
 
Principles for an Immigration Policy to Strengthen and Expand the American Middle Class 

Fact Sheet: The Exploitation of Undocumented Workers 
 
The exploitation of undocumented immigrant workers threatens to drive down wages, benefits and 
working conditions for middle-class workers and low-income Americans striving to earn a middle-
class standard of living. 
 

• Under current immigration law, immigrant workers compete with their U.S.-born 
counterparts on an uneven playing field—to the detriment of both groups. 

o It is false to claim that immigrants only take jobs Americans don’t want. This argument 
ignores the historic role that labor rights— especially the right to organize a union and 
bargain collectively—played and continue to play in transforming whole industries where 
jobs were once undesirable into pillars of middle-class life for millions of Americans and 
their families.  

o Dirty and ill-paid jobs in steel mills became “good jobs” once unions negotiated for solid 
wages and working conditions. Similarly, the dishwashing jobs that are presumed to be 
wanted only by undocumented immigrants are desirable to more workers when they are 
decently-paid positions with benefits at unionized restaurants in New York and Las Vegas 
hotels. 

o Undocumented workers without effective labor rights aren’t just filling positions U.S. 
citizens don’t want—their exploitation enables employers to keep certain jobs so 
undesirable that only relatively powerless undocumented workers will accept them, 
thereby reducing job opportunities for all workers. 

 
• Because employers threaten undocumented immigrants with deportation, these workers 

cannot effectively assert their rights in the workplace by, for example, asking for raises, 
complaining about violations of wage and hour or workplace safety laws, or by supporting union 
organizing drives. As long as this cheaper and more compliant pool of immigrant labor is 
available, employers are all too willing to take advantage of the situation to keep their labor costs 
down. 

o In a survey, 25 percent of workers whose employers found out that they were 
undocumented were not fired until they complained about worksite conditions. Another 21 
percent said their employers used their unauthorized status to fire them in retaliation for 
trying to organize a union. Others reported that their employers’ didn’t fire them when they 
discovered their unauthorized status, but instead they continued to employ them while 
cutting their benefits or wages.1  

o Nearly half of day laborers have been cheated out of their wages and 44 percent were 
denied food, water, or breaks in work according to a national study at 264 day labor sites 
across the country.2 While not all the day laborers were undocumented, researchers note 
that “the employers assume they’re undocumented. They assume they’re afraid to report 
the crime.”3 

o When formerly undocumented workers were granted legal status in 1986, their wages 
increased significantly even after controlling for factors like education, ability to speak 



English, and time of residence in the U.S.4 This demonstrates how the lack of legal status 
by itself depresses immigrants’ wages. 

 
• U.S.-born workers are left to either accept the same diminished wages and degraded 

working conditions as immigrants living under threat of deportation or be shut out of jobs 
where employers hire predominantly undocumented immigrants. 

o The exploitation of undocumented workers is frequently not captured in economic 
research. As a result, the many conflicting studies that attempt to assess the impact of 
immigration on American wages often do not account for immigrants’ vulnerability in the 
labor market. 

o One case where the impact of immigrant exploitation on the current and aspiring middle 
class is clearly visible is in the attempt to organize a union. Unions have historically 
enabled working people to attain a middle-class standard of living, and they continue to do 
so. By virtually any measure, union workers get a better deal in the workplace.5 Yet in 
recent years, businesses have more vigorously resisted their employees’ attempts to form 
unions.6 

o In the atmosphere of threats and pressures that is commonplace when employees try to 
unionize, undocumented workers’ fear of deportation adds another dimension of 
intimidation. When many undocumented workers are present in an organizing campaign, 
half of all companies facing employee attempts to organize threaten to report 
undocumented employees to the immigration authorities.7 This added barrier to 
unionization hurts not only the undocumented immigrants themselves but also the U.S.-
born workers who are denied the benefits of a union if the organizing drive fails. 

 
• The solution is to bolster the rights of immigrants in the workplace, reducing their 

vulnerability to exploitation and enabling them to demand a deal in the labor market that doesn’t 
undercut the middle class.  
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