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Chapter 2
Bedrock of the Economy, 
Bottom of the Labor Market

Photo by Francisco Pacheco
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   roadly speaŬing͕ Latinos haǀe the highest laďor ĨorĐe 
partiĐipation rate oĨ any raĐial or ethniĐ group͕ ǁhiĐh 
means they are more liŬely to ďe employed or aĐtiǀely 
searĐhing Ĩor ǁorŬ than other groups͘  /n ϮϬϬϴ͕ ϲϴ͘ϱй oĨ 
Latinos oǀer age ϭϲ ǁere in the laďor marŬet͕ Đompared 
to ϲϲ͘ϯй oĨ thites and ϲϯ͘ϳй oĨ BlaĐŬs͘  Eot only are 
,ispaniĐ ǁorŬers more liŬely than other groups to ďe 
part oĨ the laďor ĨorĐe͕ they are also more liŬely to ďe 
employed͘ϭ  �lthough they haǀe a roďust presenĐe in the 
laďor ĨorĐe͕ Latinos are ĐonĐentrated in ũoďs that reƋuire 
loǁ leǀels oĨ Ĩormal eduĐation and sŬills͕ oŌen ǁith 
inseĐure aƩaĐhment to their employers͘

A snapshot of Latinos in the labor force shows heavy 
representation in:

•	 Low-paying jobs. Latino ǁorŬers are 
oǀerrepresented in loǁ-ǁage ũoďs ǁith loǁ 
reƋuirements Ĩor eduĐation and eǆperienĐe͘  
The eduĐation and ǁages oĨ natiǀe-ďorn Latino 
ǁorŬers are signiĮĐantly higher than those oĨ their 
Ĩoreign-ďorn peers͘

•	 Small businesses͘  Dore than BlaĐŬ and thite 
ǁorŬers͕ Latinos are liŬely to ǁorŬ in Įrms ǁith 
Ĩeǁer than Ϯϱ employees͘

•	 Contingent and nontraditional jobs.  �ompared to 
Ĩull-time͕ permanent ũoďs͕ these arrangements are 
usually less seĐure͘

LABOR MARKET DISTRIBUTION
Latinos Ĩorm the ďedroĐŬ oĨ seǀeral maũor oĐĐupation 
groups͘  �s Figure Ϯ͘ϭ shoǁs͕ ,ispaniĐ ǁorŬers maŬe 
up more than one in Įǀe employees in the Ĩolloǁing 
Đategories͗  Ĩarming͕ Įshing͕ and Ĩorestry (ϯϵ͘ϯй)͖ ďuildingͬ
grounds Đleaning and maintenanĐe (ϯϯ͘ϰй)͖ ĐonstruĐtion 
and eǆtraĐtion (Ϯϵ͘ϲй)͖ produĐtion (Ϯϭ͘ϭй)͖ and Ĩood 
preparation and serǀiĐe (Ϯϭй)͘  

Industry characteristics.  ^imilar to the oǀerall 
ǁorŬĨorĐe͕ most Latinos ǁorŬ in the priǀate 
seĐtor͘   By Đontrast͕ Latinos are underrepresented 
in puďliĐ ũoďs Đompared to other ǁorŬers͘  
�itiǌenship reƋuirements ďar many ,ispaniĐs Ĩrom 
employment in goǀernment ũoďs͖ only ϵ͘ϱй oĨ 
,ispaniĐs ǁorŬ Ĩor the goǀernment͕ Đompared 
to ϭϵ͘ϱй oĨ BlaĐŬs and ϭϰ͘ϭй oĨ thites͘  Latinos 
are oǀerrepresented among employees in priǀate 
households͘  �lthough the total numďer oĨ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

,ispaniĐ domestiĐ ǁorŬersͶoĸĐially ϯϬϮ͕ϬϬϬ͕ 
ǁhiĐh is liŬely a Đonserǀatiǀe estimateͶis small 
Đompared to the entire population oĨ ǁorŬers͕ 
this partiĐular industry merits aƩention due to 
its uniƋue set oĨ ũoď Ƌuality issues͕ disĐussed in 
�hapter ϱ͘Ϯ

