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Executive Summary

To examine what a day laborer job looks like to a Latino immigrant, the Day Laborer 
Collaboration (DLC) —a coalition among St. Pius Parish (a Catholic religious institution), 
Erie House (a social service organization), the Center for Laborer & Community Research (a 
research and consulting non-profit), and the Chicago Workers’ Center (a workers rights 
advocacy group) —has designed and conducted a survey among Latino day laborers working 
for temporary agencies in Chicago’s Little Village/Pilsen neighborhood. Even though survey 
respondents represent only a fraction of the Latino immigrant population in Chicago, the 
detailed answers to the survey questionnaires—sometimes very angry and sometimes very 
moving—reflect a chilly reality encountered by many Latino immigrants citywide.

• More than 80% of the respondents in our survey earn minimum wage or less, even 
though he/she may work for the same employer for more than two years. 

• More than half of the respondents reported cases of improper deductions from their 
paychecks (e.g., deductions for safety gear or transportation), reducing paychecks 
even further. 

• More than half of the respondents reported having to wait for at least one hour before 
being sent to work without compensation for the waiting period, even though most 
were ordered to report to the office at that early time. 

• About a third of the respondents have been required to work overtime, although more 
than half of these workers were not paid overtime wages. 

• Almost half of the workers who took the survey have received late paychecks on one 
or more occasions.  Many of the respondents said that they do not count on companies 
to pay them on time.

• About half of the respondents are charged by companies for transportation to 
worksites.  Sixty-two of the respondents reported being charged $6 - $10 for round-
trip transportation.  Furthermore, half of these workers who receive company 
transportation are squeezed into illegally crowded vehicles, and urged by supervisors 
to find space on the floor. 

• Nearly 70% (98 respondents) of the total 143 respondents have concerns about their 
physical safety on the job.  In some cases, workers are not provided with needed 
protective gear. Eighty-seven percent of the respondents had no knowledge of workers 
compensation, and four of the 19 day laborer agencies in the studied neighborhood 
had either expired workers compensation insurance, or none at all.  

Most Latino immigrants working in the day laborer industry lack the ability to gain 
promotions and pay raises, but because they depend on this type of temporary working 
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arrangement to support their families, they easily become the target for exploitation. How to 
protect their interest and rights should be a focus of legislation at both federal and state levels.

Introduction

Although temporary employment is a fast-growing industry and presents challenging issues 
regarding immigrant workers’ rights, very little research has been devoted to analyzing the 
working conditions and labor practices of day laborer agencies. The day laborer industry 
employs hundreds of thousands of workers in Chicago and the broader U.S., and often 
represents the only means for these workers to support their families.  This circumstance 
makes many of these workers vulnerable to exploitation.   

To examine what a day laborer job looks like to a Latino immigrant, the Day Laborer 
Collaboration (DLC) —a coalition among St. Pius Parish (a Catholic religious institution), 
Erie House (a social service organization), the Center for Laborer & Community Research (a 
research and consulting non-profit), and the Chicago Workers’ Center (a workers rights 
advocacy group) —has designed and conducted a survey among Latino day laborers working 
for temporary agencies in Chicago’s Little Village/Pilsen neighborhood. Although survey 
respondents represent a small percentage of the Latino immigrant population in Chicago, the 
detailed answers to the survey questionnaires lend an understanding of the working conditions 
of a typical day laborer in Chicago.  

Survey Methods

The survey was developed by the DLC to paint a picture of a day laborer’s working life and 
the labor practices in use at day laborer agencies. The survey covers not only the workers’ 
personal experience as a day laborer, but also their knowledge of companies’ routine 
practices. Day laborer agencies located in the Little Village/Pilsen neighborhood were 
targeted to make up the survey sample.  This neighborhood was chosen because it has a large 
concentration of Latino immigrants and day laborer agencies.  Day laborer workers were 
contacted and interviewed at the Chicago Workers’ Center, a non-profit agency that serves 
many immigrant and low-income workers through English-as-a-Second-Language training, 
free legal services, and other services. 

