mostly
Spanish-speaking men who are trying to secure employment in an open,
public space. Despite their ubiquity, day laborers are not a population that
can easily be approached to take part in a scientific survey.

The DL is a face-to-face, random survey of 481 day laborers administered
at 87 hiring sites throughout Los Angeles and Orange Counties in Southern
California during 1999. All but 10 interviews were administered in Span-
ish by a team of uCLA undergraduate and graduate students and former day
laborers. The 6 percent refusal rate (randomly selected day laborers unwill-
ing to take part in the survey) was very low, remarkably so given the difficul-
ties of approaching and convincing a population of immigrants, 84 percent
of whom were unauthorized, to participate.

Because workers faced the possibility of missing work for the day, we of-
fered an incentive of $25 for participation in the survey, which took a little
more than an hour. Workers viewed this as adequate compensation. In
many instances, we were relieved to find during surveying that a significant
number of men either interrupted their interviews with us because they had
secured work for the day (we usually successfully rescheduled the interview)
or they found work after completing the survey.

It is impossible to determine the statistical universe of the population of
day laborers or even to estimate accurately how many are in the United

4We undertook hiring-site identification six months prior to survey implementation and initially iden-
tified 97 sites, of which 10 had disappeared by the start of interviewing.

5To convince day laborers to participate in our study, we undertook both standard and unique survey
procedures. First, we hired approximately a dozen current and former day laborers to be part of our in-
terviewer team. They, along with the team's undergraduate and graduate students, underwent a rigorous
three-day training program, in which they learned basic interview techniques, including how to follow
skip patterns, avoid leading a respondent, and administer propetly a complex survey with many detailed
questions. Their performance was reviewed periodically during the survey period. Second, to convince
day laborers that our study was legitimate, worthwhile, and not a ruse by some government agency try-
ing to round them up, we developed a process that we called “reconnaissance” fieldwork. We arrived ata
site (unfortunately in a white official “UCLA” van) by 7:00 a.m. Approaching groups of day laborers, the
reconnaissance team would pass out flyers in Spanish that explained that we were recruiting respondents
for our survey, and that the participant selection procedure was random. We explained verbally the ob-
jectives of the study, that we were from UCLA (not the INS), that their participation was purely voluntary,
and tha, if they were selected and chose to participate, their responses would remain confidential. That
is, there could be no way that a completed survey could be traced back to them at some future time.
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States. As a result, we were posed with a methodological problem of how
best to sample and to what extent we could control for bias when surveying
at each hiring site. To address the issues of unknown universe and sampling
bias, we used the maximum-variation method (Snow and Anderson 1993)
to identify sites.® Despite having identified all known hiring sites in the re-
gion, a sampling challenge still existed because each site had a relatively fluid
population, making it very difficult to select a random sample. Would we be
surveying only those men not procuring work (that is, those standing and
seeking employment), thus biasing the sample against those workers who
had already secured work that day or previous days? What about those day
laborers who had found temporary work and would not be included in our
sample on the day we surveyed their site? We decided that the best approach
would be to select a random sample of respondents from each of the sites we
had identified and to survey all identified hiring sites and to do so during
specific time frames (for example, between 7:00 a.m. and 10:00 a.m.) when
workers were most likely to be seeking employment. This procedure would
at least insure a rigorous and consistent sampling procedure across all of the
hiring sites.

To assess labor disadvantage theory, I present the survey’s key demo-
graphic, social, and labor-market findings below. The small number of
missing responses, as is customary, have been omitted from the tabulated
data. In addition, all data are weighted to represent the overall day-labor
population in Los Angeles and Orange County.