Latinos also maŬe up the highest share oĨ 
ǁorŬers employed in serǀiĐe oĐĐupations relatiǀe 
to their group s͛ oǀerall employment͘  thile 
Latinos Đompose only ϭϰй oĨ employed adults͕ 
they represent ϮϬ͘Ϯй oĨ employees in the serǀiĐe 
seĐtor͘ ϯ  Less-sŬilled ǁorŬers in the serǀiĐe seĐtor 
tend to earn loǁer ǁages Đompared to their 
Đounterparts in the manuĨaĐturing seĐtor͘   The 
serǀiĐe seĐtor also has a higher inĐidenĐe oĨ 
short-term employment͕ ǁhiĐh Đan ũeopardiǌe 
eligiďility Ĩor employer-sponsored ďeneĮts͘ϰ
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FIGURE 2.1
Occupational Groups with High Latino 
Representation, 2008

Source:  h͘^͘ �epartment oĨ Laďor͕  ͞ϭϭ͘ Employed 
persons ďy detailed oĐĐupation͕ seǆ͕ raĐe͕ and ,ispaniĐ 
or Latino ethniĐity͘͟   Current Population Survey.  
�onduĐted ďy the Bureau oĨ the �ensus Ĩor the Bureau oĨ 
Laďor ^tatistiĐs͘  tashington͕ ��͕ ϮϬϬϴ͕ http͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ďls͘
goǀͬĐpsͬĐpsaatϭϭ͘pdĨ (aĐĐessed ^eptemďer ϮϬϬϴ)͘
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Occupational distribution.  Figure Ϯ͘Ϯ shoǁs 
the oĐĐupational distriďution oĨ Latinos in the 
laďor marŬet͘  hsing a soĐioeĐonomiĐ indeǆ sĐore 
deǀeloped ďy Toussaint-�omeau et al͘ to Đompare 
oĐĐupational groups͕ϱ it is Đlear that Latinos are 
disproportionately employed in ũoďs that pay loǁ 
ǁages and haǀe loǁ human Đapital reƋuirements 
(see Taďle Ϯ͘ϭ)͘  /n ĨaĐt͕ more than halĨ oĨ the 
Latino ǁorŬĨorĐe is employed in the eight maũor 
oĐĐupation groups ǁith the loǁest soĐioeĐonomiĐ 
indeǆ sĐores͗  Ĩarming͕ Įshing͕ and Ĩorestry͖ 
Ĩood preparation and serǀiĐe͖ ďuildingͬgrounds 
Đleaning and maintenanĐe͖ personal Đare and 
serǀiĐe͖ health Đare support͖ transportation and 
material moǀing͖ produĐtion͖ and ĐonstruĐtion 
and eǆtraĐtion͘

Figure Ϯ͘Ϯ illustrates that the ǀast maũority 
oĨ Latinos are employed in oĐĐupations ǁith 
soĐioeĐonomiĐ indeǆ sĐores ďeloǁ ϱϬ͘  tith 

the eǆĐeption oĨ health Đare support͕ Ĩoreign-
ďorn Latinos haǀe a larger presenĐe in these 
loǁ-sĐoring oĐĐupations than in the oǀerall 
ǁorŬĨorĐe͘  Deanǁhile͕ natiǀe-ďorn Latinos are 
more ĐonĐentrated in ũoďs ǁith higher pay and 
higher human Đapital reƋuirements͕ suĐh as 
oĸĐe support͕ sales͕ management͕ eduĐation 
and liďrary oĐĐupations͕ ďusiness and ĮnanĐial 
operations͕ and health Đare praĐtitioners͘  This 
ĐonĮrms the eǆpeĐtation that ,ispaniĐ immigrants 
tend to ǁorŬ in ũoďs reƋuiring relatiǀely Ĩeǁ Ĩormal 
Đredentials or ďarriers to entry͘

