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Executive Summary

The American Dream promises
that if you are willing to work
hard, you will be able to
achieve a better life for yourself
and your family. But too many
people are stuck in bad jobs—
jobs that pay poverty-level
wages and offer no benefits,
jobs with little opportunity for
advancement, jobs in which
workers don’t know from week
to week if they’ll get enough
hours to pay their bills, jobs
that workers can lose for stay-
ing home with a sick child.
Even workers with good jobs
worry about what would hap-
pen if they lost that job, and
they wonder whether their chil-
dren will ever be able to
achieve the same quality of life.

It doesn’t have to be this way.

Despite globalization and com-
petitive pressures, some
employers have continued to
provide high-quality jobs. In
fact, some of the best places to
work are high-performing,
well-managed companies in
highly competitive industries.
In many cases, these “high
road” employers achieve eco-
nomic success because of their
strong employment practices
and investments in their work-
ers, not in spite of them. Other
companies have chosen a differ-
ent path—paying workers as lit-
tle as possible, investing mini-
mally in training, and accepting
high turnover as inevitable.

Government should not be
neutral between these choices.
Low-quality jobs impose sub-
stantial costs on workers, fami-
lies, government programs, and
society. We no longer allow
companies to reduce costs by
polluting the air and water.
Likewise, we should not allow
them to do so by providing
substandard jobs and leaving it

to workers, families, and com-
munities to pay the price.

In this paper, the Center for
Law and Social Policy (CLASP)
describes the state of job quality
in the U.S. today and makes the
case that improving job quality
is a critical part of the agenda
for reducing poverty, support-
ing families, rewarding effort,
and expanding opportunity for
all. This new focus comple-
ments CLASP’s existing work
on skill upgrading and support-
ing work through public bene-
fits. Investment in education
and skills is essential for indi-
vidual advancement and for the
success of our economy. But the
benefits of increased productiv-
ity have not been shared fairly
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among all parts of society—a
smaller share of the U.S. gross
domestic product is paid out as
wages than at any time on
record. Today’s turbulent econ-
omy requires the existing safety
net programs to be strength-
ened and expanded. But after-
the-fact protections cannot fix
all the problems caused by bad
jobs.

Bad jobs are often equated with
low-wage jobs, and wages cer-
tainly are an essential part of
job quality. But higher wages
are not enough to achieve even
the limited public policy goal of
increasing income if the condi-
tions of work make it hard for
people to stay employed consis-
tently. Job quality affects almost
every aspect of life, from health
and family well-being to eco-
nomic security. Along with
wages and earnings, CLASP’s
working definition of job quali-
ty considers benefits, job securi-
ty, advancement opportunities,
work schedule, health and safe-
ty, and fairness and worker
voice. While this list does not
directly translate into a scheme
for rating jobs, it does provide a
framework for thinking about
the elements that make some
jobs better than others—and
about what incentives public
policy should create.

While job quality is an issue
that affects all workers, it is a
particular problem for low-

wage workers. At the low end
of the labor market, undesirable
job conditions combine in ways
that make all of the problems
worse. Low-wage workers are
both the least likely to get paid
sick days and the least able to
get by without a day’s pay. They
are less likely to have health
insurance. Often, low-income
workers are mis-classified as
“independent contractors,”
which in one fell swoop denies
them job security, benefits,
wage and hour guarantees,
within-firm advancement
opportunities, and health and
safety protections. Far too
often, workers are caught in sit-
uations in which any setback is
a crisis and no matter how hard
they work, they can’t get ahead.

A quick survey of the labor
market reveals that good jobs—
especially good jobs that are
accessible to workers without
advanced educational creden-
tials—are more prevalent in
certain industries and occupa-
tions than others. Thus, it is
often useful to target economic
development incentives, job
training, and placement activi-
ties to these sectors. However,
given the realities of our mod-
ern economy and the pressures
of global trade, it is implausible
that manufacturing will soon be
the dominant part of the
American job market that it
once was. So, it is important to
recognize that there is no

inherent reason that building a
car has to be a better job than
taking care of a child. Seventy
years ago, most manufacturing
jobs were low pay, unstable, and
dangerous. Regulation and
unionization transformed them
into the building blocks for the
tremendous growth of the 
middle class.

A minimum set of standards
creates a more level playing
field, so that companies that try
to do the right thing are not
always undercut by those that
take the most brutal, cost-cut-
ting approach. In some cases,
new laws or regulations are
needed to set these standards,
but in many cases existing laws
simply need to be more consis-
tently enforced. Existing high-
road employers stand as proof
that such improved labor stan-
dards are consistent with
healthy companies and econom-
ic growth. Government should
be prepared to offer support—
in the form of information shar-
ing, training, and technical
assistance—to help companies
make the needed transition to
high-road practices.

While it may take time to
develop a political consensus
around these standards, there
are other policies to promote
job quality that can be adopted
now, at all levels of govern-
ment. Whenever public money
supports business—whether
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through direct subsidies or “tax
expenditures”—it is appropriate
to consider the impacts on job
quality and to selectively sup-
port employers who provide
high-quality jobs. Tools that
can be used for this range from
living wage laws to community
benefit agreements to the tar-
geting of workforce develop-
ment services. Government can
also offer job quality-focused
training and technical assistance
and promote sectoral networks.

Talking about job quality helps
focus attention on the choices
that employers make that shape
the nature of work—and on
how our public policies and
programs affect these choices.
This framework also helps
unify the many individuals and
organizations who are already
working on various aspects of
job quality—passing living-
wage ordinances, enforcing
existing labor standards, devel-
oping sectoral strategies, pro-
moting family-friendly work-
places. Job quality is a way to
talk about and link the concerns
of all types of workers at all lev-
els of employment and to build
broader political support for
action.

Introduction

This May, President Bush
signed a bill that, over two
years, will increase the federal
minimum wage to $7.25 an

hour. This increase comes after
years of hard work, at both the
state and federal levels, by many
advocates and organizers—and
it is worthy of celebration. But
there is still much that needs to
be done to improve the quality
of jobs that are available to
American workers. 

Paid employment is the main
source of income for the 
overwhelming majority of
Americans. But jobs provide far
more than just a paycheck.
Most adults spend a significant
portion of their waking hours at
work, and jobs are a significant
part of many people’s social
identity. For the last decade,
promoting work has been our
country’s primary anti-poverty
strategy. Work is at the core of
the American Dream—the
belief that if you are willing to
work hard, you should be able
to achieve a better life for your-
self and your family. Thus, the
quality of jobs affects almost
every aspect of our lives: the
productivity of our economy,
our income and economic 
security, our relationships with
our families and communities,
and our health and emotional 
well-being.

At CLASP, we believe that
efforts to improve job quality
are a critical part of the agenda
for reducing poverty, support-
ing families, rewarding effort,
and expanding opportunity for

all. A focus on job quality is an
important and necessary addi-
tion to CLASP’s existing work
on skill upgrading and support-
ing work through public bene-
fits. Taken together, these three
areas of work represent a com-
prehensive approach to improv-
ing the economic prospects of
low-income people. In order to
focus attention on the impor-
tance of job quality, CLASP has

launched an initiative called
Opportunity at Work: Creating
Better Jobs for a Stronger
Economy. This is the first in a
series of papers that CLASP
will issue over the next year as
part of this initiative.