The fieldwork for the survey was completed in September 2004. There were three trained 
survey administrators working under the joint supervision of the Chicago Workers’ Center 
and the Center for Labor & Community Research. Interviewers selected interviewees 
randomly at the Chicago Workers’ Center, and then asked whether they (1) were a Latino 
immigrant day laborer, and (2) whether they worked for a day laborer agency in the Little 
Village/Pilsen neighborhood.  If they met these two conditions, the interview asked whether 
they would take part in the study by being interviewed.

One hundred fifty-three workers participated in the survey, and all of them were working for a 
day laborer agency at the time they took the survey. Of these 153 survey returns, two lacked 
consistency in their answers to the questionnaires and were deemed as void and eight were 
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taken by the workers working for the companies located outside of the designated area. As a 
result, 143 filled-out surveys were considered valid and used for this study.  Of the 143 
surveys used, 71 (49.6%) came from women, and 62 (43.3%) came from men.  Ten surveys 
(6.9%) were not delineated as coming from either male or female.

Before the survey, the DLC conducted a street investigation of the locations of day laborer 
agencies in the Little Village/Pilsen neighborhood and identified a total of 19 day laborer 
agencies within the boundaries of the community. The 143 filled-out surveys came from 
employees of 15 of these 19 total day laborer agencies.  However, only data about 13 of the 
represented agencies are included in the survey results below because two agencies 
represented less than five returned surveys each, a minimum requirement for a valid sampled 
company.  These 13 agencies represent almost 70% of all day laborer agencies in the 
neighborhood—creating a statistically significant and robust representation of the day laborer 
industry in this neighborhood.

Survey Questions

Designed in consultation with the Center for Urban Economic Development at the University 
of Illinois at Chicago, the DLC survey contains 94 questions grouped into four sections. 
Seeking to build a portfolio of the respondents, the first section mainly focuses on basic 
information about the respondents’ jobs, such as how long they have been with their current 
employer, location of the company, and how they found this job. In order to understand the 
job application process at the day laborer agencies, this section also includes several questions 
on the pre-requisites for the job, such as what legal documents the employer requires from 
prospective workers.

The second section concerns issues related to job compensation. It lists all of the 
questionnaires considered as most important from a workers’ perspective, such as hourly pay 
rate, deductions from paychecks, working hours, and whether there is overtime pay. The 
answers to these questions will help us to understand the pay structure as well as 
compensation practices in the industry.

Because these immigrants live on the edge of poverty, most workers do not own a car. 
Workers’ dependency on the companies’ designated vehicles often exacerbates the already 
contentious relationship between workers and employers in the industry. Attempting to 
develop an objective assessment of this problem, the third section of the survey explores the 
questions such as how the workers travel to the worksites; whether they pay for transportation 
provided by the companies; and whether the vehicles operate beyond legal capacities.

Most questions in the fourth and final section of the survey investigate issues related to the 
working environment of the worksites, such as safety issues including whether the workers 
are sufficiently protected from any hazardous materials. To assess how well the workers are 
protected if an accident were to take place, this section also probes the availability of 
insurance among the day laborer agencies. 
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A Permanent Temporary Job
Contrary to the name of the industry, many workers surveyed have had a “permanent” 
position at the temporary agencies. As the following table indicates, only 54 of 143 
respondents, or 37.8%, have stayed in their current job for less than one year. The majority of 
workers or to be exact, 84 workers, have worked for the current employer for more than one 
year. Of these 84 workers, 16 or 11.2 % of the total have been in the same agency for more 
than three years, and six or 4.2% for more than four years. One worker indicated on the 
survey “since 1999 I have not left the agency.” Apparently, most respondents treat this 
temporary working place as a “career-oriented permanent” job.