TYPES OF EMPLOYMENT
Latino ǁorŬers are oǀerrepresented in small ďusinesses 
Đompared to their oǀerall presenĐe in the ǁorŬĨorĐe͘  �s 
ǁill ďe disĐussed in �hapter ϱ͕ Įrm siǌe is another Ĩault line 
Ĩor ũoď Ƌuality͕  sinĐe small ďusinesses are oŌen eǆempt 
Ĩrom Đomplying ǁith ǁorŬer proteĐtion laǁs͘  /n diīerent 
ǁays͕ employers oĨ those ǁho ǁorŬ on a Đontingent 

Source:  h͘^͘ Bureau oĨ Laďor ^tatistiĐs͕ ͞ϭ͘ Employed and eǆperienĐed unemployed persons ďy detailed oĐĐupation͕ seǆ͕ raĐe͕ and ,ispaniĐ or Latino ethniĐity͕ ͟ 
Current Population Survey (unpuďlished data)͘  �onduĐted ďy the Bureau oĨ the �ensus Ĩor the Bureau oĨ Laďor ^tatistiĐs͘  tashington͕ ��͕ ϮϬϬϴ͘

FIGURE 2.2 
Employed Latinos by Occupation and Nativity, 2008
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or nonpermanent ďasis͕ oŌen in nontraditional ǁorŬ 
arrangements suĐh as day laďorers͕ also leaǀe ǁorŬers 
open to loǁ ǁages͕ poor ďeneĮts͕ and dangerous ǁorŬing 
Đonditions͘

Small businesses.  Latinos are more liŬely to ďe 
employed ďy small ĮrmsͶthose ǁith Ĩeǁer than 
Ϯϱ employeesͶthan BlaĐŬs and thites͘  /n ϮϬϬϳ͕ 
ϯϲ͘Ϯй oĨ the Latino ǁorŬĨorĐe ǁas employed 
in small ďusinesses͕ ǀersus Ϯϵ͘ϭй oĨ the thite 
ǁorŬĨorĐe and Ϯϭ͘ϰй oĨ the BlaĐŬ ǁorŬĨorĐe͘  
Figure Ϯ͘ϯ demonstrates the uniƋue ͞ďoƩom-
heaǀy͟ distriďution oĨ the Latino ǁorŬĨorĐe 
aĐĐording to Įrm siǌe͘  /n ĨaĐt͕ ϭϳ͘ϲй oĨ small 
ďusiness employees are Latino͕ ǁhiĐh represents 
a larger portion than their oǀerall presenĐe in the 
ǁorŬĨorĐe (ϭϰ͘Ϯй)͘

Contingent and nontraditional arrangements.  /n 
ϮϬϬϱ͕ Ϯ͘ϱ million Latinos Đonsidered themselǀes 
to ďe Đontingent ǁorŬers͕ meaning that they 
did not eǆpeĐt their ũoďs to last͘  The same year͕  
approǆimately ϭ͘ϳ million Latinos ǁere employed 
in nontraditional arrangements (also Đalled 
͞alternatiǀe͟ and ͞nonstandard͟ employment 
arrangements ďy the h͘^͘ �ensus Bureau)͘  Figure 
Ϯ͘ϰ shoǁs the distriďution oĨ Latinos employed in 
nontraditional arrangements͘  These Đategories 
oĨ ǁorŬers are noteǁorthy ďeĐause Đontingent 
and nontraditional ǁorŬers usually ĨaĐe unĐertain 
ũoď seĐurity Đompared to traditional ǁorŬers͘  
Furthermore͕ as disĐussed in the neǆt Đhapter͕  
these ǁorŬers are less liŬely to ďe Đoǀered 
ďy employer-sponsored ďeneĮts͕ and some 
ĨaĐe inĐreased risŬ oĨ oĐĐupational inũury and 
eǆploitation͘ 