Bad jobs are often equated with
low-wage jobs, and certainly
wages are an essential part of
job quality. But they are not the
only element of job quality
about which we should be con-
cerned. Surveys consistently
show that non-monetary
aspects of jobs have as much of
an effect as pay does on
whether individuals consider
them to be “good jobs.”1 Work
scheduling is a big concern to
the worker who loses her job

The quality of jobs affects almost
every aspect of our lives—the
productivity of our economy, our
income and economic security, our
relationships with our families and
communities, our health and
emotional well-being.



when she can’t work overtime
without notice because there’s
no one to pick up her children
after school. And workplace
safety is a priority to the worker
who permanently injures his
back moving heavy equipment.
We believe that job quality is
more powerful and inclusive

than low wages alone as a
framework for talking about the
problems in the U.S. labor
market. Even those who believe
that wages are determined
purely by market forces often
recognize that employer choic-
es, government policies, and
social norms affect other
aspects of working conditions.
In the new economy, job quali-
ty is of increasing concern for
workers at all levels of employ-
ment, including those who earn
far more than poverty-level
wages. Efforts to improve job
quality are a way of addressing
the needs and fears of a broad
range of workers while making
a significant improvement in
the quality of life for those who
are at the very bottom of the
labor market. And even if the
public policy goal is simply to
increase income, higher wages
alone will not achieve that goal
if the conditions of work make
it hard for people to stay con-
sistently employed.

Many changes in our society
have combined to degrade job
quality. The most prominent
are globalization and increased
competition in product markets
and technological change that
has made many medium-skill,
routinized jobs obsolete. Other
important factors include cor-
porate consolidations and a
focus on short-term stock value
over long-term growth, the
growth of a 24/7 economy in
which there is little or no
downtime, the decline of
unions and the breakdown of
an implicit social contract
between firms and employees,2
and government disinvestment
in education and training.3

The relative importance of
these factors is a matter of dis-
pute and is beyond the scope of
this paper. What matters is that
the United States does not have
to accept a future of bad jobs
and diminished opportunities.
Even within a particular indus-
try, there is a great deal of vari-
ation in how companies treat
workers in similar positions.
Some have chosen to take the
low road—treating workers as
commodities, paying them as
little as possible, making mini-
mal investments in training,
and accepting high turnover.
Others have chosen the high
road—treating workers as assets
to be invested in and retained
and focusing on increasing pro-
ductivity, rather than just cut-

ting costs. Research has shown
that workers are in low-wage
jobs both because they bring
fewer skills to the labor market
and because they are employed
by firms that pay less than aver-
age for workers with the same
skills and experience.4

By spreading the news about
employers who have succeeded
via the high road, we can
encourage others to join them.
They stand as proof that treat-
ing employees well is consistent
with quality products, strong
companies, and economic
growth. By providing informa-
tion and offering training and
technical assistance, the public
sector can help employers
improve the quality of their
jobs—and increase the produc-
tivity of their enterprises at the
same time.

There is also a place for more
direct forms of government
intervention. The high road is
better for workers, for families,
for society, and for the country’s
long-term economic competi-
tiveness. Government should
not be neutral between good
and bad jobs. We need to have
a public conversation about the
minimum acceptable standards
for decent jobs and to stop
allowing employers to impose
the costs of bad jobs on work-
ers, on their families, and on
government programs.
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The United States does not have to
accept a future of bad jobs and
diminished opportunities.



In some cases, this will require
enforcement of existing laws; in
others, new laws or regulations
are needed. Some of the factors
that have placed downward
pressure on job quality are the
result of choices that govern-
ment has made—allowing the
minimum wage to decline, tilt-
ing the playing field against
unions, reducing investment in
education and training.
Policymakers can use a broad
range of tools, including tax
policy and more strategic
investments in economic and
workforce development, to sup-
port better choices around job
quality.

Job Quality: Wages and
Beyond

CLASP’s working definition of
job quality includes the follow-
ing elements:

! Wages and earnings.
Money is the basic reason
that most people go to work.
A job that does not pay
enough to allow a worker to
purchase the necessities of
life cannot be a good job.
Some low-wage workers
escape poverty only by work-
ing far more than full-time
hours, often combining mul-
tiple jobs. Involuntarily part-
time or intermittent work is
also a major cause of insuffi-
cient earnings.

! Benefits. In the U.S.,
employment has historically

been the main mecha-
nism for pooling risk
to provide health
insurance and provide
for security in old age.
This mechanism has
started to break down,
while the market for
purchasing these bene-
fits as individuals
remains deeply flawed,
leaving workers who
do not receive them
through their jobs
highly vulnerable. Fewer
companies offer benefits
than in the past, and those
that do often limit them to
“core” employees, leaving
part-time workers, tempo-
rary workers, contractors,
and recent hires out in the
cold.

! Job security. One important
aspect of job quality is the
likelihood of continued
employment at the expected
number of hours. Some jobs
are inherently designed to be
contingent, short-term, or
seasonal, with no expectation
of ongoing employment.
Others are officially “perma-
nent” but are in downsizing
industries and carry a con-
stant risk of being laid off.

! Advancement opportuni-
ties. A low-wage job might
not be a matter for concern
if it is a stepping stone on a
path to more skills and high-
er wages. A job’s advance-

ment opportunities are
affected by the share of good
jobs in the occupation or
industry, by educational
pathways, and by opportuni-
ties for on-the-job learning.

! Work schedule. The hours
one works have a great
impact on one’s well-being.
This is especially true for the
many workers who are jug-
gling work and other
responsibilities, including
caring for children or elders.
Good work-schedule prac-
tices include predictable
hours, scheduling that is
responsive to workers’ needs,
and paid family and sick
leave.

! Health and safety.
Workplace conditions can
take a toll on workers’
health, in the form of both
acute injuries and chronic
health conditions. There is
also increasing awareness
that stress and lack of con-
trol can affect workers’ emo-
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tional well-being and their
risk of heart disease and
other serious illnesses.

! Fairness and worker voice.5

All workers deserve to be
treated with dignity and
respect, free of discrimina-
tion and harassment.
“Worker voice” refers to the
ability of workers, either as
individuals or collectively, to
influence their daily activities
at work as well as their over-
all working conditions.

But looking at each element of
job quality separately misses an
important part of the picture.
Low-quality jobs tend to be bad
in many, if not all, of these
ways. Jobs that pay well also
tend to be safer, more pleasant,
and more interesting; to pro-
vide more benefits and
advancement opportunities; and
to allow more autonomy and
flexibility in hours. A 1988
study that created an index of
job desirability (IJD) by looking
at the job characteristics that
influenced workers’ assessments
of the quality of their own jobs
confirmed that the gap between
the best and worst jobs more
than doubled when measured
using the IJD instead of pay
alone.6 Management and
human resources policies and
practices affect all of these
aspects of job quality.
At the low end of the labor
market, undesirable job condi-
tions combine in ways that

make all of the problems worse.
Low-income workers are both
the least likely to get paid sick
days and the least able to get by
without a day’s pay. They are
less likely to have health insur-
ance, so they often put off
going to the doctor until what
was a minor injury has become
an ongoing disability. And poor
health in turn makes it harder
to maintain steady employment
or to advance. Often, low-
income workers are classified
inappropriately as “independent
contractors,” which in one fell
swoop denies them job security,
benefits, wage and hour guar-
antees, within-firm advance-
ment opportunities, and health
and safety protections. While
upper-income workers with
inflexible jobs can buy some
measure of flexibility by hiring
nannies or getting takeout
every night, low-income work-
ers can’t afford to do so. Far
too often, workers in bad jobs
are caught in situations in
which any setback is a crisis and
no matter how hard they work,
they can’t get ahead.