Table 1. Length of Time Worked for Agency

Length of Time 
Worked

# of  
Workers

% of All  
Respondent

s

Less than 1 year 54 37.8%
More than 1 year 34 23.8%
More than 2 years 28 19.6%
More than 3 years 16 11.2%
More than 4 years   6 4.2%
Unknown   5 3.5%

Total 143 100.0%

Obtaining the Job Though an Acquaintance
For a Latino immigrant, obtaining a job in the day laborer industry is not difficult at all, or at 
least it is relatively easier than in many other industries. When asked “Did the agency give 
you a job application form when you were applying for the job?” 112 respondents or 78.3% of 
the total answered “yes,” and 23 respondents or 16.1% of the total answered “no.” However, 
when asked if the employer required the respondent to present a legal document proving 
he/she was legally permitted to work in the United States, the number of “yes” answers 
dropped significantly down to 76 or 53.1% of the total, while the number of “no” answer rose 
sharply to 58 respondents or 40.6% of the total.

Table 2. Job Application Form as a Requirement When Applying for a Job

#  of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

Yes 112 78.3%
No   23 16.1%
Unknown     8  5.6%
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Total 143 100.0%
Table 3. Legal Documents as a Requirement When Applying for a Job

# of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

Yes  76   53.1%
No  58   40.6%
Unknown    9     6.3%
Total 143 100.0%

Several workers indicated that some offices only took the job applicants’ basic information 
orally and did not require any type of written information or form before sending them out to 
work. One worker even told the survey administrator “the office accepts whatever [legal 
documents] you give them, the crooked or the straight.”

Most people obtained a job upon recommendation of an acquaintance. The following are 
quotes directly from the respondents: “One begins work by knowing a friend or a relative 
working in the office;” “you can have a job by knowing the dispatcher working at the office;” 
“I have the job by recommendation of my friend.” All of them mentioned nothing about the 
legal documentation requirement.

The lax legal process apparently is a pervasive phenomenon among the day laborer agencies. 
Four companies, which account for 21.1% of the 19 companies located in the area or 30.8% 
of companies covered by the survey returns, did not require some respondents to fill out an 
application.  Nine companies, which account for 47.4% of the area companies or 69.2% of 
companies covered by the survey returns, did not require some respondents to have legal 
documentation. 

Table 4. Number of Companies with Irregularity in Hiring Practice

# of  
Cos.

% of Area 
Cos.

% of Cos.  
Surveyed

Does not always require application form 4 21.1% 30.8%
Does not always require legal documentation 9 47.4% 69.2%

Companies in the Area 19
Companies Covered by Survey Returns 13

Hiring workers without legal documentation may give the day laborer agencies leverage to 
employ illegal working practices.  However, there is no evidence to confirm a long-standing 
suspicion that this is the reason that the industry favors Latino immigrants to other minority 
groups, for example, blacks.
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Preference on Gender or Age

During the street investigation, DLC found some day laborer offices advertising job openings 
with a gender preference. However, our survey indicates that this practice is not common 
among the agencies. Of 143 respondents, only five or 3.5% answered “yes” to the question of 
whether the agency specified a preference for certain types of workers based on age, gender, 
race, national origin, etc.; and all five cases implicate only three companies. The majority of 
the workers in these three companies did not notice whether the advertisement communicated 
any preference.  

However, when asking whether there is a preference when a job ticket1 was issued in the 
office, the number of “yes, there is preferential treatment based on gender and age” answers 
suddenly jumps to 14 respondents or 9.8% of total respondents. Five companies were 
implicated by these 14 cases, and one was voted “yes” by the majority of its workforce. 
Several workers told the survey administrator that the dispatchers “always send out young 
girls first and never send out old women.” This and other statements indicate that preferential 
treatment based on age, gender, race, or national origin does exist in the industry, if only in 
isolated cases.

Table 6. Gender and Age Preferences on the Job

# of “Yes” % of Total

Preference in Advertisement    5 3.5%
Preference in Getting a Job Ticket  14 9.8%

Total of Respondents 143

Most respondents are not able to distinguish the source of the preferential treatment between 
the agencies and the job sites. Some of them sympathetically told the survey administrator “it 
depends on the job. Some jobs require women; and some, men;” “the factories want young 
people,” etc.