The Workers

While driving during the early morning through the streets of Los Angeles, or
in other immigrant-rich cities, one is likely to encounter a group of scruffy,
dark-skinned, Spanish-speaking men who are eagerly courting passersby or
hovering around a car and aggressively pointing to themselves in hopes of se-
curing employment for the day. Who are these men, where do they come
from, and what characteristics best describe them and their lives as day labor-
ers? More importantly, what can we learn about them that gives us insight into

6We used three methods to identify hiring sites in Los Angeles and Orange Counties. First, using the
snowball “referral” system, we approached day laborers at sites and asked them to identify other sites
where they also seek day labor. We then visited the newly identified sites and repeated this line of ques-
tioning until new sites were no longer being identified. This procedure is derived from traditional snow-
ball sampling (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; Watters and Biernacki 1989; Van Meter 1990) and helped
us identify 65 hiring sites. After charting these sites on a wall map of Los Angeles and Orange County,
we identified gaps (large geographic areas) where sites, unidentified in our snowball referral system,
might logically be expected to exist. We then drove through several of these “gaps” (neighborhoods) in
search of day laborers. This procedure allowed us to identify an additional 15 hiring sites. Finally, we
identified all Home Base, Home Depot, and other types of hardware/home improvement/construction
and paint stores where day laborers might likely gather. We then visited each potential hiring site to ver-
ify the presence of day laborers. Through these three procedures, we identified 97 sites.
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their participation in this unstable, poorly paid, and seemingly desperate oc-
cupation?

A demographic portrait of individuals in this workforce reveals three im-
portant insights that help explain their participation. First, although this
population is heterogeneous in terms of several key demographic character-
istics, day laborers are primarily undereducated and have limited English
proficiency, which severely hinders them socially and economically. Sec-
ond, asignificant proportion are unauthorized and recently arrived, putting
them in a precarious position in a formal labor market with which they have
little familiarity. Finally, almost all are male, Latino, and young, important
traits that more generally characterize Latino labor-market disadvantage.
However, not all day laborers exhibit these characteristics.

More than one-third of the day laborers interviewed had between nine
and 12 years of education, the equivalent of junior high (educacién
secundaria) and high school (educacién preparatoria) in Mexico. Thus, a sig-
nificant number show modest levels of educational attainment. Further
analysis of data reveals that educational attainment measured by number of
years may not equate to the holding of a diploma. Indeed, most day labor-
ers, even those with many years of education, had no degtee, a detriment
when seeking formal employment, which widely requires diplomas and
training certificates for participation. However, the relatively high propor-
tion of day laborers with more than nine years of education (38.6 percent)
belies the assumption that individuals working in the day-labor market are
uneducated. Given that educational certification is unimportant in this
market, the low percentage who hold diplomas may be the key to explaining
the presence of large numbers of men with modest levels of educational at-
tainment working in day labor.

Almost one quarter (23.4 percent) of those surveyed had been in the
United States for more than 10 years, with 10 percent having been here lon-
ger than 20 years. Even though this labor market is overwhelmingly immi-
granta dichotomy clearly exists between recent arrivals (living in the United
States for less than one year) and older immigrants (those who have lived in
the United States for 11 or more years). Although more than 80 percent of
the workers interviewed did not have legal documents to work in the United
States, the remainder possess the necessary paperwork, fall into the category
of asylum seeker, hold temporary work permits, or have some other INS sta-
tus. Those who are undocumented may be able to secure fraudulent docu-
ments or fake work permits (see Table 1).

Demographic characteristics of day laborers are mixed. Clearly, day labor-
ers are homogenous on several dimensions: race and ethnicity, birthplace,
legal status, and country of origin. However, diversity exists with regard to
the key characteristics most likely to affect labor-market opportunities, such
as the average number of years a worker has lived in the United States. While
day labor is an immigrant occupational niche with many recent arrivals
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Table 1. Day-Labor Characteristics.

Characteristics Percentage

Country of Origin (n=481)

Mexico . 77.5
Central America’ 20.1
Other’ 1.1
United States 1.3

Recency of Arrival (n=479)

Less than 5 Years 52.3
6-10 Years 24.4
11+ Years 23.4

Birthplace and Legal Status (n=481)

Foreign-born 98.7
Unauthorized 84.0
Age (n=479)

18-27 37.9
28-57 58.7
58+ 3.5
Mean Age 34.0
FEducational Attainment (n=481)

No Education 5.1
1-6 Years 51.5
7-8 Years 4.9
9-12 Years 34.4
13+ Years 4.2
Mean Years of Schooling 7.0
Highest Degree Obtained (n=481)