Finally, CLASP believes that no
discussion of job quality can be
complete without a recognition
of the role that discrimination
plays in the labor market.
Although equal pay and equal
opportunity legislation have
helped women and minorities
enter and advance in the labor
market, discrimination persists.7
Workers of different races and

genders may have very 
different experiences of the
same employers and jobs.
Discrimination can limit work-
ers’ access to otherwise good
jobs, as well as affect the wages,
advancement opportunities, and
working conditions once
employed.

The Job Quality Picture 

Wages and earnings

At least one-fourth of U.S. jobs
pay less than poverty level-
wages, the amount that would
allow a full-time year-round
worker to lift a family of four
out of poverty ($20,444 in
2006, or $9.38 an hour).8
During the late 1990s, low- and
middle-income workers experi-
enced real earnings growth as
the U.S. approached a full-
employment economy. Since
then, real wages have stagnated,
even as productivity has contin-
ued to improve. Prior to the
recently enacted increase, the
real value of the federal 
minimum wage was at a 50-
year low.9

A recent study found that 59
percent of low-income families
include at least one adult who
works essentially full-time year
round. Another 11 percent of
low-income families have sig-
nificant work effort equivalent
to year-round part-time work.10

Despite their work efforts,
these families are low income—



because of their low wages.
Low incomes are the direct
cause of many other problems,
ranging from inadequate med-
ical care to unstable housing
arrangements and poor-quality
child care and schools. Many of
these factors in turn make it
harder for workers to maintain
stable employment and escape
poor-quality jobs.

Looking at the broader econo-
my, there are many versions of
the wages and earnings story.
Each is somewhat different,
depending on such factors as
whether the focus is on the
most recent few years or several
decades, whether the analysis is
limited to male workers or
includes women, and whether it
looks at hourly wages or family
income. Some technical
issues—such as how to value
employer-provided health
insurance—remain a subject of
hot dispute among economists.
But there is general consensus
about the broad outlines of the
story:11

! On average, wages haven’t
kept up with productivity
gains. From 1973 to 2005,
worker productivity grew by
81 percent, while median
compensation barely grew.12

! Over the past decades, there
has been an enormous
increase in the inequality of
earnings. During the 1980s,
the gaps grew both between

the bottom and the middle
and between the middle and
the top. But during the
1990s and 2000s, inequality
has been driven primarily by
explosive earnings growth
among the most highly-paid
workers—sometimes called
“the winner-take-all econo-
my”—leaving everyone else
far behind.

! The wages of the median
male workers have been 
generally flat since the mid-
1970s, after adjusting for
inflation.

! Women started this period
with their wages held to 
artificially low levels by dis-
crimination, and they have
experienced real earnings
growth. However, women
still earn less than men with
comparable levels of educa-
tion and experience.

! The gap between the wages
earned by black and white
workers decreased during
the 1990s. Over the same
period, however, employ-
ment rates for young black
men declined precipitously;13

and the number of less-
skilled Hispanic workers
increased significantly, due
to immigration. Thus, by
2000, a bare majority (55
percent) of male workers in
the bottom quintile of earn-
ings were white, 13.5 percent
were black, and nearly one-
fourth were Hispanic.

Among male workers in the
top three quintiles, 80 per-
cent were white, 7 percent
were black, and 8 percent
were Hispanic.14

! Family incomes have grown
faster than wages, due largely
to a substantial increase in
the number of hours of work
by married women. Families
are working harder to keep
up.

Benefits

Low-wage jobs tend to be bad
jobs in many other ways as well.
Most obviously, workers who
are both low-wage and low-
income are far less likely than
workers in higher-paid jobs to
receive a range of employer-
provided benefits.

! Only 42 percent of low-wage
and low-income workers
have personal health insur-
ance coverage paid in part or
full by their employer, com-
pared to 94 percent of high-
wage and high-income work-
ers. Because they often earn
too much to qualify for pub-
lic health insurance, one-
third of such workers lack
personal health insurance
from any source.15

! Only 32 percent of low-wage
and low-income workers
have any sort of retirement
plan to which the employer
contributes, and only half of
these have a traditional pen-
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sion that provides a defined
benefit. In contrast, 48 per-
cent of high-wage and high-
income workers have a
defined benefit plan, and 87
percent receive some sort of
employer contributions to a
retirement plan.19

Employers cannot receive tax
breaks for benefits that are
explicitly limited to higher-

wage workers. But low-wage
workers are disproportionately
likely to belong to classes of
workers—such as contractors,
part-time, contingent, or newly
hired workers—who can be
excluded from benefits. Low-
income workers may also be
unable to afford the employee’s
share of health insurance or to
contribute to retirement plans

when such benefits are offered.
Similarly, a worker who does
not have the savings to pay
tuition up front cannot take
advantage of a tuition 
reimbursement plan.

Benefits are far more common
at the middle and the upper end
of the earnings spectrum.
However, as Jacob Hacker notes

In his State of the Economy Speech last January,
President Bush stated:

I know some of our citizens worry about the
fact that our dynamic economy is leaving
working people behind... We have an economy
that increasingly rewards education, and skills
because of that education. One recent study of
male earnings showed that someone with a
college degree earns about 72 percent more
than someone with a high school diploma. The
earnings gap is now twice as wide as it was in
1980—and it continues to grow. And the
question is whether we respond to the income
inequality we see with policies that help lift
people up, or tear others down. The key to
rising in this economy is skills—and the
government’s job is to make sure we have an
education system that delivers them.16

No one can dispute that investment in education
and skills is essential for individual advancement,
as well as for the economy, which needs a skilled
and adaptable workforce. Education is the single
biggest correlate with high job quality. While post-
secondary skills training does not guarantee an
individual access to good jobs, the lack of such
training increasingly condemns workers to bad
jobs. It is essential that the U.S. adopt policies that
improve the opportunity for all individuals to
access and succeed in education. Such policies are
discussed in recent reports such as Working
Together: Aligning State Systems And Policies For
Individual And Regional Prosperity (Workforce
Strategy Center, 2006), Wising Up: How Government
Can Partner With Business to Increase Skills and

Advance Low-Wage Workers (CLASP, 2006), and
Tough Choices, Tough Times: The Report of the New
Commission on the Skills of the American
Workforce (National Center on Education and the
Economy, 2007).

But focusing on workers’ skills is only part of the
solution. The U.S. workforce is now more educated
and more productive than at any point in history,
and we still have a job quality problem. The U.S.
economy is growing. But the benefits of a growing
economy have not been shared fairly among all
parts of society. Wages are at their lowest share of
GDP on record (45.3 percent), while corporate
profits are at their highest share of GDP since the
1960s (10.3 percent).17

For any level of education, there are better and
worse jobs. If we care about not leaving some
workers behind, we need to think about ways in
which job quality can be improved even for those
jobs that do not require postsecondary education.
Some workers may have family or other obligations
that prevent them from making long-term
commitments to education and training. Others
may be at a point in their life where it does not
make sense to make a substantial investment of
time and money in continued training. 

We also need to pay attention to those who have
invested in education but have not achieved
economic security, or who have lost security they
once had, as demand shifted away from their
specialized skills. One job quality study found that
less than half of workers with a college degree or
higher had a “good job.”18

Is Education and Training the Solution?



