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Racial segregation in Chicago
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Income inequality in Chicago
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Polarized growth, Chicago style

• 2000s: polarized growth
– Rising inequality: the benefits of growth were flowing 

to an increasingly narrow segment of the income 
spectrum.

– Middle-income earners: stagnation, the median full-
time worker in 2004 earned 3 percent less than in 
1983.

– Lower-income earners: decline, workers at the 25th

percentile in 2004 earned 7 percent less than in 1983; 
workers at the 10th percentile in 2004 earned 12 

percent less than in 1983. 
Source: Doussard, Peck and Theodore (2009) Economic Geography



2008 Unregulated Work Survey

Purpose: to examine the state of worker 
protections in the low-wage labor market:

How common are workplace violations?

Which jobs have the highest violation rates?

Who are the workers most affected?

Survey of 4,387 workers in low-wage industries 
in Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York City

Source: Bernhardt, Milkman, Theodore, and Heckathorn, et al. (2009) 
Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers: Violations of Employment and Labor Laws in America’s Cities



Widespread violations

26% of employees were paid less than the legally 
required minimum wage.

60% of these workers were underpaid by more 
than $1 per hour.

76% of employees who worked overtime were not 
paid the legally required overtime rate.

Employees with a violation worked an average of 
11 hours of overtime that were either underpaid or 
not paid at all.   

Off-the-clock work, meal break violations, illegal 
deductions, and tip stealing.

Source: Bernhardt, Milkman, Theodore, and Heckathorn, et al. (2009) 
Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers: Violations of Employment and Labor Laws in America’s Cities



Workers at risk

Women were more likely than men to experience a 
minimum wage violation.

Foreign-born workers were more likely than U.S.-
born workers to have a minimum wage violation.

Among U.S.-born workers, African-Americans were 
more likely than white and Latino workers to have a 
minimum wage violation.

Unauthorized immigrant women had especially 
high minimum wage violation rates.
Source: Bernhardt, Milkman, Theodore, and Heckathorn, et al. (2009) 
Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers: Violations of Employment and Labor Laws in America’s Cities



Wage theft

68% of workers had at least one pay violation in 
the previous week. 

Workers with a violation lost an average of $2,634 
annually, out of total earnings of $17,616.

In a given week about 1.1 million workers in the 
three cities have at least one pay-based violation, 
amounting to $56.4 million per week in wage theft.

Source: Bernhardt, Milkman, Theodore, and Heckathorn, et al. (2009) 
Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers: Violations of Employment and Labor Laws in America’s Cities



Uneven geography of wage theft

The double burden 
of wage theft in 
low-income 
neighborhoods



The geography of temping, Chicago, 1998

Source: Peck and Theodore (2001) 
International Journal of Urban

and Regional Research



Racialized sorting of job opportunities

• I would say 75% of the people out of this office are 
Hispanic.  Why?  Because people for some reason think 
they are better workers... We have some clients that 
prefer Hispanics, request Hispanic people, and if you 
send people from other nationalities to work there, 
sometimes you run into problems… (Manager, multi-
site temp staffing agency).

• [Agency X] is actually three blocks from us, but they 
won’t recruit anybody that lives north of the viaduct.  
In other words, you will not see an African American in 
their shop... They cater to the undocumented 
community (Manager, small temp staffing agency).

Source: Peck and Theodore (2001) International Journal of Urban and Regional Research



The geography of temping, Cook County, 2017



Conclusions

• Income inequality is increasing and polarization is 
following historic patterns of racial segregation.

• Wage theft is widespread in low-wage industries, 
undermining the incomes of the lowest-paid 
workers.

• Temporary work is growing and it mirrors the 
racial stratification of employment opportunities 
that exists in Chicago.



RDS recruitment chains