None 79.5
High School Diploma 14.3
GED 0.14
Tech Degree/Certificate 1.7
Adult School Certificate 21.6
AA 1.4
BA/BS 0.78
Advanced Graduate Degree 0.41

Source: Valenzuela, Day Labor Survey, 1999,

Includes day laborers from El Salvador (7.2%), Honduras (2.9%), and Guatemala (10%).
® Includes day laborers from Zimbabwe (0.1%), Morocco (0.3%), South Africa (0.2%), Peru
(0.2%), and Colombia (0.3%).
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participating, it is unclear why immigrants who have long resided in the
United States would resort to this type of work given their more mature
connection to U.S. norms, customs, and institutions. Linear processes of
incorporation would dictate that long-term resident immigrants would
shun bottom-of-the-barrel occupations like temporary day work.

The survey revealed a wide range in ages for day laborers, which belies the
assumption that workers in this niche are primarily young and single. Even
though most of these workers are, on average, young and almost half are sin-
gle, almost 60 percent are between 28-57 years. DLS survey results indicate
that while day labor overwhelmingly provides employment opportunities,
albeit inconsistently, to single, youthful, and recently arrived immigrants, it
also provides respite from unemployment for older men with
head-of-household responsibilities. Finally, even though most day laborers
do not have U.S.-based certificates or degrees, they do register modest rates
of educational attainment, with a few having attained a college-level educa-
tion. All together, these data suggest that day labor may be an alternative op-
tion for a significant number of immigrants who have been in the United
States for 11 or more years, who support a family, and who are relatively ed-
ucated. Why else would such men stand expectantly at a street corner solic-
iting work on a daily basis?

Faced with few labor market options in the wider economy, immigrants
experience bouts of unemployment or underemployment. To survive,
many opt for day-labor work, which provides them with a temporary, albeit
difficult, buffer during times of unemployment. The characteristics of day
laborers point to labor-market disadvantage as an explanation for their par-
ticipation. However, disadvantage theory does not explain the presence of
individuals lacking demographic characteristics that might be classed as
“disadvantages.” A closer analysis of how day labor is structured provides a
context for explaining immigrant-worker participation in this difficult, un-
stable, and poorly paid occupation.

Day Laboring

Data from the Day Labor Survey reveal four important findings about the
social organization of day labor that help answer why immigrant workers
regularly seek employment and participate in this market. Immigrants (1)
lack the work experience and job skills needed in similar occupations in reg-
ular or non-day labor work; (2) encounter structural and human-capital
barriers (lack of documents, transportation, and English proficiency); (3)
have better connections to this line of work than to higher paying jobs be-
cause social networks and friendships channel them to day labor; and (4) are
attracted by the opportunity to bargain and earn competitive (albeit irregu-
lar) pay and the non-economic benefits, such as autonomy and flexibility,
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despite other difficulties associated with this line of work. The first three
traits provide strong evidence that disadvantage drives participation in day
labor. The last category suggests that characteristics of survivalist value en-
trepreneurs, described by Light and Rosenstein (1995), also drive immi-
grant participation in day labor because it provides a modest living that is
competitive with other forms of low-skilled and poorly paid employment.
At the very least, in the absence of day-labor jobs, immigrant workers would
seek other forms of alternative income-generating activities or try employ-
ment opportunities in the wage economy. Below, I discuss each of these
four important findings.

Work Experience and Skill Acquisition

Lack of work experience, certification, and skills makes the prospect of em-
ployment more difficult for immigrant workers. In the United States, strin-
gent work-certification requirements and immigrants’ lack of experience in
higher paying, more stable jobs make it difficult for foreign workers edu-
cated in their country of origin to find employment. Many immigrants, de-
spite formal schooling and sufficient qualifications, are unable to compete
for occupations that require certification, such as teaching or administra-
tion. As a result, many recentarrivals and those who have been in the United
States for along period are employed in under-skilled, poorly paid jobs that
offer few opportunities for mobility. Day labor provides not only a job but,
perhaps more importantly, an opportunity to obtain valuable work experi-
ence and skills in construction and other related industries, such as roofing,
plumbing, painting, and landscaping.