Opportunity at Work Series, Paper No. 1 9

in The Great Risk Shift, in many
cases the quality of the benefits
offered has declined.
Guaranteed benefit pensions are
far less common than they once
were, replaced almost entirely
by “defined contribution pen-
sions” such as 401(k) plans, in
which the workers bear the risk
of poor investment choices or of
outliving their savings.20 Just
between 2001 and 2005, the
fraction of employees covered
by employer-provided health
insurance decreased by almost 4
percentage points, down to 77
percent. Only 54 percent of
workers age 19 to 24 and just 30
percent of poor workers were
covered by employer-provided
plans in 2005.21 Even for those
who still have insurance, there is
more cost sharing and more
restrictions on providers.
Elizabeth Warren notes that
three-fourths of families who
described their bankruptcies as
related to medical problems had
health insurance coverage at the
onset of their illnesses or acci-
dents but still were financially
wiped out.22 Thus, benefits are
an aspect of job quality in which
even relatively well-off workers
feel vulnerable.

Job security

Low-wage workers have always
experienced lower levels of job
security than their middle-class
counterparts. Low-wage work
is disproportionately likely to
be seasonal or temporary, with

workers left to their own
resources between periods of
work. In some cases, workers
may not be officially laid off but
simply assigned few, if any,
hours of work.23 Job loss is also
common, due to the conflict
between the lack of flexibility
that low-wage jobs offer and
the family and other responsi-
bilities that workers bring with
them. Low-wage workers are
also less likely to be eligible for
unemployment insurance bene-
fits during periods between jobs
(because eligibility is condi-
tioned on work experience, but
in many states the system does
not credit workers for their
most recent work history).24

The result is that low-wage
workers tend to move in and
out of employment. For exam-
ple, of a sample of Wisconsin
women who began receiving
welfare (Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families, or TANF)
the first year it was implement-
ed (1997-98), only 35 percent
averaged more than three quar-
ters of employment per year
over the next six years.25 When
workers are out of work for
extended periods, their long-
term earnings prospects are
diminished along with their
immediate incomes.26

What’s new in recent years is
that higher-income families are
increasingly vulnerable to non-
traditional work arrangements
and job loss as well. The threat

of layoffs has spread into parts
of the workforce that once were
generally immune from it—
white collar workers and those
in their prime working years.27

Most American workers are no
longer protected either by for-
mal seniority systems or by
informal social contracts that
limited layoffs to a last resort
under the direst economic 
circumstances.

While the overall unemploy-
ment rate has been low in
recent years, the consequences
of unemployment may have
become more severe. In late
2006, about one in six unem-
ployed workers had been
unemployed for 27 weeks or
more.28 Workers who lost a
full-time job in the early 2000s
and later found another one
(many had not found new full-
time jobs as much as two years
later) suffered earnings losses of
about 17 percent—about twice
the earnings loss of displaced
workers in the late 1990s.29

The earnings loss caused by
displacement was especially
large for better-educated 
workers.

Jacob Hacker has studied
trends in year-to-year changes
in income, or income volatility.
He finds that income volatility
in the early 2000s was three
times what it was in the early
1970s. A family headed by a
working-age adult has about a
one in six chance of experienc-



10 POL I C Y  P A P E R

ing a 50 percent drop in
income from one year to the
next. As Hacker writes, more
advantaged workers are now
“riding the economic roller
coaster once reserved for the
working poor.”

This change has penetrated the
national consciousness. When a
nationally representative sample
of workers were asked about
the importance of various ele-
ments of job quality, they were
twice as likely to give a “very
important” rating to “job secu-
rity” than to “high income.”30

A 1988 survey found that 73
percent of workers “believed
they could count on job securi-
ty if they did a good job.” But
10 years later, only 56 percent
of Americans still believed this
was true—even though the
economy was booming.31

Public anxiety about the out-
sourcing of white collar jobs to
other countries is high, even
though the actual impact on the
overall economy has been
minor so far.

Advancement opportunity

On average, workers’ earnings
grow over time before leveling
off or even declining as workers
approach retirement. This is
usually explained as the result
of workers gaining skills
through job experience.
However, this picture of steadi-
ly increasing wages is not uni-
versally true. A study of young

male workers who entered the
labor market during the 1980s
found that 7.2 percent experi-
enced either no wage growth or
real wage declines between the
ages of 16 and 32, the period
when most workers experience
their strongest wage gains.32

The question of whether low-
wage work in particular leads to
better jobs has received a great
deal of attention. During the
1990s, many states adopted
“work-first” policies under their
welfare programs, in which
welfare recipients were required
to accept any job that they
could find, no matter what the
wages (subject only to mini-
mum wage and other govern-
ment regulations). The theory
behind these policies was that
these jobs were the best way for
recipients, many of whom had
limited or irregular work histo-
ries, to develop (or demonstrate
that they already had) the skills
and characteristics needed to
get better-paying jobs.

Studies of welfare recipients
and other low-earning popula-
tions tell a mixed story about
earnings mobility. While on
average, low-wage workers do
experience increases in earnings
as they gain more work experi-
ence, this average conceals a lot
of variation.33 A few are what
Katherine Newman dubs “high
flyers” who experience impres-
sive levels of wage growth. But
many more experience modest

growth or show no overall
upward trend in their earnings;
for young, low-income hourly
workers tracked during the
boom years of the 1990s, the
median growth in wages was
just 0.2 percent a year.34

One reason that most low-wage
workers do not experience sig-
nificant wage growth is that, as
discussed above, their employ-
ment history is likely to include
interruptions. Another is that
low-wage and less-educated
workers are less likely to receive
employer-provided training
than higher level workers are.
When they do receive training,
it is less intensive and narrower
in focus.35

However, as discussed in more
detail elsewhere, there is strong
reason to believe that the dif-
ference between the high flyers
and the steady workers who
don’t have such great wage
growth is as much about the
jobs as it is about the workers.
The best way to escape low
earnings is to find a job in a
high-wage firm or industry.
Large firms and low-turnover
firms are also associated with
earnings gains.36

For the workers who are start-
ing from the lowest levels of
earnings, even significant
increases in earnings (on a per-
centage basis) are often not
enough to allow them and their
families to escape low-income
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status. If a mother with a new
baby starts working at $6 an
hour and receives 5 percent real
(after inflation) wage increases
each year, that baby will be in
junior high school before the
annual wage increases are
enough for the mother to no
longer be earning poverty-level
wages. Thus it should not be
surprising that only 19 percent
of the sample of Wisconsin
TANF recipients were earning
$15,000 a year six years later.37

While the earned income tax
credit (EITC) and other benefit
programs supplement the earn-
ings of low-income families,
these programs phase out or
eliminate benefits as families’
incomes increase well before
they achieve a living wage.38

Work schedule

The way that work is scheduled
has changed dramatically in
recent years. Consumers expect
stores and service providers to
be open evenings and weekends,
which requires more and more
workers to work those hours.
Companies that have invested
in expensive capital equipment
want it in use around the clock.
Sophisticated computer sched-
uling systems allow firms to
fine-tune staffing levels hour by
hour, in order to provide peak
coverage while minimizing the
total number of hours for which
workers are paid. 