Minimum Wage as the Industry’s Prevailing Wage

Perhaps because it is one of the most important job issues to respondents, the questions 
related to pay often brought forth unsolicited comments. Some respondents even voluntarily 
offered their view about the general wage structure of the industry. From these short 
exchanges, which sometimes strayed away from the survey questionnaires, one unequivocal 
fact stands out: a significant majority of these respondents, 106 out of 143 or 74.1% of the 
total, are only earning minimum wage, which is $5.50 an hour. Another 11 people or 7.7% of 
the total even claimed their earnings were below $5.50 an hour. Only 26 of 143 respondents 
or 18.2% of the total stated their earnings are more than $5.50 an hour.

1 A job ticket is a ticket given to employees granting them permission to begin work with a client company.
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Table 7. Wage Scale at the Little Village/Pilsen Day Laborer Agencies

Hourly 
Rate

%  of  
Total

Less than $5.50/Hour   11   7.7%
$5.50/Hour 106 74.1%
$5.51 - $6.50/Hour   13   9.1%
$6.51 - $7.50/Hour     8   5.6%
More than $7.50/Hour     5   3.5%

Total 143

Moreover, a cross-reference analysis between seniority and earnings indicates there is no 
evident link between seniority and higher pay. It is true that of 13 people who earned more 
than $6.50 an hour, 11 worked for the same employer for more than two years. However, of 
50 people with seniority longer than two years, 28 people were still working for minimum 
wage. One worker even angrily exclaimed to the survey administrator, “they [the agency] has 
never paid me more than minimum wage since I began to working here in 2000.” In other 
words, in this industry seniority won’t guarantee a worker being compensated at an hourly 
rate more than minimum wage, even sometimes when a worker has invested more than four 
years in the same company.

Table 8. Pay Scale for the Workers with Two or More Years Seniority

# of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

$5.50/Hour 28 56.0%
$5.51 - $6.50/Hour 11 20.0%
$6.51 - $7.50/Hour  7 16.0%
More than $7.50/Hour  4   8.0%

Total 50

Questionable Withholdings on Paychecks

To test whether the workers are adequately compensated, the survey also asks questions 
regarding withholdings on workers’ pay. Seven respondents involving two companies 
reported that their current employers did not withhold anything from their paychecks, 
including social security and medicare taxes, and even improperly classified the workers as 
independent contractors instead of employees. Of all the respondents reporting to have 
withholdings on the paychecks, 55 stated that in addition to the proper deductions, such as the 
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federal and the state taxes, the companies also withheld a portion of their pay for items such 
as van rides, gloves, goggles, etc.

Table 9. Improper Deductions on Workers’ Paychecks

# of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

Deduction for transportation only 41 28.7%
Deduction for safety gear only   5   3.5%
Deduction for both transportation and safety gear   9   6.3%
Total cases with improper deductions 55 38.5%

Total number of returns 143

Even though withholding workers’ pay for these items is illegal, it appears that charging 
workers for these costs is a common practice among area companies. Of 19 agencies in the 
area, there are at least eight companies that are implicated by the 55 returned surveys claiming 
improper deductions. They account for 42.1% of the area companies or more than 61.5% of 
the companies represented by the returned surveys.

Table 10. Deduction Practices by Companies

#  of Cos.
%  of Total 
Area Cos.

% of Survey-
Covered Cos.