Clearly, skills take on a different meaning for day laborers. The acquisi-
tion of skills, rather than the competition for jobs based on skill, seems to

~ drive many of the participants. Although most respondents mentioned im-
proving their human capital by obtaining work experience in different
trades, most day laborers did not see the lack of specific skill as a hindrance
preventing their employment as a day laborer. At the same time, day labor-
ers exploiting the markings of a trade (for example, those wearing painter’s
overalls or brandishing their own tools) were better able to secure skilled
jobs than those who exhibited no recognizable “trade” markings.

The structure of day labor may not be the most advantageous for skilled
workers for several reasons. First, in most instances, employers of day labor-
ers are not necessarily looking for skilled workers. Instead, they hire day la-
borers for menial or labor-intensive jobs that require negligible skill. Day
laborers that we interviewed were largely employed in light construction,
gardening (including digging holes, cutting shrubs, and landscaping),
painting, cleaning and maintenance, and loading and unloading moving
vans. Most workers interviewed served as assistants to skilled foremen or
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licensed contractors. When probed about specific duties, day laborers re-
sponded that they performed tasks that involved assisting a skilled worker
rather than performing the skilled job itself. Another reason the structure of
day labor does not favor skilled workers is that, beside obvious markings, it is
very difficult to “advertise” or make known your skill level, much less the de-
gree of experience in that skill. It is also very difficult for employers to verify
if workers who claim they are skilled are representing themselves accurately.

Low-skilled workers in the United States—immigrant and non-im-
migrant alike—are often constrained from participating in meaningful and
decent paying jobs for reasons other than their human capital. Factors such
as race and gender discrimination in hiring, language constraints, and the
availability of good jobs requiring few skills prevent low-skilled workers
from obtaining gainful employment. Day laborers are not immune to these
factors and are confronted with additional immigrant-related and other
barriers that prevent their employment in more formal labor markets while
confining them to day labor and other forms of flexible and contingent la-
bor. Day labor, while rarely providing stable work, does offer opportunities
to gain experience and hone job skills in construction and related industries,
which thereby increases the human capital of the participants.

Barriers to Work in the Formal Labor Market

Determining both the types of barriers day workers confronted in attempt-
ing to secure formal employment and the factors that confine them to the
self-employed niche provides insight into the workers’ circumstances and
suggests that underemployment and labor-market disadvantage are pri-
mary factors (see Table 2).

As might be expected of unauthorized immigrants, lack of documents
was the primary factor preventing day laborers from finding other types of
employment. Though thousands of unauthorized immigrants obtain em-
ployment with fraudulently acquired documents or because of employers’
failure to verify authenticity, the possibility of getting caught and deported
is a real threat when seeking formal employment.

Several other key labor-market disadvantages were important as well. For
example, almost 20% of all those interviewed mentioned low pay and un-
availability of jobs as the most important barrier preventing their participa-
tion in non-day-labor work. They also reported labor-market and resource
(that is, human capital) disadvantages. Lack of skills and unfamiliarity with
U.S. work customs or norms along with the inability to speak English also
emerged as debilitating barriers. The factors that prevent day laborers from
participating in formal labor markets relegate them to day labor. These bar-
riers also help us understand the preponderance of immigrants in this sec-
tor.
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Table 2. Barriers to Employment in the Formal Job Market (n=419).

Barriers Percent
Lack of Document 40.3
Lack of English Proficiency 21.3
Pay Rate too Low 9.2
Few Jobs Available 9.0
No Specific Job Skill to Market 3.4
Lack of Transportation/Driver’s Licence 1.3
Too Old 2.6
Racial Discrimination 3.6
Employer Abuse 1.2
Other 8.0

Source: Valenzuela, Day Labor Survey, 1999.

Social Networks and Friendship

The role of social networks among immigrant workers is important for un-
derstanding their participation in day labor. Although social networks are
important in other job markets and social settings, they are critical for job
acquisition at open-air hiring sites. Social networks are not the only mecha-
nism workers use to secure jobs at hiring sites. As described eatlier, jostling
and drawing attention to oneself aggressively, waiting expectantly, and par-
ticipating in job queues at regulated sites are other methods laborers use to
secure day-labor jobs.

