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F O R E W O R D

Our cities, in the South and Southwest, and across the country, are thriving.  
Young people are flocking to live in revitalized urban areas, and our cities 
are the motor powering the creation of so many of the nation’s new jobs.  

——————

H owever, when you visit a corporate 
headquarters in Houston, a town 
house development in Nashville, or a 

condominium in Miami, it is easy to forget that it 
was construction workers who built these buildings 
with their hands, their sweat, and their blood.

Working or living in these new buildings, or gazing 
at their beautiful facades, you can no longer sense 
the presence of those construction workers and the 
challenges they faced, toiling long, hard hours to 
support their families. The evidence of pervasive wage 
theft, and of widespread employment misclassification, 
disappears once the buildings are finished and the crews 
go home.  There is no more blood on the rebar where 
workers fell, and no signs of the back injuries that 
came from lifting too heavy loads or the gasping for air 
that comes from breathing silica dust day after day. 

Build a Better South reminds us that far too often 
construction workers across the South face working 
conditions that should not exist in the twenty-
first century in the richest country in the world. 
This important report documents the alarming 
prevalence of jobs with wages too low to feed a 
family. It captures the impact of disabling work 
injuries on workers and their families that are 
made even more devastating when the employer 
does not carry workers’ compensation insurance, 
or misclassifies a wage worker as an independent 
contractor ineligible for compensation payments. 

Build a Better South tells the powerful stories of 
thousands of men and women building a region. 
Readers of this report will be justifiably angry. The 

outrage of this report is not only that our construction 
workers are treated so poorly, that they receive 
too little pay and too many injuries. The outrage is 
that dangerous, unjust employment occurs in plain 
sight, in our downtowns and suburban malls and 
office parks, abetted by owners and builders who 
participate in this system without complaint.  There 
is no excuse for acquiescence: the construction 
jobs in Dallas or Atlanta or Charlotte will not move 
to China or Vietnam like the textile and garment 
factories that left the South over the last decades. 

This report is a call to action.  We can no longer be 
silent knowing that our homes and commercial centers, 
our universities and hospitals, are built by men and 
women who work long hours but who can barely feed 
their families, who face dangerous working conditions 
daily with no recourse or compensation if they are 
injured, and whose labor rights are too often violated.  

With Build a Better South, Workers Defense 
Project, Partnership for Working Families, and 
the University of Illinois define a challenge facing 
our country: how can we ensure that the workers 
who build our vibrant cities earn living wages and 
without sacrificing their health? This report is an 
important step in starting to meet that challenge. 

David Michaels, PHD, MPH
Professor, Department of Environmental and Occupational Health
Milken Institute School of Public Health
The George Washington University
Assistant Secretary of Labor for the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (2009-2017)
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Build a Better South examines the working 
conditions of 1,435 construction workers 
in six major cities in the southern U.S.:

• Atlanta, Georgia 

• Charlotte, North Carolina

• Dallas, Texas

• Houston, Texas

• Miami, Florida 

• Nashville, Tennessee

These cities are the engines of growth in the 
South and are home to some of the largest and 
most important construction markets in the 
U.S.  Nearly 1 million construction workers were 
employed in these six cities in 2013, accounting 
for 43% of all construction workers employed in 
the five states.1 Furthermore, more than one in 
four construction workers who are employed in 
the South are located in one of these six cities, and 
nationally one in ten workers labor these six southern 
cities.a This research provides information about 
the employment experiences of the people most 
imperative to the industry’s success: the men and 
women who work on construction sites each day. 

Construction activity in the southern United States is 
booming. In Texas and Tennessee, construction now 
generates more dollars annually than it did before the 
Great Recession, and in Florida, Georgia, and North 
Carolina construction spending is rapidly approaching 
pre-recession levels.2 In these five states alone, 
construction spending topped $175 billion in 2015, 
accounting for about one in four dollars generated 
by the industry nationally.2 The increased demand 
for construction has led to higher sales volumes for 
all construction sectors, and higher profit margins 
for the residential building sector of the industry.3 

a The South is defined according the U.S. Census Bureau, which is 
a region comprised of  17 states: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, 
the District of  Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Mississippi, Oklahoma, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia.  Calculations based 
on 2013 Bureau of  Economic Analysis data on full-time and part-
time employment in construction (NAICS code 23). 

Unfortunately economic hardships, few or no 
opportunities for career advancement, unstable work, 
injuries and even death on the job are commonplace 
for construction workers in the South.  Health and 
safety on the job is of particular concern, as the 
industry has seen the number of injuries and deaths 
rise with industry growth. According to the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, the number of fatalities in the 
construction industry in 2015 was the highest since 
2008.4 More than 900 construction workers were 
killed on the job in the U.S. in 2015, equating to the 
death of a construction 
worker every nine hours.4 

As the construction 
industry continues to 
grow in the South, now is 
the time for policymakers 
and industry leaders to ensure that all construction 
jobs offer family-supporting wages, benefits, and 
safe working conditions to the essential labor the 
industry receives.  Build a Better South seeks to 
document the most critical issues facing construction 
workers in major construction markets and 
provide information to guide possible solutions.

METHODOLOGY

Build a Better South researchers surveyed 1,435 
construction workers in the six cities, with 200-
300 workers surveyed in each city. Participants 
were recruited on randomly selected commercial 
building, residential building, and heavy construction 
sites.  We also conducted in-depth interviews with 
construction workers and employers to further 
understand the challenges and opportunities 
in the southern construction market.  

Our research findings are presented in the following 
sections to describe southern construction workers’ 
working conditions: their wages, hours, and benefits; 
employment rights violations such as wage theft and 
employee misclassification; and health and safety 
issues, including workplace injuries and heat stress. 
After regional findings are presented, research 
findings for each city are presented in greater detail, 
focusing on topics that emerged as key issues for 

few construction 
workers earn 
wages high enough 
to live in the homes 
and apartments 
they build.
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each city. The last section offers recommendations for 
creating good construction jobs for the southern region. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

|Workplace injuries are common, 
and are an economic burden to 

workers and their communities.

One in seven workers have been injured during their 
construction career, and more than one in three of 
these workers has suffered an injury in the past 12 
months.  Just 5% of workers who were injured in the 
past 12 months had workers’ compensation insurance 
to cover their medical expenses. Non-fatal injuries 
among construction workers in the six cities cost an 
estimated $1.47 billion annually in medical expenses, 
lost wages, lost productivity, lawsuits, and the cost 
of caring for injured workers while they recover. 
Workers may not even receive the most basic safety 
protections like rest breaks or access to drinking 
water. One-third of workers do not have drinking 
water provided on their worksite, a basic necessity that 
employers are required to provide under federal law. 

|Few construction workers have access 
to basic employment benefits.

Less than half (43%) of construction workers are 
offered medical insurance by their employer. The 
problem of access to medical insurance is exacerbated 
by the fact that only 45% have an employer that has 
workers’ compensation insurance.  Approximately 
three out of four workers lack paid personal time 
(73%) or paid sick time (78%), which means that 
workers lose wages if they become ill or have to take 
time off work to deal with family needs.  Eight out 
of ten workers lack a retirement or pension plan.

|Economic hardships are experienced by many 
construction workers despite working long hours.

More than half (57%) of workers surveyed earn less 
than $15 per hour despite high average levels of 
experience in the industry.  Thirty-six percent of 
workers struggle to pay for basic necessities such as 
rent or food even though 82% of workers reported 
working overtime with their current employer.

|Violations of basic labor rights are 
widespread in the South.

More than one in ten (11%) workers have experienced 
wage theft at some point in their construction career. 
Among workers who have not been 
paid for their labor in the past year, 
the median amount of wages stolen 
was $800 (57 hours of labor for the 
average construction worker). Only 
23% of workers have managed to 
recover their lost wages.  The estimated 
amount of money lost to wage theft in 
the six cities is $29.8 million annually.  One in three 
(32%) workers is misclassified as an independent 
contractor, denying their rights to minimum wage 
and overtime payments and burdening working 
families with the employer’s share of payroll taxes.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings from Build a Better South, few 
construction workers have a good job in the industry. A 
good construction job should ensure that workers (1) are 
paid at least $15 per hour, (2) receive at least 10 hours 
of OSHA safety training, and (3) are covered by either 
medical insurance or workers’ compensation insurance 
policies.  

Yet, even by these minimal standards, four out of five 
construction workers in the South do not have a good 
job. Policymakers and employers can do more to ensure 
that the men and women who build our cities can sup-
port their families and come home safely at the end of 
each workday.

Policymakers should focus on the following 
areas to ensure good job creation: 

• Guarantee safe working conditions 
Employers and policymakers must do more to 
address the disproportionately high fatality 
and injury rates in the construction industry. 
.Policymakers should enact legislation guaranteeing 
rest breaks, workers’ compensation, safety training, 
and medical care for construction workers.

• Ensure honest pay for honest work 
Wage theft, payroll tax fraud, and low wages 
threaten the construction industry by hurting 

The estimated 
amount of money 
lost to wage theft 
in the six cities is  

$29.8 
MILLION  

annually.  
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working families and undercutting construction 
businesses that play by the rules. In addition to 
strong enforcement of existing wage and hour 
laws, policymakers can take important steps to 
reward good business practices. Investigative 
agencies should enforce employment laws 
governing wages and the payment of payroll 
taxes, as well as provide protection from 
retaliation for workers who report violations.

• Create good jobs with a career pathway  
Most construction jobs lack employment benefits 
or opportunities for advancement, and today, few 
young people see the industry as desirable place to 
seek employment. A basic benefits package should 
be offered to the vast majority of construction 
workers rather than to a small minority.

• Improve enforcement of existing policies 
Most of the employment rights issues, as well as 
the health and safety issues faced by construction 
workers are already addressed by existing laws, 
but enforcement is often weak or non-existent. 
State and federal policymakers should increase 
funding and improve the efficiency of local 
agencies to enforce laws that protect workers from 
wage theft, employee misclassification, hazardous 
conditions, and retaliation for raising concerns 
about workplace issues. Local municipalities 
should have the ability to raise standards above 
federal or state requirements to improve the lives 
of residents and to respond to regional needs. 
Policymakers should also partner with community 
organizations to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of existing enforcement efforts.