Make Improper Deductions  8 42.1% 61.5%
Do Not Make Improper Deducations  5 26.3% 38.5%

Total Number of the Area Cos. 19
Total Number of Survey Covered Cos. 13

A Long Waiting Period Before Being Sent To Work

The workers usually go to agencies between 4:00 – 6:00am for the first shift; second-shift 
workers usually arrive between 12:00 – 2:00pm. Except for those workers who have regular 
work tickets, most workers must wait for a while before they are sent to work. Of 143 
respondents, 66 people or 46.2% of the total surveyed indicate that they have to wait for one 
hour before being sent to work; 26 people or 18.2%, two hours; and 5 people or 3.5% for 
three hours. The number of people who have to wait for an hour or more before actually 
working for wages adds up to 67.9% of the respondents.
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Table 11. Waiting Period Before Being Sent to Work

# of  
Respondent

s
% of  
Total

No Waiting Period 38 26.6%
One Hour 66 46.2%
Two Hours 26 18.2%
Three Hours  5   3.5%
Unknown  8   5.6%

Number of Respondents 143

In most cases, the workers are required by the agencies to come to the office much earlier 
than when they may need to actually work. When asked “why do you go to the agency at that 
time,” 66 respondents or more than two-thirds of the people who wait for more than an hour 
said that it’s because the agency required them to or because a dispatcher called them in. 
However, none of them were paid by the agencies for the waiting period. 

Table 12. Reasons for Waiting for Being Sent To Work

# of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

Called by Dispatcher 28 28.9%
Required by the Agency 38 39.2%
Chose to come in early 20 20.6%
Other  7 7.2%
Unanswered  4 4.1%

Total 97
  
From the agencies’ perspective, requiring workers to come to the office early without 
compensation is a normal business practice, because all 13 companies represented by 
completed surveys did this to the workers.

Working Overtime Without Being Paid Overtime

Working overtime—defined as more than 40 hours per week—is not very common among the 
workers interviewed by the survey administrator. Of 143 survey returns, only 38 workers or 
27.5% indicated that they had worked overtime in the past years. Some respondents simply 
told the survey administrator that they had never worked overtime or the companies never 
allowed them to work overtime. One worker even observed “if we worked a little more, the 
company would give us a warning.”
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Table 13. Working Overtime

#  of  
Respondents

%  of  
Total

Yes 38 26.6%
No 95 66.4%
No answer 10  7.0%

Total 143

However, when asked if they were paid for overtime work, 22 of the 38 respondents who 
have worked over time unequivocally answered “no.” Several workers even told the survey 
administrator “they [the office] pay regular when we work overtime.” “ No office pays time 
and a half.”

Table 14. Overtime Pay

# of Respondents Who  
Work Overtime

% of Overtime 
Workers

No—did not receive overtime wages 22 57.9%
Yes—received overtime wages 16 42.1%

Total 38

Fortunately, all 22 cases of requiring workers to work overtime but not paying them at the 
overtime rate only involve three companies. Of nine companies that demanded overtime from 
workers from time to time, six compensated workers properly. 

Table 15. Companies and Overtime Wages

# of Cos.
%t of Cos. with  

Overtime 

Did not pay overtime wages 3 33.3%
Paid proper overtime wages 6 66.7%

Total 9
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Late Arriving Paychecks

Of all survey questions, the question of “are you paid on time?” probably is the one that 
provoked the most emotional answers among the respondents. Of 143 respondents, 76 or 
53.1% told the survey administrator that the employers missed a payday at least once. Some 
of workers even angrily claimed “they never pay us on time.” “They always want us to come 
back again as an excuse that the office did not have the hours we had worked, because the 
factory had not sent the time cards to the office.” “Sometimes they pay us three days late.”

Table 16. “Paid on Time?”

# of  
Respondents

Percent of  
Total 

No 76 53.1%
Yes 63 44.1%
No Answer  4  2.8%

Total 143

Of the 76 respondents who reported not being paid on time, 64 worked for one of four 
companies, each of which employed at least 10 workers reporting that they were not paid on 
time.  The rest were evenly distributed among seven companies. In other words, even though 
paying workers late is common among the day laborer agencies, involving 11 of the 13 
companies in the study, only a handful of companies are chronic “offenders.”

Table 17. Late Payment Practices of Companies

# of Cos.
% of Total  
Area Cos.

% of Survey-
Covered Cos.