Social networks are important in immigrant settlement and job incorpo-
ration (Mines 1981; Portes and Bach 1985; Massey ez al. 1987; Chévez
1992; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994b) —a role not lost on recent arrivals. Im-
migrants create layers of resources and strategies for dealing with a new and
larger society. Immigrant networks are based on the individual, the family,
and an extended network of relatives, comrades, paisanos (fellow members
of the home community), trusted friends, and neighbors. By forming a
network in a region, local community, or neighborhood, immigrants in-
crease the number of people they can turn to for help in securing a job or
obtaining legal or medical assistance in a crisis, and for short-term lending
and borrowing of resources. Most immigrants know someone in their area
of destination who can provide shelter, information on where to find a job,
and help with other settlement issues. This important factor usually means
the difference between an immigrant acquiring a job or not, with the con-
sequence of having to return to their country of origin.
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Thus, the role of social networks is perhaps even more important among
low-skilled immigrants who have few employment options, especially in the
formal labor market. Participation in the day-labor market—where em-
ployer contacts are infrequent and periods of unemployment fre-
quent—heightens that dependence on social networks and the culture of
reciprocity.

For example, most employers of day laborers hire between one and three
workers on any given day. The selection is often done by a “broker” or lead
person, someone who stands out perhaps because he had prior experience
with the prospective employer, was aggressive or could speak some English,
or simply through a stroke of fate. The employer will tell the broker to se-
lect, for example, three or four “strong, dependable, and hard working”
men, and the broker will pick his friends or acquaintances to join him for
that particular job. During the job, he serves as a liaison through whom the
employer communicates work orders and negotiates wages. Thus, a la-
borer’s relationship with other workers, especially those who are most expe-
rienced, is advantageous in securing a job.

Friendship among day laborers is important because it provides compan-
ionship, camaraderie, and a source of advice and favors. For example,
money is often pooled for a bus ticket to bring a family member or friend to
the United States or so a worker can return home for a special event or fam-
ily emergency. Workers often share housing, and they lend each other
money for rent and food during bouts of low employment. The proximity
of the workers at the hiring sites facilitates the settlement of these loans and
encourages exchange of favors and sharing of sources of information. This
communication at hiring sites aids in organizing social and sporting events,
where workers and their families can meet for recreation.

The sense of community and mutual respect engendered by these social
networks may provide a clue to why laborers return daily to seek informal
jobs. Even though the majority of day laborers expressed a desire to secure
full-time, steady employment, their participation in the day-labor market,
unlike that in the formal labor pool, provides the social contact and net-
working needed for settlement, subsistence, and opportunity.

Social networks and friendships funnel recent arrivals into various occu-
pational niches, including day labor. Most day laborers are newcomers to
the United States, fully a third having been in this country for less than one
year. As a result, much of their channeling into this niche is the result of ei-
ther hearing (through friends or relatives) about this unique occupation or
coming into contact with day laborers through social settings or other activ-
ities. Social networks also serve very important survival and social functions
that give meaning and agency to the everyday lives that men confront in this
occupation.
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Earnings and Bargaining

The flexibility in negotiating a wage and the range in possible earnings
makes this market both extremely risky and attractive to participants. Expe-
rienced day laborers often mentioned their ability to negotiate a fair wage
foraday’slabor. They boast of their experience and deft ability to callan em-
ployer’s negotiating bluff successfully or walk away from a job. Learning
how to negotiate pay for a day’s labor is not easy, especially with a seasoned
employer or contractor who is unwilling to be flexible. Day laborers were
quick to draw on their experiences to provide their comrades with useful
tips on negotiating ploys. At one site, the laborers, among themselves, com-
monly set a minimum wage (for example, $10.00) so that they would not
undercut each other when a prospective employer attempted to negotiate a
lower rate. (This tactic is not always successful since the employer has the
ability to hire elsewhere.)

Only those men who have semi-steady day-labor employment or who are
able to obtain higher paying day-labor jobs are able to bargain aggressively
for a better wage rate. This option is unavailable to recently arrived immi-
grants, who know little about this market, or to desperate immigrant work-
ers who have not contracted work in several days or weeks.