Business leaders in the construction industry have 
the opportunity to create good construction jobs by 
ensuring safe and fair working conditions for the 
workforce, often in partnership with public entities:

• Prioritize safety  
Employers should provide at least OSHA 10-hour 
safety training for all employees and provide 
ongoing health and safety training throughout 
the year. Contractors must also ensure that 
all workers receive proper safety equipment, 
rest breaks, and workers’ compensation. 
Workers should also have anonymous system 

to address safety concerns with their direct 
employer, or with the general contractor 
and developer, without fear of retaliation.

• Invest in training  
Employers must see training as a necessary 
investment that helps ensure workers are 
able to produce a quality finished product, 
prevent accidents, and provide opportunities 
to advance in the industry. Collaborations and 
partnerships among construction employers 
and associations, education providers, and local 
governments can help create training pipelines 
where jobseekers learn the skills they need to fill 
labor shortages in the industry. Formal training 
can play a key role in improving the quality of 
construction jobs, and help offset the severe 
construction labor shortages experienced by 
construction employers throughout the South.

• Subcontract for quality  
Developers and general contractors should take 
into account working conditions, including 
worksite safety, rest breaks, wages, training, 
and benefits when hiring subcontractors. Rather 
than simply considering price, developers 
should give preferential status to bidders that 
demonstrate a track record in providing fair pay 
and benefits along with a strong safety program. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

CONSTRUCTION IN THE SOUTH 

Construction activity in the southern United States is 
booming.  In Texas and Tennessee, construction now 
generates more dollars annually than it did before the 
2007-09 recession, and in Florida, Georgia, and North 
Carolina construction spending is rapidly approaching 
pre-recession levels.2  In these five states, construction 
spending topped $175 billion in 2015, accounting for 
about one in four dollars generated by the industry 
nationally.2  The increased demand for construction 
has led to higher sales volumes for all construction 
sectors, and higher profit margins for the residential 
building sector of the industry.3  In a 2016 study, 
the National Association of Home Builders found 
that homebuilders had an average profit margin of 
18.9% after accounting for land and building costs.5  

Clearly, this is a time of economic growth for many 
construction companies in the South.  However, 
Build a Better South data reveal that for the 
majority of workers in the industry, wages are 
low, employment benefits are not provided, and 
health and safety risks on the job are common. 

Build a Better South examines the working conditions of 
1,435 construction workers in six major southern cities:

• Atlanta, Georgia 

• Charlotte, North Carolina

• Dallas, Texas

• Houston, Texas

• Miami, Florida 

• Nashville, Tennessee

These cities are the engines of growth in the South and 
are home to some of the largest and most important 
construction markets in the U.S.  Nearly 1 million 
construction workers were employed in these six 
cities in 2013, accounting for 43% of all construction 
workers employed in the five states.6  Furthermore, 
more than one in four construction workers who are 

employed in the Southb are located in one of these six 
cities, and one in ten workers nationally labor in these 
six southern cities.6  This study provides information 
about the employment experiences of the people most 
imperative to the industry’s success: the men and 
women who work on construction sites each day. 

The construction industry is an important source 
of income for many workers, but good jobs in the 
industry are rare.  This study defines a good job 
as one that meets the following basic criteria:

• Workers earn at least $15 per hour

• Workers receive safety training, 
including participating in at least ten 
hours of OSHA safety training

• Workers are offered medical insurance or are 
covered by workers’ compensation insurance

These are considered to be essential components of a 
good job, but a high-quality construction job would 
also include a retirement plan and career pathways with 
formal training opportunities, and ensure that workers’ 
voices are heard and that their rights are respected.  
However, this study finds that four out of five workers 
have construction jobs that are substandard, lacking 
at least one of the three most basic provisions.  

The implications for workers are significant—they 
face economic hardships, have few if any opportunities 
for career advancement, and must cope with 
unstable work and heightened risks of injury on the 
job.  Health and safety on the job is of particular 
concern for construction workers, as the industry 
has seen the numbers of injuries and deaths rise with 
industry growth.  According to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, the number of fatalities in the construction 
industry during 2015 has been the highest since 
2008.7   More than 900 construction workers were 

b The South is defined according the U.S. Census Bureau, which is 
a region comprised of  17 states: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, 
the District of  Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Mississippi, Oklahoma, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia.  Calculations based 
on 2013 Bureau of  Economic Analysis data on full-time and part-
time employment in construction (NAICS code 23). 
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killed on the job during 2015, equating to the death 
of a construction worker every nine hours.7 

As the construction industry continues to grow in 
the South and labor shortages become increasingly 
pressing, now is the time for policymakers and industry 
leaders to ensure that all construction jobs offer 
family-supporting wages, benefits, and safe workplaces 
to the essential workers employed in the industry. 

SOCIOECONOMIC CONDITIONS 
IN THE SOUTH

THE WIDENING INCOME GAP

Economic inequality is on the rise across the South.8,9  
The percentage of households with incomes below 
the poverty line is above the national average in all 
six of the cities included in this study.10  Nearly one 
in three Miami residents is impoverished, one in 
four is impoverished in Atlanta, and approximately 
one in five residents in Charlotte, Dallas, Houston, 
and Nashville earns an income that falls below the 
poverty line.8  Recently Atlanta was deemed the most 
economically unequal city in the U.S. due to its large 
and widening income gap between the wealthiest 5% 
of residents and the poorest 20% of residents.9 This 
trend has largely been driven by a decline in middle-
class employment opportunities.  Over the past 30 
years, the number of middle-income jobs has decreased, 
while the number of high-skill, high-wage jobs and 
low-skill, low-wage jobs has increased.11,12  The result 
is a polarized economy in which a few benefit greatly 
while others struggle to meet their basic needs.

Many workers in the U.S. experience constantly 
fluctuating work schedules, and increasing numbers 
work multiple jobs in different industries due to 
the seasonality and instability of many low-wage 
positions.13–15  Construction workers in the South are 
no stranger to such instability.  All outdoor workers 
are subject to lost wages when rain or other weather 
events stop work, but construction workers must 
also deal with work stoppages due to construction 
permitting, financing issues, or poor management, 
as well as delays caused by other contractors when 
work is not completed on schedule.16  Construction 
workers, especially those employed by small 
companies with fewer contracts, may frequently 
experience layoffs when work is slow.  The irregular 

nature of many construction jobs most deeply 
impacts the lowest-paid workers in the industry, 
who may have to go days or weeks without work. 

DEVELOPMENT AND RISING  
HOUSING COSTS 

The development of luxury housing and the process 
of gentrification, which is the conversion of low-
income urban neighborhoods into middle- and high-
income neighborhoods, are also deeply affecting many 
urban communities in the South.17,18  Development 
and the resulting construction work enable these 
processes to occur, and construction workers 
themselves are impacted by the rising housing costs 
often accompanied by such development.  Atlanta, 
Miami, Houston, and Nashville are some of the 
fastest-gentrifying cities in the U.S., and low-income 
communities of color are being displaced at an 
extremely rapid rate due to higher housing costs.19,20  
Exponential increases in rent and other housing costs 
result in soaring rent burdens for low- and moderate-
income households.21  Construction workers residing 
in Miami, for example, face a median rents of $1,900 a 
month for a one bedroom apartment, even though the 
median annual salary for a construction worker is just 
$34,000, or approximately $2,800 a month before taxes 
are deducted.22,23 Responses 
to the Build a Better South 
survey demonstrate that few 
construction workers earn wages 
high enough to live in the homes 
and apartments they build.

WORKING 
CONDITIONS FOR CONSTRUCTION 
WORKERS IN THE SOUTH

WAGES, BENEFITS, AND 
EMPLOYMENT RIGHTS ISSUES

Relatively little research about working conditions in 
construction has focused on workers employed in the 
southern U.S.  Research has tended to focus on workers 
in the northeastern and western United States, where 
construction trade unions have facilitated researcher 
access to the workforce.  Other research examines 
the workforce on a national level and does not make 
regional distinctions.  However, some data exist about 
construction workers in the South.  A brief review 

Few construction 
workers earn 
wages high enough 
to live in the homes 
and apartments 
they build.
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of available government data and existing research 
about workers in the South is provided below.

Average wages for construction workers vary greatly 
based on occupation and location.  According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, a general laborer in New 
York City averages nearly $51,000 annually, while in 
Chicago this worker earns nearly $59,000 annually.24  
General laborers in the South earn significantly 
less.  In Dallas and Miami, for example, the average 
annual salary for a general laborer is approximately 
$28,000, less than half of what Chicago 
laborers earn.24,25  The disparity persists 
for workers in trades that require 
higher levels of skills, such as carpentry.  
Carpenters in New York City and 
Chicago earn, on average, approximately 
$68,000 per year; on the other hand, in 
Houston carpenters earn an average of 
$40,000 annually and Miami carpenters 
earn just $35,000, even though all four 
of these cities are ranked as some of 
most expensive cities in the U.S.24–27

Access to employment benefits is limited 
for the majority of construction workers 
nationally.  Research by the Center 
for Construction Research and Training found that 
fewer than four in 10 (38%) construction workers 
nationally were offered a retirement plan.28  Older 
workers aged 50 and over were more likely to have a 
retirement plan compared to younger workers (47% 
versus 24%, respectively).  Workers in construction 
trade unions were far more likely to have access to 

a retirement plan compared to non-union workers 
(78% versus 28%, respectively).28   Prior to the 
passage of the Affordable Care Act, construction 
workers nationally had some of the lowest insurance 
participation rates compared to other industries, and 
just 47% of construction workers in the U.S. had access 
to health insurance coverage through their employer 
or union.29  Only 22% of Hispanic construction 
workers were offered health insurance coverage 
through their employer or union. Data specific to 
construction workers in the South are not available.

