Effects of the
Great Recession
on the U.S.
Agricultural Labor
Market

Recessions affect the hired agricultural
workers’ labor market differently than
other labor markets that hire many
immigrant workers, such as construction, hotel, and restaurant labor
markets.

Jeffrey M. Perloff

We examined the effect of three recessions, 1990–1991, 2001, and 2008–2009
(the Great Recession) on agricultural
wages and hours. We used data from
the National Agricultural Workers
Survey, a national, random sample of
hired seasonal agricultural employees,
who work primarily in seasonal crops.

Wages of documented (legal)
seasonal agricultural workers
increased more during the
last three recessions than did
the wages of undocumented
agricultural workers and lowskilled nonagricultural workers.
Bonus pay and weekly hours also
increased for some workers, so
that the financial wellbeing of
employed agricultural workers
increased during these recessions.
These recessions not only raised
farmers’ costs but increased their
risk.

Effects of Recessions on
Agricultural Labor Markets

Controlling for workers’ demographic
characteristics such as age, years
of farm experience, job tenure, sex,
knowledge of English, and whether
they were Hispanic, we estimated the
effects of these recessions on wages in
various regions and crops. We separately examined the effects of recessions on documented and on undocumented workers’ wages and hours.

Wage and Bonus Effects
Documented workers’ hourly earnings
rose 4.7% during the 1990–1991 recession, 3.8% during the 2001 recession,
and 5% during the Great Recession.
Hourly earnings for undocumented
workers rose by 2.1% and 3.2%,
respectively, during the 1990–1991
and 2001 recessions, but not during
the Great Recession. Thus, not only do
undocumented workers earn less than
documented workers do in general,
but their hourly earnings rose less
during these recessions than did the
earnings of documented workers. As a
result, the wage gap between documented and undocumented workers
widened during these recessions.
In addition to hourly earnings, 28%
of surveyed workers receive bonus
payments. For documented workers,
the probability of receiving a bonus
increased by 3.9 percentage points
(11% relative to the mean) during the
1990–1991 recession only. Thus, this
recession not only raised documented
workers’ hourly earnings, but it raised
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recession and for non-immigrant
construction workers during the Great
Recession. Overall, for most employed
workers in these three sectors, weekly
hours remained relatively constant
during recessions.
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What explains the different effects of
recessions between agricultural and
non-agricultural labor markets? The
following is a plausible explanation.
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Figure 1. U.S. Per Capita Consumption of Fruits and Vegetables over Time
Source: www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/fruit-and-tree-nut-data/yearbook-tables.aspx
http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/MannUsda/viewDocumentInfo.do?documentID=1212

the probability that they received a
bonus.
The probability that undocumented
workers received a bonus increased by
3.3 percentage points (17% relative to
the mean) during the 1990–1991 recession and rose by 6.0 percentage points
(32% relative to the mean) during the
Great Recession. Thus, undocumented
workers may have received some
additional compensation in the form
of bonuses instead of increased wages.
Employers may have been more
inclined to use bonuses to keep good
undocumented workers. A one percentage point increase in the unemployment rate raised the probability
of receiving a bonus by approximately
0.6 percentage points.

Hours Effects
When employers have difficulty
recruiting workers, as during recessions, they employ workers for more
hours per week to compensate.
Weekly hours of documented workers
rose by 0.75 hours during the 2001
recession, and by 0.68 hours during
the Great Recession. Weekly hours
for undocumented workers increased
by 2.16 hours during the 1990–1991
10

recession and by 1.24 hours during
the Great Recession—more than for
documented workers.

Effects of Recessions on
Nonagricultural Labor Markets
Do recessions have different effects
in agriculture than in other sectors
of the economy that employ many
undocumented immigrants, such as
construction, hotels, and restaurants?
To answer this question, we used data
from the Bureau of Labor Statistic’s
March Current Population Survey
(CPS). (Due to data limitations of the
CPS, we could look at the effects of
only the two more recent recessions,
2001 and the Great Recession. Also,
the CPS does not record whether
an immigrant is undocumented or
receives bonus payments.)
In none of these three sectors did
either recession affect the wages of
non-immigrants or of immigrants.
Presumably, wages are sticky in these
sectors, partially due to union and
other contracts and minimum wage
laws.
In addition, weekly hours for non-immigrant and immigrant workers in
the hotel sector fell during the 2001
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The demand for seasonal agricultural
products such as fruits and vegetables is not very sensitive to changes
in income. Figure 1 shows that consumption of fruits and vegetables was
relatively stable during the 1990–1991,
2001, and 2008–2009 recessions. Similarly, total agricultural output was relatively stable during these recessions.
Thus, these recessions caused only a
minimal leftward shift in the demand
curve for agricultural workers.
In contrast, a recession causes a substantial shift of the labor supply curve
to the left. Roughly half of hired, seasonal agricultural workers are undocumented. The Great Recession significantly reduced the number of new,
undocumented immigrants entering
the United States.
Passel, Cohn and Gonzalez-Barrera
(2013) reported a large drop in the
number of undocumented immigrants
during the Great Recession relative
to the recovery years afterward and
to preceding years, which include
milder recessions. They estimated that
the number of undocumented immigrants rose monotonically from only
3.5 million in 1990 until it peaked at
12.2 million in 2007, over a 7% drop.
However, the number of undocumented immigrants fell to 11.3 million
by 2009 during the Great Recession
(but rose slightly during the mild 2001
recession).
Consistent with these estimates,
according to the Department of

Homeland Security’s Office of Immigration Statistics, apprehensions by
border patrol dropped from 876,803
in 2007 to 556,032 in 2009. Finally,
the U.S. Department of Agriculture
estimates that the number of full- and
part-time agricultural workers was
higher in 2007 (1.032 million) and 2010
(1.053 million) than in 2008 (1.003 million) and 2009 (1.020 million). That is,
the number of workers in 2008 was 3%
to 5% lower than in the years before
and after the Great Recession.
Given a substantial leftward shift of
the supply curve and only a minimal
shift of the demand curve, agricultural
workers’ wages and the probability
of receiving a bonus increase during
major recessions. Weekly hours
of employed agricultural workers
increase to compensate for the reduced
flow of new immigrants during major
recessions. Thus, because both wages
and hours increase, employed agricultural workers’ wages rise.
Recessions have larger earnings effects
for agricultural workers than for construction, hotel, and restaurant workers. In those markets, the leftward
shift of the demand curve is much
more substantial than for the supply
curve. Thus, the wage would fall in
those sectors were it not relatively
sticky due to minimum wage laws and
union contracts. Thus, the observed
wage hardly changes in those sectors,
but employment falls substantially.
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Implications for Farmers
Labor supply falls during major
recessions, which forces farmers to
pay more per hour during recessions,
and the thinner labor market makes
finding workers when needed more
difficult. Thus, recessions raise farmers’ labor costs and increase their
risk. If farmers in seasonal agriculture
cannot find workers when they need
them, their crops may be ruined.
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