Much attention has been paid
to the ways that highly skilled
workers can use technology to
enjoy flexibility in both the
hours and locations of their
work. But lower-wage workers
are more likely to experience
“flexible hours” in the form of
having their hours adjusted at
the employer’s discretion. Low-
wage and low-income workers
are less likely to have access to
a range of workplace flexibili-
ties, from being able to vary
their hours to being able to
work from home. This is due
both to employer policies and
to the nature of the work these
workers perform.39 Many
lower-wage workers struggle
with unpredictable schedules
(often provided no more than a
few days in advance) and with
sometimes not getting enough
hours of work to pay their
bills.40 In another example of
risk shifting, employers have
shifted the costs of inconsistent
demand for labor onto the
workers, requiring some work-
ers to work overtime while
keeping others on call but pay-
ing them only for the hours in
which their labor is needed.

Often, low-wage workers are
required to work undesirable
hours and unpredictable sched-
ules. Less-educated workers,
younger workers, and African
Americans are disproportion-
ately likely to work night or
evening hours.41 At some com-
panies, more desirable shifts are

earned with seniority, and
workers who are not available
for evening or weekend shifts
cannot get their foot in the
door. At others, even long-
established workers are
required to be on call for less
desirable shifts. Workers who
refuse can be fired or may sim-
ply find themselves scheduled
for fewer and fewer hours.

Only 39 percent of low-wage,
low-income workers receive
any paid time off that they can
use for a personal illness, 
compared to 90 percent of
high-wage and high-income
workers.42 Many of those who
do have paid time off are per-
mitted to use it only for their
own illness, not to care for a
sick family member.

Workers at all economic levels
also feel increased pressure
from work-family conflicts.
The world of work simply has
not kept up with the dramatic
changes in American family life.
Once a majority of workers
were in married-couple, single-
earner families and could rely
on their spouses to take care of
most family responsibilities.
Now, most workers are either in
two-adult, two-earner families
or one-adult, one-earner fami-
lies. Whether their caregiving
responsibilities are for children
or elderly relatives, millions of
workers feel stretched to their
limits and beyond.



12 POL I C Y  P A P E R

One strategy that many families
have used to meet their dual
responsibilities as workers and
caregivers is to limit one par-
ent’s paid employment to part-
time. But workers who are
unavailable for full-time work
often pay dearly for that flexi-
bility in lower wages, lesser
benefits, and limited advance-
ment opportunities. Other
workers lose jobs when they
miss work to care for an elderly
parent or when child care
arrangements fall through.
Alternatively, their fear of the
consequences of missing work
may lead them to leave their
children with less than ideal
emergency babysitters or to
postpone taking a sick child to
the doctor.43

Health and safety

Health and safety is one of the
few aspects of job quality that
has generally improved in
recent decades. Workplace
injuries are down by more than
half since 1973, and workplace
fatalities have also declined.44

Workers and companies are far
more aware of the hazards of
chemical exposure, and both
quality and use of protective
equipment has improved. But
while people often think that
workplace safety is a battle that
has been won and can be for-
gotten, unfortunately this is not
true. Many employers blatantly
disregard health and safety
rules or mis-classify workers as

“independent contractors”
responsible for supplying their
own protective gear.
Undocumented workers are
especially vulnerable to such
abuses. In recent years, the fed-
eral Occupational Safety and
Health Administration has
increasingly relied on “volun-
tary agreements” with employ-
ers, rather than enforcing exist-
ing rules or issuing new ones.45

According to official health and
safety statistics, the lowest-pay-
ing quartile of jobs has a lower
injury rate than the second and
third quartiles. This is likely
because there is a history of
compensating differentials and
unionization—employers have
to pay more to get people to
take hazardous jobs like work-
ing in a coal mine. But the gap
in injuries has closed over time,
suggesting that the improve-
ments in health and safety have
been concentrated dispropor-
tionately in better-paying jobs.46

Some low-paying jobs take a
severe toll on the health and
well-being of the workers. For
example, nursing aides, atten-
dants, and orderlies had the
third-highest number of work-
place injuries in 2004, behind
only truck drivers and laborers.
The majority of these were
musculoskeletal injuries, either
from acute overexertion (e.g.,
lifting a patient) or repetitive
stress injuries.47 In other cases,
the effects are less visible but
just as damaging. Researchers

have begun to study the rela-
tionships between the work and
environment and a broad range
of worker health outcomes,
including stress, mental disor-
ders, and unhealthy habits.48

Occupational injuries can be
particularly threatening to the
financial well-being of less-
skilled workers. When healthy,
such workers sometimes are
able to escape poverty-level
wages by taking physically
demanding jobs and/or by
working extended hours.
However, if they are unable to
continue in this work due to
injury or overall poor health,
they are unlikely to be able to
find alternative work that pays
enough to keep them out of
poverty. Such workers often do
not have enough of a work his-
tory to qualify for social securi-
ty disability benefits, or they
may qualify for only minimal
payments.

Fairness and worker voice

Being treated with fairness and
respect by one’s supervisors and
co-workers, free from harass-
ment or discrimination, is an
important aspect of job quality.
As illustrated by the submis-
sions to Working America’s
“My Bad Boss” contest, this is
often an area where jobs do 
not live up to workers’ expecta-
tions.52 Bias can also affect
one’s experience of other ele-
ments of job quality, with
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favored workers receiving bet-
ter pay, faster promotion
opportunities, or preferred
schedules.

Several federal laws aim to
ensure that Americans work in
fair workplaces and that they
are protected from employment
discrimination. These laws
include Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, the

Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA), the Equal Pay Act, and
the Age Discrimination in
Employment Act (ADEA).
Unfortunately, employment
discrimination persists in many
aspects of employment, includ-
ing compensation, advancement
opportunities, and treatment on
the job. For example, one study
tested the effects of racial dis-
crimination by submitting job

applications to employers
where some of the putative
applicants had African
American-sounding names and
others had white-sounding
names. Researchers found that
applicants with African
American-sounding names had
to submit 50 percent more
resumes to get a callback than
applicants with white-sounding
names.53

CLASP’s list of the components of job quality does
not directly translate into a scheme for rating jobs.
Some aspects of job quality, such as work schedule
and worker voice, are difficult to quantify without
collecting extensive survey data. It is also hard to
know what weight to give to each element of a job.
Many agencies rely on hourly wages as a simple,
easily measurable indicator of job quality, noting
that many other aspects of job quality correlate
with wages. However, this often means that they
focus their attention on jobs that require extensive
education. For example, many states have invested
substantial funds in attracting facilities for
biotechnology and telecommunications to
distressed communities. However, while jobs in
these industries are very high paying, they are
often completely out of reach for the low-income
workers who live in the surrounding
neighborhoods.

An ideal measure of job quality would reflect good
wages and other job characteristics, after
controlling for the characteristics of the worker.
However, publicly available data does not allow for
the calculation of such a measure. Joel Rogers of
the Center on Wisconsin Strategies has suggested
that turnover rates may be a useful proxy measure
for job quality, as they pick up a set of good
management practices that are difficult to measure
directly. There is a great deal of variation in
turnover rates even between companies in the
same industries,49 and researchers have confirmed

that high worker turnover is a strong indicator of
lower-quality job ladders.50 When jobs that pay well
have high rates of turnover, this is a sign of
potential problems with other aspects of job
quality. Joan Fitzgerald—director of the Law, Policy
and Society program at Northeastern University—
notes nursing as an example of a job that
experiences high turnover rates and constant labor
shortages in spite of attractive pay.51

Several organizations have developed schemes for
rating employers in order to prioritize funding or
services to those that offer the highest-quality jobs.
Examples of these include:

The Fresno County Workforce Investment Board
limits on-the-job training contracts to “platinum”
employers. (See http://www.wowonline.org/wow/
seven/practice4/cs1/default.asp.)