Research about employment rights 
violations in the construction workforce in 
the southern U.S. is also limited, although 
there has been research published about 
employee misclassification, wage theft, 
and health and safety issues.  Research 
conducted among day laborers in New 
Orleans, Louisiana found that 78% of 
the 304 day laborers interviewed had 
not been paid for work done within the 
past year.30  In Texas, research with 
1,192 construction workers found that 
20% had experienced stolen wages at 
some point in their construction career.31  

Researchers in Tennessee found that the practice of 
misclassifying employees as independent contractors 
was common in the state, and estimated that there 
were between 21,900 and 38,680 misclassified 
construction workers in 2006, or 10-18% of the 
construction workforce.32  A year-long investigation 
into construction companies that had received 2009 
stimulus funding found that 38% of Texas construction 
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workers, 35% of North Carolina construction 
workers, and 15% of Florida construction workers 
had been misclassified as independent contractors.33

HEALTH AND SAFETY 

Construction workers face some of the most dangerous 
working conditions in the U.S.34  Along with workers 
in agriculture, fishing, forestry, and transportation, 
construction workers have a much higher risk or 
being injured or killed on the job than workers in 
most other industries.7  In 2015, the construction 
industry had the highest number of workers killed on 
the job (937), and after adjusting for the size of the 
workforce, the construction and extraction industries 

had the 3rd highest fatality rate 
of all industries.7  Four of the five 
southern states included in this 
study had construction fatality rates 
above the national rate (see Figure 
1).  In the five southern states, 
274 construction workers were 

killed on the job in 2015, which means that nearly 
one in three (29%) construction workers killed on 
the job in the U.S. was in one of these five states. 

The causes of high injury and fatality rates in 
construction are numerous.  Construction workers 
face multiple hazards on the job, such as working at 
heights without fall protection, use of power tools, 
and exposure to intense outdoor heat.35,36  Job sites 
frequently change, and workers must constantly 
adapt to different work environments and site 
hazards.37  Pressure from employers to work quickly 
or for long hours may also contribute to construction 
injuries as workers become fatigued. Workers may 
not bring safety concerns to the attention of their 
supervisors out of fear of being fired or reported 
to immigration authorities.38,39  A lack of safety or 
occupational training can prevent workers from 
avoiding worksite hazards, although trained workers 
are limited in their ability to prevent injuries by the 
practices of management and by their ability to report 
site safety hazards without fear of retaliation.38,40 

ABOUT THE STUDY

Build a Better South documents working conditions 
in construction in the southern U.S., an industry 
where many workers lack benefits, stability, 
and even drinking water on their job sites.  We 

FIGURE 1.  

Construction Fatality Rate, 2015

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries
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examine issues such as irregular work, limited 
opportunities for formal training, workplace 
injuries, and economic hardship among construction 
workers in some of the South’s largest cities. 

Build a Better South researchers surveyed 1,435 
construction workers in the six cities, with 200-300 
workers surveyed in each city.  We also conducted 
in-depth interviews with construction workers and 
employers to further understand the challenges and 
opportunities in the southern construction market.  
Findings from the interviews have been presented 
along with survey findings in the relevant sections. 

Our research findings are presented in the following 
sections to describe southern construction workers’ 
working conditions: wages, hours, and benefits; 
employment rights violations such as wage theft 
and employee misclassification; and health and 
safety issues, including workplace injuries and 
heat stress.  Recommendations for creating good 
construction jobs are offered for the southern 
region, and the last section examines the research 
findings for each city in greater detail, focusing on 
topics that emerged as key issues for each city.  
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

SURVEY METHODS

SURVEY INSTRUMENT

The quantitative data collected for this research 
was done with a cross-sectional survey, which was 
available in English and Spanish.  The survey was 
largely based on previous surveys done by the Workers 
Defense Project.  The research partners revised 
previous surveys, and included new questions, some of 
which were based on the Unregulated Work survey, 
the National Agricultural Workers Survey, and the 
Central American Survey of Working Conditions and 
Health.41–43  Research partners piloted the survey with 
more than 40 English- and Spanish-speaking workers 
in the industry.  The survey was revised and used in 
a focus group of construction workers who provided 
feedback both about question content and about 
Spanish translations.  The survey was revised again, 
and was reviewed a final time by the research partners.

The research was reviewed and approved by the 
University of  Illinois at Chicago’s Institutional Review 
Board #2016-0051.

SAMPLING METHODS

The construction industry is highly seasonal 
and its workforce is highly mobile, which makes 
workplace research in this industry particularly 
challenging.  In order to conduct cross-sectional 
research with construction workers in the South, 
we opted to randomly select construction sites in 
some of the South’s largest construction markets: 
Atlanta, Georgia; Charlotte, North Carolina; Dallas 
and Houston, Texas; Miami, Florida; and Nashville, 
Tennessee.  We obtained a database of active 
construction projects, and limited our sampling 
universe to active new construction projects with a 
minimum value of $250,000.  From this database, we 
selected a stratified random sample of commercial, 
residential, and heavy construction projects through 
the assignment of identification numbers to each 
site, and then using a random number table to 
randomly select sites within each sector stratum.

We defined commercial construction projects as 
buildings for non-residential purposes or residential 
buildings with four stories or more; residential projects 
as dwellings with three or fewer stories; and heavy 
projects as roadways, bridges, sidewalks, ports, utility 
line installation, etc.  We did not include industrial 
construction projects, such as the construction of 
oil rigs or power plants.  Our goal was to include 
approximately 40% commercial construction workers, 
40% residential construction workers, and 20% 
heavy construction workers in the dataset.  Of the 
surveys we collected, 45% were from commercial 
workers, 40% were from residential workers, and 
15% were from heavy construction workers.

Field staff were provided with the addresses of selected 
sites each day, and visited these sites during normal 
lunch hours and at the end of the workday.  In a few 
instances, field staff visited sites prior to the start of 
the workday.  If listed sites were inactive, field staff 
could approach nearby worksites to invite workers to 
participate in the survey.  Surveys were collected from 
a total of 632 different construction sites in the six 
cities.  Field staff were instructed to collect surveys 
from between 1 and 10 workers per site, with more 
surveys being collected from larger construction sites.

FIELD STAFF TRAINING

More than 50 full-time and part-time staff participated 
in the collection of surveys.  A research team lead 
who had experience in management, research, and 
working with diverse populations of workers was 
hired in each city.  The research team leads underwent 
an intensive 40-hour training prior to survey 
implementation, and received training in industry 
characteristics, such as bidding processes, differences 
among subsectors, and occupational profiles.  They 
also received training in human subjects protection, 
data quality assurance, and team management. 

Field interviewer teams were trained in their 
home city by the team leads and by the principal 
investigators.  They received 24 hours of training, 
including time conducting “practice” surveys with 
construction workers (the results of which were not 
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included in our final dataset).  The majority of field 
staff was bilingual in English and Spanish, and 
many had experience in the construction industry.

SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION

Workers were invited to participate in the survey 
during their lunch break or at the end of the workday, 
and those who participated were given a $10 gift 
card.  Each worker who agreed to participate was 
first asked two screening questions: “are you at 
least 18 years of age?” and “do you own your own 
construction company?”  If they were under 18 or if 
they owned their own construction company, they 
were not permitted to participate in the survey. If 
the worker satisfied the screening criteria, field staff 
reviewed a two-page consent form with the worker 
before proceeding with the survey.  The survey 
took approximately 15 – 30 minutes to complete. 

During July and August 2016, we surveyed a total 
of 1,435 construction workers in the six cities.  
Between 200 and 300 workers were surveyed in each 
city (200 in Charlotte, Dallas, and Nashville, 250 
in Atlanta and Miami, and 300 in Houston).  The 
response rate was not fully collected in all six cities, 
but among those that were collected, approximately 
50% of workers who were invited to participate in 
the survey agreed to participate.  Workers were from 
27 countries, and spoke 16 languages in addition 
to English or Spanish.  Field staff were encouraged 
to interview to workers from a variety of racial 
and ethnic backgrounds, as well as occupations 

and management levels.  A diverse sample of the 
workforce was largely achieved, but we corrected for 
discrepancies by weighting survey responses based 
on race and occupation (see following section).

SURVEY WEIGHTING

In order to correct for over- or under-sampling of 
certain races or occupations, all survey responses have 
been weighted.  We utilized a two-step weighting 
procedure.  For the first weight, we calculated the 
percent of workers who were Black, Latino, or White 
in two occupational categories (general labor or skilled 
trade) based on data for each metropolitan area from 
the 2010-2014 American Community Survey (ACS) 
public use data file (Weight 1).  Workers of other 
races or multiple races were placed into one of the 
three existing categories based on how similar their 
responses were to (1) wages, (2) injury rates, and (3) 
employee misclassification.  Each individual survey 
response received a weight based on these data. 

The second weight was based on the size of the 
construction labor force in each city, according 
to the ACS 2010-2014 estimates (Weight 2).  The 
percentages of workers in each city based on the 
ACS were compared to the percentages of workers 
in each city in our sample, and six different 
weights were calculated to correct for under- 
and over-sampling of workers in each city. 

Lastly, the two weight variables were combined 
to create a composite variable (Weight 3).  All 
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weights were cross-checked to make sure survey 
responses matched the ACS estimates for race 
and occupation, as well as labor force size. 

All regional findings are reported using Weight 
3 (adjusted for race, occupation, and size of labor 
force).  All city findings are reported using 
Weight 1 (adjusted for race and occupation).

SURVEY ANALYSIS

To describe the findings, descriptive statistics 
(percentages, medians, and means) were utilized. 
All data were weighted using Weight 3 (regional 
data) or Weight 1 (city data) for the analysis. In 
the Dangerous Work section, some comparisons 
between sub-populations of workers were made. In 
these instances, contingency tables using weighted 
count data were utilized to calculate relative risk 
ratios. The p value is reported with the relative 
risk ratios to determine statistical significance.

The rate of injuries was calculated using the 
number of workers, rather than the number 
of full-time equivalents. The injury rate was 
calculated using a 12-month period of time. 

INTERVIEW METHODS

Qualitative interviews were conducted with both 
construction workers and construction business 
owners.  A semi-structured format was used in 
all interviews, and interviews were conducted in 
English or Spanish, according to the preference 
of the participant.  Interviews generally lasted 
between 30 and 90 minutes, and were conducted in 
a location of the participant’s choosing.  Interviews 
were recorded and transcribed into either English 
or Spanish.  Seventeen interviews were conducted 
with construction workers, and four were 
conducted with construction business owners.

Construction employers included a range of company 
sizes, and included small subcontractors who employed 
a few employees to business owners who employed 
more than 700 employees. Two participants were union 
signatory contractors and two were not.  Three out 
of four employers worked on both public-sector and 
private-sector projects. One worked only on private-
sector projects, primarily in residential construction.

