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Goals and Methods

 Qualitative data abound on workplace
violations, but until now, no systematic
representative surveys

 Our goal: generate prevalence estimates for
wage/hour and other violations to determine:
– Which industries and occupations have the

largest concentrations of violations?
– Which workers are most affected

 New methodology (Respondent Driven
Sampling) generated a systematic sample

The L.A. sample:  1,815 low-wage workers

 The sample includes the bottom 17% of the labor market
 Non-supervisory workers in key industries & occupations
 Demographics of the L.A. sample:

– 16% U.S.-born, 27% authorized immigrants, 57%
unauthorized

– 73% Latino, 18% Asian, 6% Black and 2% White/other
– 52% female, 48% male
– 59% less than high school, 26% high school or GED
– 29% age18-25; 25% age 26-35; 23% age 36-45; 24%

age 46+
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Sampling Methodology and
Survey Instrument

 Sampling methodology captured full range of
workers in low-wage labor market, including
many unauthorized immigrants and off-the-
book workers.

 Extensive questionnaire rigorously assessed
whether employment and labor laws were
being broken without relying on workers’
knowledge of these laws.

Entire Process

 About two years to prepare

 April-August 2008-surveys were conducted.

 Economic conditions of last two years – very
possible that number of workplace violations
is even higher.

The L.A. survey:
1,815 low-wage workers

 Workplace violation prevalence rates-
weighted to represent larger population of
front-line workers in low-wage industries in
LA.

 744,220 workers, which is 34.4 percent of all
front-line workers and 17.0 percent of all
workers in LA County.
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The L.A. Survey:
1,815 low-wage workers

 To qualify for study, workers had to be:
1- 18 or over
2- Currently working for employer in LA County
3- Not self-employed
4- Front-line worker (not a manager, professional or

technical worker)
5- Worked at least 8 hours per week in the week before

the interview
6- Employed in one of the low wage industries

Measuring Workplace Violations

 Minimum wage and overtime
 Full payment of wages owed
 Meal and rest breaks
 Retaliation by employers
 Workers’ compensation violations

Weekly Wage Theft in Los Angeles

 30 percent of LA workers sampled were paid
less than the minimum wage the previous
work week.

 Of these, 63.3 percent were underpaid by
more than $1.00 per hour.

 Of the workers who worked overtime hours,
79.2 percent were not paid the overtime
rate.
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Weekly Wage Theft in Los Angeles

 More than 2/3 of experienced at least one
pay-related violation in the previous work
week.

 Average worker lost about $40 out of
average weekly earning of $318. ($2,070
annually out of total earnings of $16,536
or 12.5 percent of earnings).

The High Cost of Workplace Violations

 In a given week, an estimated 654,914
workers in LA County suffer at least one
pay-based violation.

 Front-line workers in low-wage industries
lose more than $26.2 million per week as a
result of employment and labor violations.

 Adverse impact on communities and the
local economies of which they are part.

Workers’ Compensation

 11.3 of LA respondents reported
that they experienced a serious on-
the-job injury at some point during
the three years prior to being
interviewed.
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Workers’ Compensation

 The survey data suggest that workers’
compensation system is rarely used by low-
wage workers.

 Only 4.3 percent of LA respondents who
experienced a serious on-the-job injury
during the previous three years had filed a
workers’ compensation claim for their most
recent injury.

Worker’s Compensation

 The survey data suggest that employers frequently
fail to observe the requirements of workers’
compensation claim for their most recent injury.

 Of those who experienced an injury, 42.3 percent
reported that they were required to work despite their
injury, an additional 30.3 percent said their employer
refused to help them with the injury, and 12.6
percent were fired shortly after the injury.

Workers’ Compensation

 9.9 percent said their employer made them
come into work and sit around all day.

 4.1 percent were threatened with deportation
or notification of immigration authorities.

 2.1 percent were told by their employers not
to file a workers’ compensation claim.

 Only 7.3 percent of employers instructed
workers to file a claim.
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Workers’ Compensation

 89.8 percent of LA respondents
who suffered an injury in the past
three years previous to the survey
experienced a violation of workers’
compensation law for their most
recent injury.

Medical Expenses

 More than half (51.3 percent) of L.A.
respondents who experienced a serious
injury at work sought medical attention for
that injury.