Occupation Group Distribution of 
Latino Workforce

Socioeconomic 
Index Score*

Construction and 
Extraction  

ϭϮ͘ϲй Ϯϳ

Office and 
Administrative 
Support  

ϭϮ͘ϭй ϯϬ

Sales and Related 
Occupations

ϵ͘ϯй ϯϵ

Production  ϵ͘ϯй Ϯϲ

Building/Grounds 
Cleaning and 
Maintenance  

ϵ͘Ϭй ϭϴ

Transportation 
and Material 
Moving  

ϴ͘ϱй Ϯϰ

Food Preparation 
and Service

ϴ͘ϭй ϭϳ

Management  ϱ͘ϳй ϱϰ

Installation, 
Maintenance, and 
Repair  

ϯ͘ϳй ϯϯ

Personal Care and 
Service  

ϯ͘ϰй ϮϮ

Education, 
Training, 
and Library 
Occupations

ϯ͘Ϯй ϲϭ

Business and 
Financial 
Operations  

Ϯ͘ϰй ϱϮ

Health Care 
Support  

Ϯ͘ϭй Ϯϰ

Health Care 
Practitioner 
and Technical 
Occupations

Ϯ͘ϭй ϯϲ

Farming, Fishing, 
and Forestry  

ϭ͘ϵй ϭϰ

Protective Service  ϭ͘ϲй ϯϳ

Arts, Design, 
Entertainment, 
Sports, and Media  

ϭ͘Ϯй ϯϳ

Community and 
Social Services  

ϭ͘Ϭй ϰϰ

Architecture and 
Engineering  

ϭ͘Ϭй ϰϱ

Computer and 
Mathematical 
Occupations

Ϭ͘ϵй ϰϵ

Legal  Ϭ͘ϱй ϱϭ

Life, Physical, and 
Social Science  

Ϭ͘ϯй ϰϮ

Ύ^oĐioeĐonomiĐ indeǆ sĐore ranges on a sĐale oĨ Ϭ to ϭϬϬ͕ ǁith the ďest 
sĐore ďeing ϭϬϬ͘  The sĐale is deriǀed Ĩrom seǀeral regression analyses oĨ 
oĐĐupations ďased on ǁages and human Đapital reƋuirements͕ in terms oĨ 
eduĐation and eǆperienĐe͘  Knly maũor oĐĐupational groups are listed͘ 

TABLE 2.1
Employed Latinos by Major Occupation Group and 
Socioeconomic Index Score, 2008

Source:  E�LZ ĐalĐulation using h͘^͘ �epartment oĨ Laďor͕  Bureau oĨ Laďor 
^tatistiĐs͕ ͞�ontingent and �lternatiǀe torŬ �rrangements͕ Feďruary 
ϮϬϬϱ͕͟  neǁs release͕ :uly Ϯϳ͕ ϮϬϬϱ͕ hƩp͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ďls͘goǀͬneǁs͘releaseͬpdĨͬ
Đonemp͘pdĨ (aĐĐessed ^eptemďer ϮϬϬϴ)͕
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/n ϮϬϬϱ͕ the Latino portion oĨ on-Đall ǁorŬers 
(ǁithout a set ǁorŬ sĐhedule or notiĐe oĨ a 
proũeĐt)͕ ǁorŬers employed ďy temporary help 
agenĐies͕ and ǁorŬers proǀided ďy ĐontraĐt Įrms 
ǁas greater than the Latino portion oĨ ǁorŬers 
employed in traditional arrangements͘  
For eǆample͕ ϭϱ͘ϳй oĨ on-Đall ǁorŬers͕ inĐluding 
day laďorers͕ ǁere ,ispaniĐ͕ Đompared to ϭϯ͘ϭй 
oĨ traditional ǁorŬers͘ϲ  The largest maũor surǀey 
oĨ day laďorers Ĩound that immigrants dominate 
this suďĐategory͖ on a giǀen day͕  ϱϵй oĨ those 
looŬing Ĩor ǁorŬ are immigrants Ĩrom DeǆiĐo͕ 
Ϯϴй Đome Ĩrom �entral �meriĐa͕ and ϳй are 
h͘^ -͘ďorn͘ ϳ  torŬers proǀided ďy temporary help 
agenĐies and ĐontraĐt Įrms are also more liŬely 
to ďe Latino than their Đounterparts in traditional 
arrangements͘
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FIGURE 2.3
Workers Grouped by Race/Ethnicity and Firm Size, 2007
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90.5%
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FIGURE 2.4
Latinos Employed in Nontraditional Work Arrangements, 
2005