No respondents reported late payment 2 10.5% 15.4%
1-3 respondents reported late payment 7 36.8% 53.8%
10 or more respondents reported late payment 4 21.1% 30.8%

Companies in the Area 19
Companies Covered by Survey Returns 13

Paying for Rides from Company Vehicles

About half, 70 of 143 workers surveyed, rely on companies to provide them with 
transportation to and from the worksites. Most of the companies charge workers for the rides.
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Table 18. Means of Transportation to Worksites

#  of  
Respondents

%  of  
Total 

By Own Vehicle 61 42.7%
Riding on CTA  4   2.8%
Riding with Co-Worker  8   5.6%
Relying on the Transportation Provided by Co. 70 49.0%

Total 143

Of  70 people who take companies’ designated vehicles, five people working for the same 
company reported that they paid nothing for the rides; two respondents reported paying $1.00 
for each one-way trip; ten respondents, $3.00 per trip; thirty-one, $4.00 for each trip and 
twenty-one, $5.00 for each one-way trip. The last two categories of people add up to almost 
75% of the respondents relying on companies for the transportation.

Table 19. Charges for Company Transportation

Fee charged 
for each 
one-way trip

#  of  
Respondents

%  of  
Total

Nothing   5   7.1%
$1.00   2   2.9%
$3.00 10 14.3%
$4.00 31 44.3%
$5.00 21 30.0%
Don't know   1   1.4%

Total 70
 

Crowded Vehicles

When the worksites have a sudden increased demand for labor, the capacity of companies’ 
designated vehicles may not adequately meet transportation needs. Many respondents, 36 of 
70 people who were transported by companies’ designated vehicles, complained to the survey 
administrators that the vehicles are often very crowded and that they must sit on the floor to 
be able to get in the car. 
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Table 20. Crowdedness of Companies’ Vehicles

# of  
Respondents

%  of  
Total

Very Often 36 51.4%
Only Once in a While 24 34.3%
Not At All  7 10.0%
No Answer  3 4.3%

Total 70

When asked if this is their own choice, 43 of 60 respondents who experienced certain types of 
crowded vehicles stated that in most occasions they were urged into the packed vehicles by 
either the dispatchers or the office managers. As one worker claimed, “otherwise, they won’t 
let you have the work ticket.” 

Of these 43 complaints, 37 were made against four companies, each having more than six 
complaints.  The rest of the complaints came from five other companies. In total, nine or 
69.2% of companies who employed respondents engaged in attempts to pack the workers into 
a crowded vehicle by disregarding the vehicle’s legally permitted capacity.

Table 21. Reasons for Getting in a Packed Vehicle

# of  
Respondents

%  of  
Total

Urged by Dispatchers or Managers 43 71.7%
By Your Own Initiative 12 20.0%
No Answer  5 8.3%

Total 60
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Table 22. Complaints Against Dispatchers or Office Managers
for Urging Workers to Get in a Packed Vehicle

# of Cos.
% of Total  
Area Cos.

% of Cos. in  
Survey

With 6 or More Complaints by 
Respondents  4 21.1% 30.8%
With 2 or less Complaints by Respondents  5 26.3% 38.5%

Number of Cos. in the neighborhood 19
Number of Cos. in survey 13

Concerns About Safety

While working, safety always is a big concern among the workers. Of 143 respondents, 98 
involving nine companies indicated that the work they performed at worksites often prompted 
a concern about physical injuries. However, no companies provided the workers adequate 
information about the risk involved when sending them to work.

Table 23. Safety Concerns Among Workers

# of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

Having A Concern About Safety While Working 98 68.5%
Having No Concern About Safety While Working 36 25.2%
Don't Know 9 6.3%

Total 143

Of nine companies that sometimes send workers to jobs involving risk of injury, eight 
equipped workers with protective gear, such as gloves, goggles, earplugs, and caps. One 
provided nothing. Several workers angrily told the survey administrator that even though the 
workers pointed out to the company in many occasions how badly they needed the protective 
gear, the company still did nothing.