It is impossible to calculate accurately a minimum wage for day labor
since no federal or state mandated provision exists for informal work. One
way to determine a minimum wage was to ask the workers their reservation
wage, which is the lowest amount for which a person is willing to perform a
particular job or task. The mean hourly reservation wage of the respondents
interviewed for this study was $6.91. As a result, on average, laborers in the
Day Labor Survey sample refused to work for less than $6.91 per hour,
about $2.00 more than the 1999 federal minimum wage. The reservation
wage fell to $6.21 per hour during periods of increased unemployment
(wintertime, the rainy season) or when men repeatedly had bad luck secur-
ing jobs. Because this figure is 2 mean, many workers had reservation wages
lower and higher than this figure.

The average wage a day laborer received for a one-day job (non-hourly)
was $60, though it was not unheard of for workers to earn upwards of $80 to
$100, depending on the job being contracted. Regardless of pay rate and ar-
rangement, the pay earned each week is highly variable, and the weekly job
schedule is constantly in flux due to swings in demand, weather, and supply
of workers. Adding to this variability are uneven rates of pay from different
employers and the inability of day laborers to secure employment consis-
tently. Far from stable, day-labor work is difficult to obtain on a consistent
basis. The relatively good pay is usually offset by bouts of frequent unem-
ployment and is highly dependent on deftness in negotiating a fair wage.

Earnings of day laborers are mixed. On the one hand, the mean yearly in-
come ($8,489) is slightly above the poverty threshold for a single person in
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1999.” On the other hand, the mean day-labor hourly rate of $6.91 seems
promising. That wage is about $1.15 higher than the State of California
minimum wage and slightly below the City of Los Angeles’s Living Wage
Ordinance.’ Calculating the mean reservation wage for day labor, a
full-time, year-round worker would earn about $14,400, almost 175 per-
cent above the federal poverty threshold for a single person. However, this
calculation incorrectly assumes that day labor is steady. Given the highly
unstable nature of this work, the mean yearly income of $8,489 more likely
reflects actual earnings (see Table 3). The mean yearly income captures cy-
clical and seasonal variations in employment and hourly rates below and
above the average. We also know that, on average, day laborers find work
three (2.95) days out of a typical week. Thus, day labor, when secured and
when a good wage is negotiated, can provide a worker with the possibility of
earning a modest living. Day labor is certainly comparable to other types of
low-skilled, low-paying jobs in the formal market and may actually be pre-
ferred over other types of employment for at least three additional reasons.

First, day laborers are usually paid daily and in cash. There are, of course,
exceptions to this. But the expectation is that a day laborer is paid at the end
of the workday. Employers also usually provide lunch. Collecting pay at the
end of the workday is especially beneficial to poor people who often have no
financial reserves. Payment in cash circumvents having to open a bank ac-
count, a key attraction to many unauthorized immigrants who shy away
from such institutions due to lack of proper documents and a general mis-
trust.

Second, since day labor is effectively tax-free, a dollar in day-labor wages is
worth more than a dollar in formal wages. In tax-free terms, the $6.91 casual
wage is significantly higher than the federal minimum rate of $5.15, about
$2.50 higher if you assume a 15 percent tax rate. Similarly, the estimated
mean yearly income for day laborers ($8,489) is worth about $1,300 more
when untaxed. For a recently arrived immigrant or someone who has
worked for minimum wage for many years, this difference is significant.

Third, most day laborers negotiate their wages. The ability to walk away
from a job should not be underestimated, especially if the job pays poorly, is
dangerous, or particularly filthy or difficult. Knowledge of the market value
of skilled and unskilled jobs provides day laborers with a keen advantage
over their employers and non-day laborers. It allows day laborers to under-

7To determine a monthly and then a yearly income figure, we asked day laborets to recall what they
might earn during a “good” month (summer) and during a “bad” month (winter). The mean rate of all
the responses to this question was then tabulated for each. We then calculated the mean yearly income
by adding wages for four “good” months, four “bad” months, and four “average” months (average of
good and bad months) = 12 months or one year.

8The Los Angeles Living Wage Ordinance (No. 171547) requires that nothing less than a prescribed
minimum level of compensation (a “living wage”) be paid to employees of service contractors of the City
and its financial assistance recipients and to employees of such recipients. As a result, not all workers in
Los Angeles qualify for the Living Wage.
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Table 3. Earnings Among Day Laborers.