Stories or quotes used in this report do not 
include the participant’s real name. A pseudonym 
is used in place of the participant’s name.  
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R E S E A R C H  F I N D I N G S :  U N S TA B L E  W O R K

Honest work merits honest pay.  For too many 
construction workers in the South, however, wages 
are low, work is unstable, and opportunities for career 
advancement are limited.  This section presents 
survey findings detailing the terms of employment 
for workers in the southern construction sector.

EMPLOYMENT AND WAGES
Very few survey respondents are newcomers to the 
construction industry (Table 1).  Just 8% have worked 
in the industry for less than one year, 21% have been 
employed in the industry for one to three years, 33% 
have been employed for four to 10 years, and 39% have 
been employed for 11 years or more.  Despite the long 
employment tenure of most workers in the construction 
industry, hourly wage rates tend to be low.  

TABLE 1  

Employment tenure in the construction industry
EMPLOYMENT TENURE PERCENT OF WORKERS

Less than 1 year 8%

1 to 3 years 21%

4 to 10 years 32%

11 years or more 39%
Source: Build a Better South survey, 2016

Survey respondents were asked a series of questions 
to document their trade, hours worked, pay received, 
and work breaks taken for each day in the previous 
week.  This approach yields a unique dataset of 6,624 
workdays that can be used to analyze hourly wage 
rates and other aspects of employment.  Because just 
3% of survey respondents indicated that they are 
members of a labor union and less than 1% reported 
that their current job was accessed through a union, 
the results below primarily present a profile of the 
wages paid by non-union employers.  In addition, a 
total of just 1% of respondents secured their current 
job through a day labor center, informal hiring site 
or immigration visa program (though 6% did secure 
their current job through a temporary staffing 
agency).  Instead, the most common pathways into 
their current construction industry job were personal 
connections (such as family or friends) and applying 

for work directly at the construction site, 69% and 
19% respectively.  Therefore, the results below 
reflect the primary means of employment within the 
construction industry and the pay rates documented 
here are not greatly influenced by unionization 
(which likely would raise wages) or by informal, day 
labor employment (which could depress wages).44

Average hourly wages across the construction industry 
in the South are lower than those in other regions 
of the country, and responses to our survey reveal 
a pattern of low wages across the industry.  The 
average hourly wage of construction workers surveyed 
is $14.69.  The lowest average wages are found in 
the residential segment of the industry ($14.00), 
while in commercial segment they are $14.87 and 
in heavy construction they are $15.91 (Table 2).

TABLE 2  

Wage profile of construction jobs in the South

INDUSTRY 
SEGMENT

AVERAGE 
WAGE

MEDIAN 
WAGE

PERCENT BELOW 
$15 PER HOUR

Residential $14.00 $13.00 63%

Commercial $14.87 $14.00 55%

Heavy $15.91 $15.00 46%

All segments $14.69 $14.00 57%
Source: Build a Better South survey, 2016

For some workers in the industry, the problem of low 
wages is compounded by the instability of employment.  
More than one-third (36%) reported that they had 
two or more construction employers in the previous 
12 months, and of those with more than one employer, 
17% reported having at least four employers.  Over the 
same time period, 12% reported using a temporary 
staffing agency to find work in the industry.  The 
average hourly wage of construction jobs filled 
by temporary staffing agencies is just $13.73.

Wages also vary according to immigration status.  At 
$13.68, the average hourly wage of undocumented 
immigrants is lower than the average for all workers, 
although the difference is not dramatic.  The lower 
average wage of undocumented immigrants is likely 
due to several factors, including their concentration 
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in the residential segment of the industry (more than 
half indicated that they are employed in residential 
construction) and the downward pressures that one’s 
status as an undocumented immigrant can place on 
wage rates.45  Undocumented immigrants may find 
that changing jobs is difficult or risky.  For this reason, 
workers may stay in low-paying jobs for extended 
periods with little or no wage progression.  Very 

few (1%) of the workers surveyed 
are day laborers who found 
employment at informal hiring 
sites.  Therefore, the undocumented 
immigrants surveyed should 
be regarded as members of the 
core workforce in the southern 
construction industry. A total of 

32% of respondents in Build a Better South reported that 
they lacked legal documentation to work in the U.S.

LIVING WAGES
The wages of construction workers too often do not 
allow them to adequately meet their basic needs.  In 
order to determine the cost of living in the six cities 

where the surveys were conducted, we used the 
Living Wage Calculator developed by researchers 
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a 
database that estimates the cost of basic family 
necessities for counties and metropolitan areas 
across the U.S.46  It establishes a benchmark for 
determining the wage rates required for meeting 
minimum standards of living, and thus can be used 
to assess the adequacy of hourly wages with respect 
to local living costs.46  Using just the living wage 
standard for a single adult with no dependents, 
the proportion of construction jobs paying hourly 
wages that are too low to meet this standard ranges 
from 7% in Charlotte to 20% in Miami (Table 3). 

WAGE THEFT 
Wage theft, the nonpayment of wages to workers 
for hours worked, is a significant problem for 
workers in low-wage industries.30,47,48  Wage theft 
can take several forms, including the nonpayment 
of overtime wages and failure to pay employees for 
work completed.  In addition to being against the 
law, wage theft exacerbates the financial difficulties 
facing low-wage workers and their families.  Survey 
responses revealed that 30% of construction workers 
who qualified for overtime pay with their current 
employer (because they worked more than 40 hours in 
a week) reported that they did not receive that pay.  

When questioned about instances of wage theft, 
workers typically use a much narrower definition, 
where wage nonpayment is taken to refer only to 
instances in which an employer fails to pay the 
employee for work completed.  Eleven percent of 
all survey respondents reported that they have 
been victims of wage theft while employed in the 

“It’s very hard to make a living 
here. They make us go all over 
the city for jobs, and the jobs 
change every day or every week. 
The pay isn’t enough, not with the 
rent and gas being so expensive.” 

— Jose, MASONRY WORKER, Miami 

TABLE 3 

Living wage calculation: construction jobs, 2016

CITY METRO AREA LIVING WAGE FOR 1 ADULT
PERCENT EARNING BELOW LIVING 

WAGE FOR 1 ADULT

Atlanta Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell $11.33 18%

Charlotte Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia $10.76 7%

Dallas Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington $10.20 9%

Houston Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land $10.20 17%

Miami Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach $11.29 20%

Nashville Nashville-Davidson-Murfreesboro-Franklin $10.34 16%
Source: Glasmeier, Amy K. 2016. Living Wage Calculator. Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, access at: http://livingwage.mit.edu/
Note: analysis of 2016 construction worker wages compared to 2015 living wage rate for each metropolitan area. 

When interviewed, he was working on an 
apartment complex with a starting price of 
$1.65 million for a one-bedroom apartment.

32% of the 
total of respondents 

in Build a Better 
South reported that 

they lacked legal 
documentation to 

work in the U.S.
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construction industry.  The amounts owed for the 
most recent instance of wage theft occurring in 
the previous 12 months range from $20 to $7,500, 
with an average nonpayment amount of $1,604 and 
a median amount of $800 (more than a week of 
wages for the average worker).  In more than half of 
the cases, workers reported that they spoke to the 
employer or site supervisor in an effort to recover their 
wages.  A small percentage contacted an attorney, 
while pursuing the case through government wage 
enforcement agencies was, by and large, not done.  
Once wage theft occurred, it is rare for workers to 
recover their unpaid wages.  In 62% of the instances 
of wage theft, workers reported that they never 
received their unpaid wages.  For workers living 
paycheck to paycheck, the unexpected hardship of 
wage theft could be devastating for their families. 

Based on responses from survey respondents who 
experienced wage theft in the previous 12 months, we 
calculated the estimated annual lost income from wage 
theft for the construction workforces in the six cities.  
Four percent of construction workers reported that 
they had not been paid for work in the past 12 months, 
and the median amount reported stolen from the most 
recent incident of wage theft is $800.  The estimated 
annual amount of income lost to wage theft in the six 
metropolitan areas is $29.8 million (see Table 4).  This 

is a conservative estimate since it 
only includes the most recent wage 
theft amount, and some workers 
experienced more than one instance 
of wage theft in the past 12 months. 

Workers who do fight back 
against wage theft typically must 
confront many obstacles.  Court 
proceedings can be lengthy and costly.  In many 
cases, even when workers receive a judgment in 
their favor, they face further difficulties in actually 
collecting unpaid wages.  Employers also may 
take action to dissuade or punish employees who 
attempt to redress wage theft.  Several workers 
reported that employers retaliated against those 
who pursued wage claims by firing or reassigning 
them or by calling immigration authorities. 

FINANCIAL HARDSHIPS
Low wages, wage theft, violations of overtime laws, 
and unstable work creates financial hardships for con-
struction workers and their families.  More than one in 
five (21%) construction workers reported that at some 
point in the previous year working in the construction 
industry they did not have enough money for grocer-
ies or bills, 19% stated that they did not have enough 

“All my bills were late, and I had to pay extra because they were late.  
My wife told me I should fight it, that I should go to Workers Defense 
Project to try and get my money back.” 

— Fernando, CONSTRUCTION WORKER, Dallas 

TABLE 4 
Estimated annual income lost to wage theft in the Atlanta, Charlotte, 

Dallas, Houston, Miami, and Nashville metropolitan areas

NUMBER OF 
CONSTRUCTION 
WORKERS IN SIX 
METRO AREAS

PERCENT OF WORKERS 
WHO REPORTED WAGE 

THEFT IN PAST 12 
MONTHS

NUMBER OF WORKERS 
WHO EXPERIENCE WAGE 

THEFT IN SIX METRO 
AREAS

MEDIAN REPORTED 
AMOUNT OF INCOME 

LOST TO WAGE 
THEFT

ANNUAL INCOME 
LOST TO WAGE 

THEFT IN SIX METRO 
AREAS

980,740 3.8% 37,268 $800 $29,814,400

Sources: Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2013; Build a Better South survey, 2016

Fernando, a construction worker in Dallas, explained how his employer failed to pay him $400 – a week’s wages – after a job was completed.  
Fernando supports his wife and three small children on this modest income.  The employer paid him with a check, but when the check was 
deposited it “bounced” due to insufficient funds.  Several of his co-workers also were not paid by their employer. “He’s done it before 
too, to other people.  I knew he had the money, because I saw him get paid, he got cash, after every job….  He just didn’t want to pay us.”  
Understandably, the wage theft caused financial hardships for Fernando’s family.  Fernando had to turn to the local worker center for 
assistance in recovering his wages and at the time of the interview the case was progressing through small claims court.