The Northwest Area Foundation has developed a
job metric for use by community development
organizations to rate the jobs that would be
created by a loan or other investment. (See
http://jobmetric.nwaf.org/index.php.)

Other organizations have developed industry-
specific indicators of job quality, such as the one
developed by the Paraprofessional Healthcare
Institute for direct care workers. (See http://www.
paraprofessional.org/publications/Nine_Essential_
Elements.pdf.)

Measuring Job Quality
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“Worker voice” refers to the
ability of workers to influence
their daily activities at work as
well as their overall working
conditions. It includes the abili-
ty to control the order in which
you do the tasks assigned to
you and the power to decide
how to achieve a specified goal,
rather than simply following a
prescribed checklist of tasks.
Worker voice could also
include a team of machinists in
a plant making recommenda-
tions on how to improve the
production process or a certi-
fied nurse assistant being
included on a patient care team.
In a list of elements of a quality
direct care job, the Paraprofes-
sional Healthcare Institute
includes, “Participation in deci-
sion making, acknowledging
the expertise that direct care
workers contribute, not only to
workplace organization and
care planning, but also to public
policy discussions that impact
their work.”54

Worker voice is one of the
hardest parts of job quality to
define. But it is fundamental to
workers’ satisfaction with their
jobs,55 and it may be funda-
mental to their health as well.
Lack of control over how and
when you do your work appears
to be a major risk factor for
developing heart disease.
According to one set of studies,
lack of control has more impact
than all other factors—includ-
ing smoking, diet, family 

history, and blood pressure—
combined.56

One indicator of fairness and
worker voice is union represen-
tation, which provides an
opportunity for formal griev-
ance processes and worker
input into the terms and condi-
tions of work, as well as for col-
lective representation in wage
and benefit negotiations. At
present, less than 8 percent of
private-sector workers in the
United States are represented
by unions. This does not reflect
a lack of interest in representa-
tion—more than half of non-
union workers say that they
would support a union in a
closed-ballot election, and
another fourth are interested in
workplace committees that
would include both labor and
management representation.57

Unionization is at a record low
despite wide interest in repre-
sentation in part because of bla-
tant employer violations of
labor law. A recent study found
that union organizers and
activists have a one in seven
chance of being fired during
the course of an organizing
campaign.58 Because the penal-
ty for such illegal firings is
merely the repayment of lost
wages, anti-union employers
have very little incentive to
obey the law.

What We Can Learn from
Good Jobs

This overall portrait of the job
quality picture is quite discour-
aging, especially for low-wage
workers. The net result is that
more and more Americans feel
like the American Dream is
slipping away from them.
Families may have maintained
their incomes, but only by
devoting more time to paid
work—and as a result they feel
increasingly strained. Others
have well-paying jobs but fear
losing them and doubt that
they could find their way back
to economic security if they
did. In a national survey last
year, 90 percent of respondents
agreed with the statement, “25
years ago, if you worked hard
and played by the rules, you
would be able to have a solid
middle class life.” But only 49
percent agreed with the state-
ment, “today, if you work hard
and play by the rules, you can
live a solid middle class life.”59

Families at all income levels
worry about their children and
whether they will be as well off
as they are.
Some have suggested that this
decline is inevitable and
unstoppable. To the extent that
they are concerned about the
impacts of poor job quality on
workers on their families, they
argue that the best public
response is to build up the safe-
ty net in order to cushion the
impact of economic dislocation
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on workers and their families.60

CLASP strongly disagrees with
this premise. Certainly, our sys-
tem of social insurance is inade-
quate to the challenges of
today’s economy and needs to
be strengthened and fixed.
Many of the proposals that
have been made are worthy of
further consideration. But a
system of after-the-fact protec-
tions cannot solve all the prob-
lems caused by poor job quality.
Such benefits tend to be
skimpy, stigmatized, and under
constant political attack. While
it may well be helpful to
rethink which benefits should
be tied directly to employment
and which funded through
broad-based taxes,61 it is nei-
ther feasible nor desirable to
shift the responsibility for good
jobs away from employers and
onto government.

Many forces have combined to
undermine job quality. But in
spite of these forces, some
employers have continued to
provide high-quality jobs. As
Joan Fitzgerald writes, declines
in job quality “are conse-
quences of the larger economic
trends, but are not the only
possible consequences.”62 In
many cases, the evidence sug-
gests that these employers
achieve economic success
because of their strong employ-
ment practices, not in spite of
them. By understanding the
characteristics of these employ-

ers, we can identify leverage
points for spreading these
behaviors. Such employers also
stand as proof that improved
labor standards—and better
enforcement of existing laws—
are consistent with healthy
companies and economic
growth.

Industry structure matters.

Many people talk about job
quality in terms of good or bad
industries. In particular, there is
a widespread assumption that
manufacturing jobs are good
jobs, and service-sector jobs are
bad jobs. Manufacturing is one
of the few industries that offers
significant numbers of well-
paying jobs that are open to
individuals without higher edu-
cation.63 However, manufactur-
ing jobs are also especially vul-
nerable to the pressures of
global trade, as even highly
time-sensitive products can
now be made anywhere in the
world. Thus, to the extent that
there has been any public dis-
cussion about job quality, it has
usually taken the form of ques-
tions about trade policy and
whether it is possible to save
American manufacturing jobs.

While it is a vast oversimplifi-
cation to say that service-sector
jobs are all bad64—law, infor-
mation technology, and medi-
cine are services—it is certainly
true that low-wage work is dis-
proportionately concentrated in

a limited number of industries
and occupations. In 2005, 42
percent of low-wage jobs were
with employers in just six sec-
tors: food service and drinking
places, agriculture, private
households, personal and laun-
dry services, accommodation,
and retail trade. In contrast,
only 10 percent of jobs paying
above median wages were in
those six industries.65

By the very nature of the work,
industries such as restaurants
and retail sales offer very few
higher-paying jobs compared to
the number of low-paying jobs.
While an individual worker
may see success by progressing
from waitress to shift manager
—often without additional for-
mal education—there simply
are not enough manager jobs to
make this a realistic path for
most entry-level workers (see
figure above). If entry-level
workers from this industry are
going to advance, most of them
will have to make a transition
to a different sector. Some
efforts have been made to for-
malize such cross-industry
“career lattices,” with consistent
employment in entry-level fast-
food positions being treated as
evidence of good work habits
for higher-paying bank jobs.

Like manufacturing, construc-
tion stands out as an industry in
which the number of high-pay-
ing jobs is larger than the num-
ber of low-paying jobs and many
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of the good jobs do not require
advanced education.66 However,
construction receives lower
grades for other elements of job
quality, as the jobs are highly
seasonal, physically demanding,
and often marked by widespread
labor-law violations.

Health care is an example of an
industry that offers significant
numbers of higher-paying jobs,
in addition to many low-wage
jobs. However, advancement to
the better-paying jobs typically
requires specific educational
credentials. Thus, career
advancement efforts in the
health care industry have often
focused on providing additional
educational opportunities for
low-wage workers and on
developing “intermediate
rungs” on the career ladder, so
that workers see immediate
returns to their investments in
skill-building.67

So it makes sense to think
about the structure of industries
when thinking about job quali-
ty. But it is also important to
recognize that there is no
inherent reason that manufac-
turing jobs have to be better
than service sector jobs—that
building a car has to be a better
job than taking care of a
child.68 Seventy years ago, most
manufacturing jobs were “bad
jobs”—low paid, unstable, dan-
gerous. A combination of regu-
lation and unionization trans-
formed them and turned them
into the building blocks for the
tremendous growth of the mid-
dle class. The example of Las
Vegas shows that with suffi-
ciently high union concentra-
tion, even some of the jobs such
as cleaning rooms in hotels or
working in the kitchens, which
are notoriously poor quality
elsewhere, can be decent, mid-
dle-class jobs.69 Through sec-

tor-wide organizing, unions can
help prevent better employers
from being constantly undercut
by low-road competitors.