$USD
Estimated Yearly Income
Mean 8,489
Median 7,200
Standard Deviation 5,064
Monthly Wage
January ’99 (mean) 568
Typical “Good” Month 1,069
Typical “Bad” Month 341
Hourly Wage
Day Labor 6.91
Federal Minimum Wage 5.15
State Minimum Wage 5.75
Los Angeles “living wage” 7.25

Source: Valenzuela, Day Labor Survey, 1999.

cut the formal market rate at asignificant discount, yet allows them toearna
rate significantly higher than similar work in Mexico or Central America.
Being able to negotiate a day’s labor well is key to successfully exploiting this
market, a fact not lost on Latino immigrants who come from countries
where bargaining is commonplace.

Clearly, earnings from day labor are, at best, mediocre and, for most, it is
poorly paid. However, when compared to other low-paid and unstable jobs,
day labor may actually be preferred as a result of the flexibility it affords, the
ability to walk away from a job if a fair wage is not negotiated, and the bene-
fits of getting paid in untaxed, cash dollars. Working in day labor pays and
provides alternative employment in the wage economy, albeit at the
low-wage end of the spectrum.

Conclusion

Every morning throughout Southern California and the United States, tens
of thousands of men gather in search of unstable, difficult, and unevenly
paid work. Despite legal, health, and other risks, immigrant workers con-
tinue to participate in growing numbers. What explains their participation?
A close analysis of this market reveals that worker participation is complex
and, at the same time, highly rational when we consider the workers’
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options in the low-skilled, poorly paid, and unstable formal or secondary la-
bor markets.

Labor disadvantage theory provides an adequate framework from which
to contextualize the overwhelming participation of Latino immigrants in
day labor. This occupational niche provides employment opportunities and
an ability to earn an income whether at the subsistence level or slightly
above the poverty threshold. Compared to employment and economic op-
portunities from the country of origin (Mexico or a Central American na-
tion) for most of these workers, day labor provides an improved outcome.
Disadvantage theory offers a framework for thinking about how this market
funnels immigrant workers into this occupational position. In the absence
of day labor, workers would undertake other forms of self-employment or
compete in the regular wage economy with similar or worse outcomes.

At least four important characteristics of this market help explain worker
participation in day labor: (1) the lack of work experience and job skills fun-
nel immigrants to this occupation while at the same time providing them
with the ability to obtain experience and skill acquisition in varied occupa-
tions; (2) limited labor-market opportunities for immigrant workers asa re-
sult of structural (e.g., lack of documents) and resource (e.g., English
language) barriers; (3) social networks and friendships that aid in economic
and social settlement, but perhaps most importantly, channel workers to
day labor rather than to other types of jobs; and (4) the ability to earn com-
petitive (albeit low) wages and negotiate an acceptable wage for difficult,
dirty, or dangerous jobs and the benefits of autonomy and flexibility charac-
teristic of this line of work.

Although most observers may view day laborers as desperate, when con-
sidered in light of other employment opportunities for immigrant Latinos,
day labor may be a viable alternative. In terms of desirability, it certainly
competes with, if not surpasses, employment in textiles, garment, or other
jobs where immigrants concentrate. The participation of so many workers,
the processes involved in securing work, the ability to obtain valuable skills
and work experience, to foster friendships and establish networks, and to
earn a relatively decent living tells us that day labor is much more than meets
the eye.

Given few alternatives, immigrants with low levels of human and other
capital (social, cultural, and financial) confront a difficult and competitive
labor market. These immigrants may well opt for survivalist entrepreneur-
ship or self-employment, in which day labor isa clear option. It is an option,
perhaps not viable in the sense that one escapes destitution, but an option
that affords one a modest living. In Los Angeles and other immigrant-rich
cities, we see this frequently in the informal and fringe commodity market
where street vendors, day laborers, and domestics are plentiful. At the very
least, survivalist entrepreneurs, as in the case of day laborers, produce goods
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and services that enhance them and their community’s wealth. The alterna-
tive is unemployment and poverty.
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