$29.8 
MILLION 

The estimated 
annual amount of 
income lost to wage 
theft in the six 
metropolitan areas. 
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money to cover medical expenses, 19% were unable 
to pay their rent or mortgage, and 15% did not have 
enough money to support their families (Table 5).  The 
two reasons given most often for these financial diffi-
culties are the irregularity of work in the construction 
industry and low earnings from construction work. 

TABLE 5 

Financial hardships faced by construction workers 

and their families in the previous year, 2016

HARDSHIP
PERCENT OF WORKERS 

REPORTING

Not enough money for groceries or 21%

Not enough money for medical care 19%

Not enough money for rent or 19%

Not enough money to support family 15%
Source: Build a Better South survey, 2016

EMPLOYMENT BENEFITS
Four of the five states included in Build a Better South 
require workers’ compensation coverage for construc-
tion workers, but just 45% of construction workers 
reported that their employer pays into the workers’ 
compensation system, which provides insurance to cov-
er medical costs and replacement wages when a worker 
is injured on the job (see Table 6).  An additional 12% 
of workers were unsure if their employer has a workers’ 
compensation insurance policy. The lack of employer 
participation in the workers’ compensation system is 
especially troubling given the high rates of injury at 
construction worksites, as discussed in the Dangerous 
Work section of this report.  

In addition to the inadequate coverage of employees 
through workers’ compensation insurance, more than 
half (53%) of workers reported that the company they 
work for does not offer employer-provided health 

insurance.  The lack of employer-provided health 
insurance is especially troubling for workers with low 
incomes, as none of the five states expanded Medicaid 
to cover households with incomes at or below poverty 
level following the passage of the Affordable Care 
Act.54

Other types of employment benefits also are rarely 
provided to construction workers in the South. 
Respondents indicated that just 23% have employer-
provided life insurance policies, 27% receive paid 
vacation or personal time, 22% receive paid sick days, 
and 20% are offered enrollment in a retirement or 
pension plan. 

PAYROLL FRAUD
Payroll fraud occurs when employers misclassify 
employees as independent contractors.  Misclassified 
workers often lose the basic protections of employees, 
such as the right to minimum wage and time and 
half for overtime hours, and they must pay their 
employer’s share of payroll taxes.  One in three (32%) 
survey respondents is misclassified 
as an independent contractor.c 

Misclassifying employees as 
independent contractors is 
advantageous to the employer 
because the business evades the 
responsibility of paying employment taxes, which 
enables the employer to keep costs low and be more 
competitive when bidding for construction projects.  
These employers generally do not provide benefits, 

c Build a Better South respondents only included participants who stated that 
they did not own their own construction company prior to beginning the survey. 
Thus they were either an employee or believed that they were an employee of 
another company. Respondents who reported that they never filled out a tax 
document or filled out a 1099 tax form for contractors were defined as misclas-
sified since all participants were or should have been classified as employees 
based on the preliminary question. 

“Around the time [the injury] happened, I had a power bill due and I had to 
skip the power bill.  Power got cut off and we had to pay a fee to get it back 
on, so the next two checks went to bills.” 

— Michael, COMMERCIAL CONSTRUCTION WORKER, Charlotte, NC 

Michael, a commercial construction worker based in Charlotte, North Carolina lost wages after experiencing a workplace injury.  This 
happened in the winter, and Michael said his family had to “go out by the fire pit and make a fire” to use as a heat source during the time 
his power was cut off.  Relatively small wage losses can have a profound impact for construction workers who do not earn enough for 
household expenses.

1 in 3 
survey respondents 
is misclassified 
as an independent 
contractor.
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workers’ compensation insurance, or unemployment 
insurance, and they do not pay time and a half for 
overtime hours, all of which further lowers their labor 
costs.  Construction contractors who misclassify their 
employees are able to submit much lower bids on 
projects and therefore harm employers who properly 
pay for benefits, employment taxes, and overtime.  In 
order to compete, employers who are committed to 
correctly classifying their employees must look for 
other ways to cut costs.  Based on our interviews with 
construction contractors, this usually means that they 
are forced to keep wages low in order to be competitive.

JOB TRAINING AND CAREER 
ADVANCEMENT
Jobs in the construction industry have long been 
regarded as “good” blue-collar jobs that provide 
a pathway into the middle class through family-
supporting wages, opportunities for advancement, 
and the prospects of a comfortable retirement at the 
end of a career.  Formal training programs played 
a crucial role in providing employers and workers 

with the necessary skills to ensure a well-trained 
and safe workforce.  But over the years, the system 
of worker training and advancement has broken 
down, in part because of the 
proliferation of small firms 
in the construction industry 
where there is little room for 
upward mobility and in part 
because there is limited access 
to training programs.  Four 
out of five (81%) construction 
workers reported that they have never participated 
in a formal construction training program 
in the U.S., and 93% have never participated 
in a union apprenticeship program.

Of the respondents who reported completing a formal 
training program, the employer provided training for 
61% of these workers.  For those receiving training 
that was not provided by the employer, most received 
this training at a vocational school or community 
college, followed by training though an employer 
association and then by training through a labor union.  

TABLE 6

Workers’ compensation requirements by state and the percentage of workers who reported 
that their employer had workers’ compensation insurance policies, by city

CITY STATE REQUIREMENTS
PERCENT OF CONSTRUCTION 

WORKFORCE WHO REPORT HAVING 
WORKERS’ COMPENSATION

Atlanta, GA
Required for businesses with three or more persons. 

Contractors are responsible for coverage for subcontractors 
if the subcontractor has 3 or more persons.49 

68%

Charlotte, NC
Required for businesses with three or more persons. Contractors are 

responsible for coverage for subcontractors if the subcontractor has 3 or 
more persons.50

60%

Dallas, TX Not required for any construction employer.51 39%

Houston, TX Not required for any construction employer.51 38%

Miami, FL Required for construction businesses with 1 or more employees.52 57%

Nashville, TN Anyone engaged in construction must have workers’ compensation. 58%
Source: Build a Better South survey, 2016

“A major threat [to the industry] is people who misclassify the workforce. 
They are absolutely devastating the good contractors and subcontractors 
in construction.  And they are artificially lowering the wage rate for the 
worker. They’re actually harming the workforce.”

— LARGE MASONRY SUBCONTRACTOR based in Texas 

4 out of 5
construction workers 
reported that they have 
never participated in 
a formal construction 
training program 
in the U.S.
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LACK OF FORMAL TRAINING 
OPPORTUNITIES AND SKILLS SHORTAGES

The breakdown of the training and advancement 
system in the construction industry of southern cities 
has had negative consequences, both for workers and 
for the industry as a whole.  Because most workers 
have not participated in a formal training program, 
they rarely benefit from the types of systematic 
skills assessments and performance measurements 
conducted by formal training providers.  Furthermore, 
the absence of the credentials provided by formal 
training programs hinders upward mobility in the 
industry.  Increasingly, in the absence of training 
programs, skills development is occurring informally 
on the job.  The vast majority (91%) of workers 
who reported that they had not participated in 
a formal training program indicated that they 
developed their skills informally on the job.  Because 
of the informal nature of skills development, it is 
difficult to assess the quality of the learning or its 

effectiveness.  Research has found that this on-the-
job “training” may consist of nothing more than 
supervisor instructions to observe a co-worker and 
“‘ just copy what he does’ or ‘observe his technique.’”55

For the industry as a whole, there is evidence that 
the reduced role of formal training programs has 
contributed to the creation of skills shortages.  A 
2016 study by the Associated 
General Contractors of 
America (AGC) found that 
three-quarters of the nearly 
1,500 contractors responding 
to a survey rated the existing 
training pipeline as “poor” or 
“fair,” and 69% reported that 
they are having difficulties 
filling positions in crafts such as carpenters, 
roofers, plumbers, and concrete workers.56  In the 
South, 74% of contractors reported that they are 
experiencing difficulty filling craft positions.  

Researchers interviewed a large 
subcontractor who operates 
in Texas whose treatment of 
employees is exemplary, and 
provides an example of how 
construction companies can 
thrive and prosper while providing 
a living wage, benefits, and 
opportunities for advancement 
to their employees.  

The company had grown from a 
small business with a handful 
of employees to a multi-million 
dollar company with more than 700 
employees in just a little more than 
a decade. Employees are provided 
with a full benefits package, OSHA 
safety training, and regular wage 
increases, but perhaps the most 
beneficial company practice is 
the provision of training and the 

opportunity for advancement.  

Interested employees can obtain 
further training in their trade, or in 
different trade specialties, allowing 
them to deepen their skills, earn 
promotions, and craft a stable, 
life-long career in construction.

GOOD EMPLOYER PROFILE

74% of 
contractors in the 
South reported that 
they are experiencing 
difficulty filling 
craft positions.  
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SKILLS SHORTAGES AND 
INTERNATIONAL IMMIGRATION

One way that the construction industry has coped with 
the shortage of skilled workers is through immigration.  
An analysis of 2013 American Community Survey 
data by the National Association of Home Builders 
finds that 28% of workers in the construction trades 
are foreign born.57  Moreover, immigrants comprise 
59% of plasterers and stucco masons; approximately 
half of all drywall/ceiling tile installers and tapers; 
and more than 40% of all roofers, carpet/floor/tile 
installers, painters and paperhangers, and hazardous 
materials removal workers.57  The majority of 
immigrants employed in the construction industry 
are from Mexico and 31% come from regions such 
as Central and South America.  Several southern 
states are among those with the highest proportion 

of immigrant workers, including Georgia, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, Florida, and Texas. 

Research has shown that the work teams assembled 
by Latino immigrants have implemented a range 
of strategies to overcome gaps in skills formation, 
including frequent job rotation, cross-training, and 
active mentoring systems.58  These arrangements 
certainly have benefited employers by ameliorating 
some of the negative effects of the breakdown 
of skills training systems in the construction 
industry.  However, it is of little surprise that the 
types of informal training highlighted above have 
not been capable of reversing the systemic decline 
of formalized workforce training in the industry or 
the ongoing skills shortages that the AGC warns 
are a threat to the nation’s economic growth.56 
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R E S E A R C H  F I N D I N G S :  D A N G E R O U S  W O R K

Health and safety issues among construction 
workers have been well documented, and 
despite improvements in recent years, 

construction workers continue to experience high 
injury and fatality rates.  The section explores findings 
from our survey that add to existing research about 
workplace injuries, and presents new findings about 
exposure to heat stress among construction workers 
that has not been documented in other research.