Source:  E�LZ ĐalĐulation using h͘^͘ Bureau oĨ the �ensus͕ ͞ϮϬϬϴ �nnual ^oĐial and EĐonomiĐ ^upplement͕͟  Current Population 
Survey͘  tashington͕ ��͕ ϮϬϬϴ͕ hƩp͗ͬͬpuďdďϯ͘Đensus͘goǀͬmaĐroͬϬϯϮϬϬϴͬhealthͬhϬϭͺϬϬϬ͘htm (aĐĐessed ^eptemďer ϮϬϬϴ)͕ 
Taďle ,/Ϭϭ͘

Source:  E�LZ ĐalĐulation using h͘^͘ �epartment oĨ Laďor͕  Bureau oĨ Laďor 
^tatistiĐs͕ ͞�ontingent and �lternatiǀe torŬ �rrangements͕ Feďruary ϮϬϬϱ͕͟  
neǁs release͕ :uly Ϯϳ͕ ϮϬϬϱ͕ hƩp͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ďls͘goǀͬneǁs͘releaseͬpdĨͬĐonemp͘
pdĨ (aĐĐessed ^eptemďer ϮϬϬϴ)͕ Taďle ϱ͘
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Endnotes

Ϸ h͘^͘ �epartment oĨ Laďor͕  ͞ϯ͘ Employment status oĨ the Điǀilian 
noninstitutional population ďy age͕ seǆ͕ and raĐe͟ and ͞ϰ͘ Employment 
status oĨ the ,ispaniĐ or Latino population ďy age and seǆ͘͟   Current 
Population Survey͘  �onduĐted ďy the Bureau oĨ the �ensus Ĩor the Bureau 
oĨ Laďor ^tatistiĐs͘  tashington͕ ��͕ ϮϬϬϴ͕ Ōp͗ͬͬŌp͘ďls͘goǀͬpuďͬspeĐial͘
reƋuestsͬlĨͬaatϯ͘tǆt and Ōp͗ͬͬŌp͘ďls͘goǀͬpuďͬspeĐial͘reƋuestsͬlĨͬaatϰ͘tǆt 
(aĐĐessed Day ϮϬϬϵ)͘

ϸ h͘^͘ �epartment oĨ Laďor͕  ͞ϭϮ͘ Employed persons ďy seǆ͕ oĐĐupation͕ 
Đlass oĨ ǁorŬer͕  Ĩull- or part-time status͕ and raĐe͟ and ͞ϭϯ͘ Employed 
,ispaniĐ or Latino ǁorŬers ďy seǆ͕ oĐĐupation͕ Đlass oĨ ǁorŬer͕  Ĩull- or 
part-time status͕ and detailed ethniĐ group͘͟   Current Population Survey͘  
�onduĐted ďy the Bureau oĨ the �ensus Ĩor the Bureau oĨ Laďor ^tatistiĐs͘  
tashington͕ ��͕ ϮϬϬϴ͕ hƩp͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ďls͘goǀͬĐpsͬĐpsaatϭϮ͘pdĨ and hƩp͗ͬͬ
ǁǁǁ͘ďls͘goǀͬĐpsͬĐpsaatϭϯ͘pdĨ (aĐĐessed ^eptemďer ϮϬϬϴ)͘  For more 
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