 Within this group only 48.6 percent indicated
that their employers paid any part of their
medical bills.

Medical Expenses

 Many respondents who sought medical
attention after an on-the-job injury had to pay
out of pocket (24.8 percent) or used their
health insurance (16.4 percent) to cover the
expenses.

 Workers’ compensation insurance paid the
medical expenses of only 7.5 percent of the
LA respondents who visited a doctor.
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Workplace Injury

 Veronica is employed as a housecleaner by a Mexican
American woman who owns a domestic employment agency.
The agency arranges the jobs with the homeowners, who pay
$90.00 to have their houses cleaned. Veronica cleans two
houses a day — it takes four or five hours for each one — and
is paid $60.00 in cash, or $30.00 per house. In addition, she
has a car with which she picks up some of the other workers
employed by the agency. She does not get paid for this driving
time or for the gas and related expenses, and the work can be
dangerous. Veronica complained that she was not given the
proper equipment to do the work. For example, on one recent
job, she had to clean the windows, but no ladder was available.

Workplace Injury

 Veronica: I asked the boss what I could use to reach
up to the widows, and she said, “You figure it out.”
So I used a stool I found in the house to climb up
onto the kitchen counter, near the dish dripper. But
then I fell down onto the floor. My legs are still
swollen and my hand hurts a lot.

 Veronica saw a doctor after this accident, which she
paid for herself. She was unable to work for the next
two days, and even after returning to work she was
still in pain. When she told her boss about the
incident, Veronica said that “she just laughed.”

Policy Implications

 Strengthen government enforcement of
employment and labor laws.

 Update legal standards for the 21st century
workplace.

 Establish equal status for immigrants in the
workplace.

 Don’t mourn, organize!!
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Enforcement in Crisis:

 From 1975 to 2004, the number of U.S.
Department of Labor workplace investigators
fell 14% and the number of compliance
actions completed fell 36%

 Meanwhile, the number of covered workers
grew by 55%, and the number of covered
establishments grew by 112% over the same
time period

Improving Enforcement

 Move toward proactive, strategic, “investigation-
driven” enforcement in low-wage industries with
known high violation rates

 Increase staff and budgets for enforcement
agencies

 Strengthen penalties for violations
 Partner with worker centers, unions, legal

advocates to identify and target violations

Update Labor Standards

 Raise the minimum wage, expand overtime
coverage, and win EFCA

 Close gaps in coverage for home health care
workers and others exempted from coverage

 Eliminate misclassification of “independent
contractors”

 Hold employers responsible for violations by
their subcontractors



 Wage Theft & Workplace Violations in L.A.: The Failure of Employment & Labor Law for Low-Wage
Workers / Victor Narro

 Western Occupational Health Conference - Newport Beach, CA / September 30 - October 2, 2010 9

Immigration Reform

 Comprehensive immigration reform to
eliminate the vulnerability of unauthorized
workers to super-exploitation

 Prioritize equal protection for unauthorized
immigrants under workplace laws

 Maintain the firewall between workplace law
enforcement and immigration law enforcement

Organize the Unorganized

 The best protection against violations is an
educated workforce

 Unions and worker centers can:
– Educate workers about their rights
– Campaign for improvements in the law
– Organize to enforce existing rights

Wage Theft Campaigns

 Networks involved in major campaigns
against wage theft

National Day Laborers Organizing Network
Interfaith Worker Justice
National Employment Law Project
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Wage Theft Campaigns

 Arkansas- city ord-  NW Ark Worker Justice
 Miami- new law-  South Florida IWJ
 Chicago- state law- Working Hands Legal Clinic
 New Orleans- new law- Workers’ Ctr for Racial Justice
 Massachusetts- state law passed in 2008
 North Carolina- city ord- Chapell Hill Human Rights Center
 Ohio- state law- Cinncinnati Interfaith Worker Center
 Rhode Island- state law- Fuerza Laboral
 Washington State- state law- Columbia Legal Services/Casa

Latina

Los Angeles Wage Theft Campaign

 NDLON and its members
 Wage Justice Center
 CLEAN Carwash Campaign
 Maintenance Cooperation Trust Fund
 CLIWA
 Labor – Teamsters, UFCW, Painters Union,

LIUNA, etc.
 UCLA Labor Center

QUESTIONS???