INJURIES ON 
CONSTRUCTION SITES
Injuries on construction sites were a key issue among 
participants in Build a Better South.  One in seven 
(14%) participants reported experiencing an injury at 
some point in their construction career, and 38% of 
those workers reported a worksite injury in the past 
12 months.  Injury rates reported by respondents 
were consistently higher than injury rates reported 
in government data sources for states in the South 
(Figure 2).  The non-fatal injury rates found among 
construction workers in the Build a Better South 
are two to nearly five times higher than injury 
rates reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), which relies on employer-reported data.59  

The survey question about injuries was structured 
according to the definition of injuries used by the 
BLS, but it is important to note that the BLS rate 
also includes illnesses.  Thus the gap between our 
rate and the rate reported by BLS could potentially 
be even greater.  Furthermore, Build a Better South 
injury rates are calculated based on the number of 

“It got to the point where they made 
[him] bust his arm. He tore his 
bicep…and when it happened they 
just thought it was a game.  They 
just laughed at it.” 

– Michael and Benjamin, CONSTRUCTION 
WORKERS, Charlotte, NC 

Construction workers Michael and Benjamin described intense pressure 
to work as hard and as fast as possible from supervisors on their 
worksite in Charlotte, North Carolina.  It is critical for construction 
employers to not only provide safety equipment and training, but to also 
ensure that a culture of safety exists on their worksites.  Michael and 
Benjamin described a time when a new worker arrived on the site and 
was harassed by supervisors and other workers to do more labor at a 
faster pace.

1. Includes injuries that required first aid 
or medical care and occurred in the 
corresponding state during the previous 12 
months (July 2015 – July 2016). Rates are 
calculated based on self-report by workers. 

2. Includes injuries and illnesses that required 
first aid or medical care and occurred 
in the corresponding state during the 
course of January – December 2014. 
Rates are calculated based on employer 
records of injuries and illnesses. 

3. Florida does not participate in the Survey 
of Occupational Injuries & Illnesses.

ATLANTA, GA CHARL0TTE, NC DALLAS, TX HOUSTON, TX MIAMI, FL(3) NASHVILLE, TN

7.4

3.2
4.2

2.7
2

12.4

2

4.4
3.3

9.5

FIGURE 2

Under-reporting of injuries

Build a Better South 
annual non-fatal injury 
rate per 100 workers(1)

Bureau of Labor Statistics 
state annual non-fatal 
injury/illness rate per 100 
full-time equivalents(2)
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workers, not on the number of full-time equivalents, 
which could further exacerbate the disparity between 
our findings and rates reported by the BLS since 
some of the respondents did not work full-time. 
This suggests that injuries may be substantially 
underreported to government agencies, a problem 
which may worsen given recent changes that greatly 
restrict the ability of OSHA to fine employers for 
poor record-keeping of injuries and illnesses.60 

The injuries reported by respondents were severe, 
requiring medical care or first aid and frequently 

necessitating time away from work.  
Among workers injured during the 
past 12 months, two-thirds (67%) 
required medical care beyond first 
aid for their most recent injury, and 
over one-third (36%) received care 
in a hospital emergency room.  Sixty 
percent of workers had an injury severe 

enough to lose at least one day of work, but only half 
of them received some or all of their wages that were 
lost during their recovery time.  More than half of 

workers (52%) injured in the last year reported also 
experiencing an economic hardship in that year as 
they faced difficulties paying for food, housing costs, 
or medical care.  Lost time from work due to injury 
undoubtedly has an impact on workers and their 
families, as 80% of injured workers were supporting at 
least one other person with their construction wages. 

THE SOCIAL COSTS OF 
WORKPLACE INJURIES
Construction injuries and fatalities are expensive, 
both financially for workers and for society as a whole.  
Serious injuries mean much more than high medical 
bills: the worker also loses wages as they recover, 
family members may have to stop working to care for 
them, and many are left with a permanent impairment 
that diminishes their ability to earn wages in the 
future.  Research conducted by Waehrer et al. found 
that fatal and non-fatal injuries in the construction 
industry cost $11.5 billion in 2002, with non-fatal 
injuries costing employers, workers, and taxpayers an 
average of $42,000 for each incident and fatal injuries 

TABLE 7

Estimated number and cost of construction injuries in six research cities

SIZE OF WORKFORCE 
IN 6 CITIES* (1)

RATE OF INJURIES REQUIRING 
1 OR MORE DAYS AWAY FROM 

WORK (DFW) (2)

ESTIMATED NUMBER 
OF ANNUAL INJURIES 

IN 6 CITIES (2)

ESTIMATED COST 
OF EACH DFW 
INJURY** (3)

ESTIMATED ANNUAL 
COST OF INJURIES TO 

6 CITIES

980,740 2.66 per 100 workers 26,087 $56,559.75 $1.47 billion

Sources: (1) Bureau of Economic Analysis, full-time and part-time employment in the 6 metro areas, 2013; 
(2) Build a Better South survey, 2016; (3) Waehrer et al., Cost of construction injuries. 
*Includes both full-time and part-time employees.  
**Adjusted to 2016 dollars. 

Michael, an ironworker from Charlotte, 

North Carolina experienced a serious injury 

in January of 2016.  He had felt pain in his 

chest for several weeks, but Michael could 

not take time off work to seek medical care because he would 

lose wages and was concerned about being fired for taking time 

off.  After several weeks, Michael was at work when he began to 

experience severe pain, numbness in his face, and a heart rate of 

110.  The general contractor on the site called an ambulance, and 

Michael was diagnosed to a chest wall strain, likely due to daily 

work tasks of moving loads rebar and steel weighing hundreds of 

pounds.  

 Michael took off work the rest of the week to recover.  

When he inquired about workers’ compensation coverage, his 

employer told him “No, we’re not going to file that.  You got 

to come back to work or you’re fired.”  Michael believed that 

his employer had workers’ compensation coverage, and only 

found out that they did not after his injury.  Michael lost wages, 

which caused him to skip a utility bill and lose power, and all 

of the medical bills fell to him and his family.  “The hospital 

bill was $3,000. The ambulance ride is $800. There’s little 

bills coming in for different stuff.  Thousands of dollars…

it’s ruining my credit because I can’t afford to pay it.”

“No, we’re not 
going to file that.  
You got to come 
back to work or 
you’re fired.”

52% of 
workers injured 
in the last year 

reported also 
experiencing an 

economic hardship 
in that year.
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each costing an estimated $4 million.61 
Workplace injuries on construction 
sites in the six cities cost an estimated 
$1.63 billion annually, after adjusting 
for inflation (Table 7).  The financial 
burdens of construction injuries 
emerged as an especially alarming 
finding in this study, as only 45% of 
workers reported that their employer 
has workers’ compensation coverage.  
Among those who were injured in 
the last year, just 5% reported that 
workers’ compensation insurance paid 
for their medical bills.  An additional 
41% of injured workers reported that 
their employer paid for their medical 
care, which could have been with cash, 
through a different form of insurance, 
or by some other means.  Participants 
reported that approximately one-third 
(32%) of injured workers’ employers 
did not pay for any of the medical 

care: 27% of workers reported paying for their own 
medical bills, 3% used their own personal insurance, 
and 3% received Medicaid or assistance through 
another publicly funded medical insurance program.

HEALTH AND SAFETY TRAINING

Health and safety on the job is affected by 
numerous factors, including the presence of 
safety managers, the company/worksite culture 
regarding worker protections, and the type of 
training available to workers.  Site-specific safety 

training is a commonsense activity to reduce 
injuries on the job and is required for many 
construction tasks, such as working at heights.

Forty-four percent of survey respondents reported that 
they have not received OSHA-certified safety training 
at any point in their employment in the construction 
industry (Table 8).  Best practices in the industry 
call for workers to receive a 10-hour OSHA-certified 
safety training and on-site training relevant to each 
job site.  The OSHA 10 Hour Construction Industry 
Outreach Training Program is designed to raise the 
awareness of entry-level construction workers so that 
they can recognize and prevent hazards on the job 
and know their rights to a safe workplace.62  A critical 
component of the OSHA 10-hour training is informing 
workers of how to report workplace hazards to OSHA, 
enabling workers to seek independent assistance 
with workplace hazards.63  The OSHA 30-hour 
Construction Industry Outreach Training course is a 
comprehensive safety program aimed at construction 
supervisors.  Just over half (53%) of construction 
workers in southern cities reported that they have 
received OSHA 10 training, and 20% reported that 
they have received OSHA 30 training.  Only 35% of 
workers reported that they had received CPR training.

TABLE 8 

Workers who have received basic workplace safety 

training

Workers with OSHA 10 safety training 53%

Workers with OSHA 30 safety training 20%

Workers with CPR training 35%
Source: Build a Better South survey data, 2016.

Even when workers 

do receive workers’ 

compensation, many 

still face retaliation 

from employers 

and barriers to accessing care.  In Atlanta, Alejandro was severely 

injured while working on a large commercial construction project 

in the city’s center. A foreman was driving a piece of construction 

equipment that he was not trained to operate, and Alejandro was 

struck on the head by the equipment.  He was bleeding profusely 

and was taken to see a supervisor employed by the site’s general 

contractor.  Before he was allowed to receive medical care the 

supervisor demanded that Alejandro sign the company’s legal 

paperwork regarding workplace injuries.  “I just kept asking for my 

brother, because I knew I couldn’t read that paper when I was like 

that. My brother was there on the site, but they wouldn’t go get him.” 

His employer did provide workers’ compensation, but more than 

six hours passed before he received care for his injury.  Alejandro 

was taken to a clinic of his employer’s choosing, but then he 

was required to take a drug test before clinic staff sent him to a 

hospital emergency room since they were unable to provide the 

care he needed.  Shortly after the injury, Alejandro was laid off.

ATLANTA WORKER 
SUFFERS FROM 
INJURY & IS FIRED

45% 
of workers 

reported that 
their employer 

has workers’ 
compensation 

coverage.