Employer practices matter.

While it is helpful to under-
stand the variation in job trajec-
tories across industries, a focus
on job quality needs to go fur-
ther and address the variation
among firms within industries.
All too often, the policy discus-
sion treats all manufacturing
jobs as equivalent, ignoring dif-
ferences in both the quality of
the jobs and the economic
competitiveness of the
industry.70 It is important to
pay attention to the firms that
provide good jobs in spite of
being in sectors that generally
provide worse ones. For exam-
ple, while retail trade is one of
the sectors that has a high con-
centration of bad jobs by almost
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any measure, Costco is well
known for paying higher wages
than average (starting wages of
at least $10 an hour, with
scheduled raises up to $16.17
for warehouse employees) and
offering better working condi-
tions. Costco reports turnover
of 17 percent a year and just 6
percent after the first year—less
than half the industry average.71

Researchers using Longitudinal
Employer-Household
Dynamics (LEHD), an innova-
tive data set that tracks both
workers and employers over
time, have been able to prove
that wages are determined by a
combination of worker and
employer characteristics.72 This
research shows that some
employers consistently pay
more than others for the same
workers. This evidence should
put an end to the myth that
low-wage workers are never
productive enough to justify
being paid more. Far too often,
the blame for bad jobs has been
placed on the workers who hold
them.

At a minimum, the knowledge
that employer practices matter
means that workforce develop-
ment programs can improve
certain workers’ earnings—
without changing anything
about the workers—just by
helping them gain access to
firms that pay more. Such pro-
grams can play an important
role by helping members of dis-

advantaged groups find better
jobs. This kind of intervention
is needed because of inequities
in the labor market—we know
that certain racial and ethnic
groups have far less access to
good jobs than others.
However, such an approach
only redistributes and does not
change the overall number of
good jobs in society.
Understanding what causes
employers to offer better or
worse jobs and developing
strategies to encourage the cre-
ation of more good jobs is a
more challenging undertaking,
but it offers the possibility of
more fundamental change.

The role of competition

We reject the claim that
increased competition means
that good jobs must be an
endangered species. It is true
that in the past, many compa-
nies that provided good jobs
were in relatively non-competi-
tive product markets. A classic
example is the American auto
industry before the Japanese
entry into the world market.
Profits resulting from the lack
of competition were shared
with the largely unionized
workforce. However, between
globalization and deregulation
of domestic markets, there are
few non-competitive sectors
left. Thus, the only way that
companies can continue to pro-
vide good jobs is by improving
productivity. Note that high

productivity is necessary but
not sufficient for good jobs.
Once productivity has created
profits, unionization and other
institutional factors determine
how those profits are divided
among workers, management,
and shareholders. Depending
on the elasticity of demand for
the product, increased produc-
tivity may also result in fewer
jobs.

Because so many companies
have blamed competition for
layoffs or cutting benefits,
many people believe that com-
petition is always bad for job
quality. Certainly, the newspa-
pers are often full of stories
about companies that have
responded to competition by
treating workers as just a cost
factor and trying to reduce
costs as much as possible. For
example, Circuit City recently
announced that it was laying off
3,400 workers, targeting those
who were more experienced or
who had received merit wages
and thus were earning “above
market” wages.73 Other compa-
nies are subtler and simply
assign high-earning workers
fewer and fewer hours or less
desirable shifts until they quit.

However, the overall effects of
competition are more compli-
cated. Research shows that the
main effect of competition is to
weed out low-productivity
firms. Since more productive
firms typically pay above-



18 POL I C Y  P A P E R

average wages to their workers,
have more skilled workers, and
have lower turnover, competi-
tion might even improve average
job quality.74 This is confirmed
by a recent cross-national study
of manufacturing firms in the
U.S., U.K., France, and
Germany. It found that firms
that experience higher levels of
competition have better man-
agement practices and that
those with better management
practices are more likely to
receive good scores on a meas-
ure of work-life balance.75

At a societal level, the specter
of competition is often used to
justify a low-regulation, low-
tax, low-investment economic
development strategy. Such an
approach is shortsighted and, in
the long run, will undermine
economic sustainability. As Bill
Schweke at CFED argues,

Pursuing a low cost, low reg-
ulation strategy relentlessly
will create an economy based
heavily on industries on the
tail end of the product cycle,
those characterized by rou-
tine labor functions that have
low education and skill
requirements. The economy
will be driven by least-cost
production, determined by
tax and wage rates, as its pri-
mary goal. In essence, it will
be a Third World economy
ill-suited for growth in
tomorrow’s industry.76

The business case for good jobs

Many attempts have been made
in recent years to demonstrate
the business case for good jobs,
going beyond the anecdotal evi-
dence of pointing to examples
of companies that have “done
well by doing good.” This turns
out to be a challenging proposi-
tion, precisely because, as noted
above, a whole set of strong
management practices tend to
cluster together, and it is very
hard to attribute positive results
to a single policy.77

Researchers and health care
management companies have
begun to quantify how attempts
to save money on health care
benefits can backfire by
decreasing employees’ manage-
ment of chronic illnesses, and
thus increasing the likelihood
of disability and absenteeism.
For example, one study found
that increasing the required
drug co-payment by $20 dra-
matically reduced the share of
prescriptions filled by workers
who had been diagnosed with
rheumatoid arthritis. Those
who failed to fill the prescrip-
tions for the drugs that delay
the progression of the disease
were one-third more likely to
become disabled by the
disease.78

A number of studies have found
that schedule flexibility and
work-life policies increase
workers’ commitment to firms,

reduce burnout, and improve
retention.79 One recent study
found greatly reduced turnover
rates among individuals who
take advantage of companies’
tuition assistance programs.80

This finding contradicts the
widespread belief that invest-
ments in broadly applicable
training should increase
turnover; however, it is consis-
tent with HR managers’ state-
ments that such programs are
designed to increase retention
by promoting worker loyalty.

The majority of the research on
the effects of flexibility and
other elements of job quality
has focused on highly paid
employees, with “competing for
top talent” and “retaining pro-
fessionals” among the com-
monly cited benefits.81 While
low-wage workers are far less
likely to experience workplace
flexibility, some studies suggest
that flexibility may have even
greater impacts on their
engagement, retention, and
well-being.82

The business case for job quali-
ty for all workers is perhaps
strongest in industries in which
lower-wage workers regularly
interact with customers and
high levels of turnover directly
interfere with the provision of
high-quality services. For exam-
ple, the National Research
Council has concluded that
there is a direct link between
stability of child care providers
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and “more appropriate, atten-
tive, and engaged interactions
with the children in their
care.”83 Similarly, turnover
among direct-care givers in
long-term care settings often
results in understaffing and
reduced continuity of care.84 In
retail and hospitality settings,
more-experienced and better-
trained workers can result in
better customer service.