Table 24. Availability of Protective Gear Among Companies

# of Cos. % of Cos.

Providing protective gear 8 88.9%
Providing no protective gear 1 11.1%
# of Cos. having workers with safety concerns 9
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Working Without Insurance

Even if they are provided with safety gear, some workers are still injured at the worksites. Of 
143 respondents, seven or 4.9% of the total reported on the survey that they suffered work-
related injuries in the past years. Because they lacked health insurance, only two of these 
seven cases received treatment from doctors. The other five had to stay home until the injuries 
healed by themselves. One injured worker bitterly complained, “I lost everything. Because I 
could not go to work, I had to sell my car to support myself. When I healed, I had no way to 
get to work.”

Table 25. Injury Rate Among Workers

# of  
Respondents % of Total 

Have Had Job-Related Injuries    7   4.9%
Having Not Had Injuries 132 92.3%
No Answer    4   2.8%

Total 143

To make workers’ situation worse, the companies often won’t allow workers to apply for the 
assistance of workers compensation insurance. When asked “do you know the company 
should have workers comp insurance available for work-related injury cases?” of 143 
respondents, only 12 indicated that they heard of this type of insurance. The majority did not 
know that workers comp insurance exists.

Of six companies involving seven injury cases, only one company made workers comp 
insurance available to injured workers. The other five companies did not bother to mention 
workers comp insurance to the workers. 

Table 26. Knowledge of Workers Comp Insurance Among Workers

# of  
Respondents

% of  
Total

Yes   12   8.4%
No 125 87.4%
No Answer    6   4.2%

Total 143

In fact, operating without workers comp insurance is not a rare phenomenon for the day 
laborer agencies. While interviewing workers for the survey, DLC conducted an independent 
investigation about the validity of workers comp at area agencies. The result is both surprising 
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and distressing. Of 19 companies located in the neighborhood, three did not have workers 
comp insurance; and one was operating with expired insurance. This makes the number of day 
laborer agencies operating without valid workers comp insurance in the area as high as 21.1% 
of the total. It is no wonder that so few companies come forward when workers are injured at 
the job.

Table 27. Availability of Workers Comp Among Companies

Number of  
Cos.

Percent of  
Total 

With No Workers Comp   3 15.8%
With Expired Workers Comp   1   5.3%
With Workers Comp 15 78.9%

Total 19

Conclusion

The Day Laborer Collaboration has conducted a survey of Latino workers employed by day 
laborer agencies in Chicago’s Little Village/Pilsen neighborhood.  A total of 143 workers 
completed the survey, representing 13 of the 19 total day laborer companies in the 
neighborhood.  The overall picture of how a Latino immigrant day laborer’s life looks can be 
summarized as follows.  

• More than 80% of the respondents in our survey earn minimum wage or less, and 
more than half of the respondents reported cases of improper deductions from their 
paychecks (e.g., deductions for safety gear or transportation), reducing paychecks 
even further. 

• About a third of the respondents have been required to work overtime, although more 
than half of these workers were not paid overtime wages. Almost half of the workers 
who took the survey have received late paychecks on one or more occasion.  

• About half of the respondents are charged by companies for transportation to 
worksites.  Furthermore, half of these workers who receive company transportation are 
squeezed into illegally crowded vehicles, and urged by supervisors to find space on 
the floor. 

• Nearly 70% (98 respondents) of the total 143 respondents have concerns about their 
physical safety on the job.  In some cases, workers are not provided with needed 
protective gear. Eighty-seven percent of the respondents had no knowledge of workers 
compensation, and four of the 19 day laborer agencies in the studied neighborhood 
had either expired workers compensation insurance, or none at all.  

18



Most Latino immigrants working in the day laborer industry lack the ability to gain 
promotions and pay raises, but because they depend on this type of temporary working 
arrangement to support their families, they easily become the target for exploitation. How to 
protect their interest and rights should be a focus of public policy advocacy, and should be the 
subject of further research.
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