Workplace 
injuries on 

construction 
sites in the six 

cities cost an 
estimated  

$1.63
BILLION 

annually, 
after adjusting 

for inflation 
has workers’ 

compensation 
coverage.
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HEAT STRESS 
AND ACCESS TO WATER 
IN THE WORKPLACE

HEAT STRESS

The hot, humid temperatures across the South pose 
a great risk to construction workers.  Construction 
workers who work outdoors are exposed to summer 
heat indices that generally range from 96 degrees 
Fahrenheit in Charlotte to 109 degrees Fahrenheit in 
Dallas.64  The temperature is approximately 15 degrees 
hotter for workers who labor in direct sunlight, such 
as roofers, rebar workers, and foundation pourers, 
making exposure to high temperatures a key concern 
for workers in certain occupations.65  When the heat 
index is over 91 degrees, OSHA recommends that 
employers schedule frequent rest breaks in the shade 
and allow workers to acclimate to the heat.65  Once the 
heat index reaches 103 degrees, OSHA recommends 
that enforcing scheduled rest breaks, limiting 
physically demanding activities, and rescheduling work 
for cooler times of the day, when possible.  If the heat 
index is 115 degrees or higher, OSHA recommends 
that all non-essential work be rescheduled and that 
strenuous activities should not be conducted.  No 
matter what the temperature is, all employers are 
required to provide drinking water to their workers.66 

Build a Better South participants were asked a series 
of questions about how the heat affected them during 
the workday. Workers were surveyed during July and 
August, when daily maximum heat indices (based 
on the temperature and the humidity level) averaged 

between 99 and 106 degrees in the six cities.67–73  
Workers laboring in direct sunlight were experiencing 
heat indices ranging from approximately 119 to 126 
degrees at the time of the survey.  Eighty-nine percent 
of workers described their workplace as ‘hot’ or ‘very 
hot’ and 61% described their workplace as ‘very humid.’  
Over half (59%) of workers reported doing five hours or 
more of heavy labor every day, and nearly three-fourths 
(71%) of workers reported that the heat affected their 
ability to do their job.  For 16% of workers, the heat had 
been so severe at some point in the last month that they 
had to stop working because they felt ill.  The extreme 
summer heat of the South was a risk faced by nearly all 
survey respondents and their risk of developing heat-
related illnesses was often moderate to high (Table 
9), especially when their workloads and time spent in 
direct sunlight are factored into their risk assessments. 

TABLE 9 

Heat index and heat stress risk levels

CITY
AVERAGE AND MAXIMUM 

DAILY HEAT INDEX DURING 
JULY 2016

OSHA HEAT 
STRESS RISK 

LEVEL*

Atlanta, GA 87 – 98 °F Lower – moderate

Charlotte, 
NC

87 – 99 °F Lower – moderate

Dallas, TX 94 – 105 °F Moderate – high

Houston, TX 94 – 106 °F Moderate – high

Miami, FL 93 – 102 °F Moderate

Nashville, TN 87 – 99 °F Lower – moderate
Sources: Weather Underground historical data, OSHA 
Guide to Using the Heat Index for Employers

* Workers laboring in direct sunlight, such as roofers and foundation 
workers, would be exposed to temperatures 15°F higher than the ambient 
temperature. Thus, workers laboring in direct sunlight in heat indices of 
100°F or greater would all be in the extreme-risk category for heat stress.

In July 2016, a group of rebar 

workers at a hotel site in 

Nashville went on strike 

because they were not provided 

drinking water.  Moises and 

Gabriel stated that they had 

experienced a series of employment violations, including 

being misclassified as independent contractors, not 

being provided with safety equipment, and experiencing 

racial discrimination.  They were also paid relatively 

low wages, and had unstable work schedules that 

sometimes dropped to just twenty hours a week. 

However, the final straw for Moises and Gabriel was 

when the temperature started to climb and they asked 

their employer for drinking water.  “They didn’t give us 

water…they ignored us,” Gabriel told us. Moises asked 

about a water cooler on the site and was told, “the water 

belongs to another company.”  He wasn’t allowed to 

access the water.  Moises continued: “That was when I 

made my decision – I was fed up.  The people are thirsty 

in this heat, and lifting rebar weakens you.  That’s why 

we are going to push them to make changes. So that all 

workers who do this heavy work can be treated well.”

NASHVILLE 
WORKERS STRIKE 
FOR DRINKING 
WATER
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Even in the South’s high summer temperatures, heat-
related illnesses are easily prevented.  Basic steps such 
as providing rest, shade, and water: allowing workers 
to gradually become acclimatized: and training 
workers and supervisors on watching for signs of heat-
related illnesses can help prevent the severe health 
effects of heat.  Unfortunately, many workers in the 
study did not benefit from any of these basic prevention 
measures, including one of the most basic and effective 
tools in preventing heat-related illnesses: water. 

LACK OF ACCESS TO DRINKING WATER

Over one-third of workers (36%) reported that water 
was not provided on their worksite, even though 
the provision of drinking water is required by law 
for all employers.66  Nearly all of these workers said 
that they brought their own water, but these workers 
experienced greater effects from the heat and drank 

less water than workers who had water 
provided on their worksite.  Workers who 
had to bring their own water reported 
drinking water much less often than 
their peers who had water provided by 
their employer, often going two or more 
hours without drinking water.  A lack 

of water on the worksite was also associated with a 
greater impact on workers’ abilities to do their job in 
the heat. Among those who brought their own water 
to work, 81% reported that the heat had affected 
their ability to do their job during the past week, 
compared to 65% of those who had employers that 
provided water.  Workers who had to supply their 
own water has 1.3 times higher risk (p = 0.04) of 
reporting that they had to stop working in the past 

month because they felt ill from the heat, compared to 
workers who had water provided on their worksite.

LACK OF REST BREAKS

A lack of rest breaks, which are also essential in 
preventing heat-related illnesses, was an even more 
common problem.  Sixty-four percent of workers 
missed one or more afternoon rest breaks during the 
regular workweek (Monday through Friday) prior to 
being surveyed, and 44% missed one or more morning 
breaks.  Thirty-three percent of workers reported 
receiving no rest breaks in the morning during 
the previous workweek, and 50% percent reported 
receiving no rest breaks in the afternoon when heat 
indices are typically highest.  Tragically, a lack of 
rest breaks and water in the intense summer heat 
leads to numerous deaths of construction workers 
every year in the South.  One such death was 25-year-
old Roendy Granillo, who collapsed and died on a 
residential construction site near Dallas in 2015 (see 
box below). More than one in four (27%) workers had 
no rest breaks at all during the previous workweek.  
Workers who received no rest breaks had a 1.4 times 
higher risk (p = 0.05) of reporting that they had to 
stop working because of the heat compared to the 
22% of workers who received morning and afternoon 
rest breaks each day.  Findings from the Build a 
Better South survey indicate that the provision of 
drinking water and short rest breaks can potentially 
have a positive effect on the health of workers during 
summer months.  Far too many workers lacked these 
most basic safety measures on their worksites.  

Many construction workers 

throughout the South must 

work long hours in very 

high temperatures without 

the most basic of safety 

provisions: rest breaks and water.  Roendy Granillo was 

one such worker, laboring for 14 hours per day without 

rest or meal breaks to build new homes in the Dallas 

suburbs.  Throughout the day the 25-year-old repeatedly 

asked his employer to be taken to the hospital because 

he felt ill but was repeatedly denied medical care.  It was 

not until Mr. Granillo collapsed on the construction site 

around 5 p.m. that he finally received medical attention, 

but by then it was too late.  His body temperature had 

risen to 110 degrees, leading to multi-organ system 

failure which occurs in severe cases of heat stroke.  Mr. 

Granillo left behind a family, including his mother and 

father, three siblings, and a five-year-old daughter.

HEAT STROKE DEATH 
OF 25-YEAR-OLD 
ROENDY GRANILLO

36% 
of workers 

reported that 
water was not 

provided on 
their worksite.
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W O R K I N G  C O N D I T I O N S  I N  M A J O R 
S O U T H E R N  C O N S T R U C T I O N  M A R K E T S

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

Atlanta is a key economic driver of the South, as it has 
the 10th largest economy in the U.S. and generates 
more than two-thirds of all gross domestic product 
(GDP) in the state of Georgia.74 The majority of 
Atlanta residents live outside city limits in the 
surrounding suburban areas, with approximately 
650,000 residing in Atlanta and 5.4 million in 
the metro area.75 More than half (54%) of Atlanta 
residents are African-American, 36% are White, 
and 5% are Latino.75 Atlanta’s African-American 
population has formed the city’s history and culture, 
making it home to numerous museums and important 
historical icons in Black history, and the city has been 
hailed as the nation’s center for Black culture.76,77

ATLANTA CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Prior to the 2007-09 recession, the Atlanta metro 
area employed approximately 224,000 construction 
workers.1 This number fell to just 155,000 in 2011, 
but has since been increasing steadily. The recovery 
of Atlanta’s construction industry has occurred 
primarily in nonresidential construction, and large, 
high-profile projects have created demand for more 
workers. The largest projects underway in Atlanta 
are roadway projects, such as the $1 billion Northwest 
Corridors project, and large sports stadiums and 
mixed-use projects.78 Two of the largest construction 
projects are SunTrust Park, which will be the new 
home of the major league baseball team, a $1.1 billion 
construction project, and the Mercedes-Benz Stadium, 
a $1.5 billion project that will host the major league 
football and soccer teams.78,79 In November 2016, 
Atlanta voters approved a half-cent sales tax to 
support the expansion of MARTA, its transit system, 
expected to raise $2.5 billion for infrastructure over 
40 years, along with additional sales tax increases in 
Fulton County for improving roads and sidewalks.80

The Mercedes-Benz Stadium is notable, both as the 
city’s largest project and as one of the city’s largest 
construction controversies. The construction of the 
stadium relies on at least $200 million in taxpayer 

dollars, although it is estimated that city funds 
that will go towards maintenance of the stadium in 
future years could exceed $700 million.81 Further 
controversies have plagued the project as costs 
continually increased, lawsuits from workers injured 
while working on the stadium became public, and 
promises of hiring minority-owned firms were 
broken.79,82,83  The stadium is located next door to one 
of Atlanta’s most impoverished neighborhoods, and 
hundreds of men and women in the surrounding area 
were eager to find work on the project. However, a 2014 
investigation found that out of 500 local unemployed 
workers who were promised a job on the project, none 
had yet been employed to construct the stadium.83 