One frequently asked question
is, if there are so many benefits
to adopting high-road strate-
gies, why haven’t more compa-
nies adopted them? One answer
is that, while high-road
employment practices can be
financially rewarding for
employers, the transition from
the low to the high road may
be quite challenging. For exam-
ple, Laurie Bassi, former vice
president for research at the
American Society for Training
and Development, has argued
that in order to reap the
rewards from investing in train-
ing and having highly skilled
workers, companies must also
have improved managerial
capacity. If only one part of this
system is in place, there will be
suboptimal return on the
investment.85 For example, if a
company spends a lot of money
on training but continues to use
inflexible scheduling practices
that lead to high turnover,
much of the investment on
training will be wasted.

In addition, while the costs of
providing training or a specific
benefit are often easily quantifi-
able, the returns are more dif-
fuse. Even when companies
take the costs of turnover into
consideration, they generally
only account for the direct costs
of recruiting, hiring, and train-
ing replacements, excluding
indirect costs such as dimin-
ished productivity.86 Moreover,
if consumers (or government
agencies that set reimburse-
ment rates) are unable to distin-
guish between high- and low-
quality services or products or
are unwilling to pay more for
higher quality, companies will
be unable to recoup the
increased costs.

A related issue is that low-wage
workers are disproportionately
likely to work for very small
companies. More than one in
four low-wage workers are
employed by a firm with fewer
than 10 employees, as com-
pared to less than half of all
workers.87 Such firms often
operate with very tight profit
margins and do not have the
economies of scale to justify
formal training or benefit pro-
grams. In many cases, these
companies do not have anyone
who handles human resources
as more than a small portion of
his or her responsibilities.

Putting the Job Quality
Framework to Action

The job quality framework can
be incorporated into public pol-
icy in two distinct ways: as a
statement of societal values and
as a guide to specific policies.
Efforts are needed simultane-
ously on both fronts. The state-
ment of principle is the founda-
tion for the policies and pro-
grams. Many of the program-
matic interventions to improve
job quality require long-term
commitments to understand the
specific personnel requirements
and economic forces affecting a
given industry and to develop
cooperative relationships
among employers, educational
institutions, community organi-
zations, and government agen-
cies. These programs generally
do not require new legislation.
Typically they are started with
little public attention, due to
the leadership of individuals
who recognize the importance
of working across systems to
improve job quality. But with-
out increased public support,
such programs will always be
chronically underfunded and
vulnerable when their key pro-
ponents move on.

Thus, a key goal is to develop
broad public support for the
idea that government should
not be neutral between high-
road, high-quality jobs and low-
road, low-quality jobs. Low-
quality jobs impose substantial
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costs on workers, their families,
government programs, and
society as a whole. In the same
way that we no longer allow
companies to reduce their costs
by polluting the air and the
water for the rest of us, we
should not allow companies to
reduce their costs by providing
substandard jobs—and leaving
it to workers, their families, and
communities to pay the price.

Talking about job quality helps
focus attention on the choices
that employers make that shape
the nature of work, and on how
our public policies and pro-
grams affect these choices.
Conservatives tell a unified
story about how any interven-
tion into the free operation of
labor markets reduces growth.
We need to be more consistent
in explaining how our existing
system currently shapes the
market in ways that promote
low-quality jobs, in ways from
macroeconomic policies that
prioritize controlling inflation
over increasing employment to
low minimum wages and poor
enforcement of a range of labor
standards.88

A widely held understanding of
the importance of job quality
would also help unify the many
individuals and organizations
who are already working on var-
ious aspects of job quality—
passing living wage ordinances,
enforcing existing labor stan-
dards, developing sectoral strate-
gies, promoting family-friendly

workplaces. Often efforts to
improve some aspect of job
quality are dismissed as only of
concern to specific groups (e.g.,
minimum wage workers, union
members, or working mothers).
Job quality is a way to talk about
and link the concerns of all types
of workers at all levels of
employment and to build broad-
er political support.

At the same time, the values
discussion needs to draw on
specific policies and programs
to show that improving job
quality is possible as well as
desirable. There is a set of poli-
cies related to job quality that
can be adopted at the federal,
state, and local levels. First, the
public sector can play an
important role in supporting
training and technical assistance
around job quality. As noted
previously, many employers do
not have the human resources
capacity to improve the quality
of their jobs. By bringing
together groups of employers
in an industrial sector or clus-
ter, intermediary organizations
can provide services that no sin-
gle employer could afford.89

Even simple information shar-
ing about comparable efforts by
other employers can have sig-
nificant impact, because
employers are more likely to
believe in the business case for
job quality when it is made by
other employers. Because such
programs are voluntary, they
generate little opposition and

can be undertaken even in
political environments hostile
to mandate.

Yet voluntary information shar-
ing, training, and technical
assistance programs are unlikely
to dramatically reshape the
overall job quality picture. Most
employers who participate in
sectoral programs are those for
whom the status quo for some
reason is not working—either
they are highly vulnerable to
foreign competition and des-
perately need to increase pro-
ductivity in order to stay afloat,
or they are experiencing a sig-
nificant labor shortage and
need to find workers with the
skills they need.90 Relatively
few companies whose current
business model is working for
them are going to invest in sig-
nificant changes without some
external motivation. (The other
significant group of participat-
ing employers is those with
unions that have negotiated for
training and career-ladder 
programs.)

Thus, there is a need for
approaches that will reach
employers who are not already
invested in the high-road path.
Whenever public money sup-
ports business—whether
through direct subsidies or “tax
expenditures”—it is appropriate
to consider the impacts on job
quality and to selectively sup-
port employers who provide
high-quality jobs. There is a
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broad range of tools that can be
used to this end, at all levels of
government. Living-wage laws
set standards for the wages and
benefits provided by govern-
ment contractors.91 Commu-
nity benefit agreements are a
tool that can be used to ensure
that subsidies provided under
economic development pro-
grams lead to the generation of
good jobs, not to windfall prof-
its to companies.92 Some work-
force development boards have
begun to selectively target their
services to high-wage industries
and good employers.93 More
creative approaches are also
possible: legislation has been
introduced in New York City
that would pull restaurants’
operating permits for repeated
labor-law violations.94

In some cases, direct regulation
is needed. By restoring a set of
basic rights and standards for
workers, government can take
the low-road option off the
table. This does not mean that
all companies will immediately
become model employers.
Some will be better than oth-
ers, and many will need techni-
cal assistance and other sup-
ports as they try to figure out
how to become high-perform-
ance workplaces. But establish-
ing a new floor makes the
incentives right. Former 

Secretary of Labor Ray
Marshall has argued that the
ability to hire very low-wage
workers has removed employ-
ers’ incentives to invest in tech-
nology or improve manage-
ment practices, because the cost
of the inefficiencies are born by
the workers rather than by the
companies.95 A minimum set of
standards gives the companies
that are trying to do the right
thing a little bit of breathing
room by creating a more level
playing field, so that they are
not always undercut by compa-
nies that take the most brutal,
cost-cutting approach.

We already have the framework
for some of this regulation: laws
like the Fair Labor Standards
Act, the Occupational Health
and Safety Act, the Family and
Medical Leave Act, and the
National Labor Relations Act.
But the minimum wage has
been deeply eroded by infla-
tion, and other laws have with-
ered for lack of enforcement.
We need to strengthen these
laws and re-invigorate them
with renewed enforcement. We
also need to build on state ini-
tiatives to require paid sick days
and to provide paid family and
medical leave. Federal legisla-
tion to this end has been intro-
duced, providing an opening
for discussion of these issues.
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