SOCIOECONOMIC ISSUES

Despite Atlanta’s economic growth and fame as a 
mecca for Black culture, many of Atlanta’s African 
American residents see little benefit. Unemployment 
for African Americans in Atlanta is 22%, far higher 
than the unemployment rate of 6% for the city’s White 
population.84 Unemployment among African American 
households has been linked to racial discrimination in 
hiring, poor access to high-quality secondary education, 
and high incarceration rates – 92% of those incarcerated 
in Atlanta are African American.84  White households in 
Atlanta earn a median income of $85,000 compared to 
just $27,000 for African American households, and the 
city remains deeply segregated by race and by income.84  
Eight out of ten of Atlanta’s African American 
children reside in high-poverty neighborhoods, and 
poverty is increasingly being pushed out of the city’s 
limits and into the surrounding suburbs.84,85 Racial 
discrimination towards African Americans has been 
well-documented in Atlanta, and has been linked to 
higher job stress and higher rates of hypertension 
for African Americans in the metropolitan area.86

Latinos in Atlanta also face high poverty rates and 
discrimination. The median household income for 
Latinos is half that of White households, and only 
half of Latino students in Atlanta graduate from high 
school.84 Discrimination against Latinos has been 
documented in multiple circumstances in Atlanta, 
and Georgia’s strict immigration law, House Bill 
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(HB) 87, has had a profound impact on the state’s 
Latino population, and especially on undocumented 
immigrants in Georgia. HB 87 required businesses to 
use E-Verify, which checks the validity of employees’ 
social security numbers. Although it appears that 
some undocumented workers have now returned to 
the state, a major outmigration from Georgia occurred 
after the bill was initially passed, causing more 
than $140 million in losses to Georgia’s agricultural 
industry and effects in many other industries.87,88

Atlanta’s construction industry, an industry that 
relies heavily on African American and Latino 
workers, is embedded in the city’s complex social 
and political environment. The Associated General 
Contractors in Georgia created a campaign to 
coordinate statewide efforts to attract and train new 
workers for the industry because labor shortages had 
reached crisis levels, despite high unemployment in 
communities of color.84,89  An enormous opportunity 
exists in Atlanta for the construction industry to 
improve conditions and alleviate unemployment 
and provide middle-class incomes to the city’s 
African American and Latino workers.

LOW WAGES, STOLEN WAGES

Wages for the majority of construction workers in 
Atlanta are low based on participant responses. The 
median wage of an Atlanta construction worker 
in all occupations was just $14 per hour, and one 
in four workers earned $12 an hour or less. Of the 
33% of Atlanta construction workers who reported 
experiencing economic difficulties in the past year, 44% 
said that they were due to insufficient wages. Workers 
who are legal permanent residents or are working with 
temporary guest worker visas are the most likely to 
earn very low wages (under $12 per hour), as well as 
those who lack a high school diploma or GED. General 
laborers and workers who install drywall or do 
concrete work disproportionately earn very low wages.  
Workers employed by temporary staffing agencies are 
also more likely to earn low wages, as 24% of very low-
wage jobs are held by temporary workers, even though 
they comprise just 10% of the construction workforce. 

Low wages are not the only issue experienced by 
Atlanta construction workers. One in six Atlanta 
workers have had wages stolen at some point during 
their construction career. Of the workers who 
reported wage theft, 40% had their wages stolen 

during the past year. A median of $800 was stolen 
from workers who have experienced wage theft 
during the last year, equating to approximately 57 
hours of labor for the average Atlanta construction 
worker. Eighty-eight percent of these workers tried 
to recover their wages, often by speaking with 
their employer (44%) or another supervisor on the 
construction site (16%), but only 24% of workers were 
able to recover some or all of their unpaid wages. 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR AFRICAN 
AMERICAN WORKERS IN ATLANTA

Because African Americans comprise the majority 
of Atlanta’s population and because of the high 
unemployment rate for African Americans in 
the city, this section examines the experiences of 
African American workers in Atlanta’s construction 
industry. Nearly one-third (31%) of construction 
workers in Atlanta are African American, a 
figure disproportionately low considering that 
more than half of Atlanta residents are African 
American, indicating that opportunities exist 
for the industry to improve outreach to and 
hiring of African American communities in 
training programs and outreach events. 

B U I L D  A  B E T T E R  S OU T H  
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The majority of African American workers are 
employed in commercial or heavy construction, and 
make up just under a fifth of workers in the residential 
sector. African American workers are employed in 
occupations similar to other workers in the industry, 
with more than a third (35%) working as general 
laborers, with other key occupations being concrete 
work (7%), rebar work (6%) and electrical work 
(5%). A small number of African Americans worked 
in management or supervisory positions (3%).

The ways in which African American workers obtain 
jobs in construction differed substantially from those 
of other workers. While Atlanta construction workers 
generally rely heavily on personal connections (62%) to 
obtain work, less than half (45%) of African American 
workers use personal connections. It is unknown 
from survey data why this disparity exists, but fewer 
personal connections in the construction industry, 
along with racial discrimination, may play a role in 
why a relatively low proportion of African Americans 
are employed in the industry. African American 
workers are more likely to directly apply at the 
construction site (32% vs. 23%), use temporary staffing 
agencies (17% vs. 10%), or find work through their 
union (3% vs. 1%) compared to the city’s workforce as 
a whole. Union membership was significantly higher 
among African American construction workers, as 
nearly one in ten are current union members compared 
to just one in twenty among all Atlanta workers.

CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA

Charlotte is a rapidly changing city in the South. 
North Carolina is currently experiencing a large-
scale migration from rural to urban areas while at the 

same time it is witnessing high rates of  international 
and domestic immigration.90Charlotte ranked 10th 
in the U.S. for the most new residents added in 
2015, and the city now has a population of 827,000.91 
Charlotte’s economy relies heavily on its finance sector, 
manufacturing, retail trade, accommodation and food 
services, and construction.1  Latinos are responsible 
for much of the population growth in both Charlotte 
and throughout the state. From 1990 to 2004, North 
Carolina saw its Latino population grow rapidly from 
just 76,000 to 600,000.92 Between 2000 and 2010 
alone, the Latino population more than doubled.93 
Latino labor market participation has increased as 
well, and the low median age of Latinos in the state 
(24 years) combined with the high share of births 
to Latina women will increase the importance of 
Latinos to the state’s economy in the coming years.94  

CHARLOTTE’S CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Construction has been one of the fastest-growing 
industry in terms of employment in Charlotte, 
growing by 24% from 2010 to 2015.1  Dozens of major 
construction projects are planned, including luxury 
apartments, mixed-use projects, and office buildings.95 
High-end housing drives a large share of construction 
in Charlotte, making residential construction an 
important sub-sector in the local industry. Construction 
growth has put a strain on the industry, as 84% of 
contractors in Charlotte report that they have difficulty 
finding enough skilled workers in a range of crafts.96 

The workforce demographics of Charlotte’s construction 
industry are shifting in order to meet the high demand 
for workers, and the industry is increasingly relying on 
Latino immigrants to complete construction projects. 
According to the American Community Survey, from 

“It’s all about the benefits, ... As you get old, you want to make sure your 
social security will be sufficient. It would be good to have some kind of 
insurance…eventually you’re going to slow down.” 

— Trevor, CONSTRUCTION WORKER, Atlanta, GA 

Trevor, a middle-aged worker from Atlanta, has worked for more than 20 years as a construction worker in the city. Trevor is one of the few 
African Americans in the city who primarily works as a day laborer, finding work in commercial construction and residential remodeling by 
arriving at a local hardware store early in the morning to find potential employers. Trevor’s work life is precarious, often experiencing being 
paid late and was injured working on a residential remodeling project. Trevor recalled a time when he met two older workers on a construction 
site who belonged to a local construction union. One of the men told Trevor that he “never would have stayed [in construction] if it wasn’t for 
the union.” Trevor is not a union member himself, but wishes for the opportunity. Retirement or pension plans are critical for enabling older 
workers to retire from a physically demanding industry, but fewer than one in three African American construction workers in Atlanta are 
offered some type of retirement plan.
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2010-2014, Latinos comprised approximately 17% 
of the construction workforce in North Carolina. 
Estimates for Charlotte differ significantly.   

An estimated 44,759 workers were employed in 
Mecklenburg County (the county where Charlotte 
is located) on construction projects during 2015. 
The Migration Policy Institute estimates that 
13,000 undocumented Latino workers labor in 
Mecklenburg County’s construction industry, which 
means that they account for roughly one-third of the 
county’s construction workforce, a figure that does 
not include Latino visa holders, legal permanent 
residents, or U.S.-born Latinos.97  Immigrant workers 
are absolutely essential to the city’s construction 
industry, and industry leaders and policymakers 
should ensure that construction workers earn living 
wages, receive benefits, and are well-trained. 

SOCIOECONOMIC ISSUES

Income inequality and racial/ethnic disparities 
in wealth are some of the most pressing issues 
facing Charlotte, like many other cities across the 
South. Asian and White families in Mecklenburg 
County earn median household incomes of more 
than $70,000 a year, nearly double the $37,000 a 
year earned by Latino and Black households.98 One 
out of every four Latino families lives in poverty, 
compared to one out of thirty White families.98 

Historically, Latinos in North Carolina largely 
resided in rural areas and were employed at large 
tobacco farms. The state’s agricultural industry still 
relies heavily on immigrants, hiring nearly 20,000 
guest workers every year from Mexico and Central 
America, but increasingly immigrants are moving into 
urban employment sectors.99 Although construction 
jobs often pay more and offer greater stability than 
agricultural jobs, the city’s higher cost of living keeps 
many immigrant Latino families mired in poverty. 
A family of three needs an estimated $48,000 a year 
to afford to live in Charlotte, yet Latino families 
earn approximately $12,000 less than this figure.98  

Survey responses collected from Charlotte 
construction workers found that the workforce is 
dominated by Latino workers, and 39% of respondents 
are undocumented immigrants, a proportion similar 
to the construction workforce of Texas. Charlotte 
construction workers, and in particular immigrant 
construction workers, have little access to employment 

benefits or formal training, which can affect the 
lifetime earnings of workers and their ability to retire. 

FEW BENEFITS FOR CHARLOTTE’S 
CONSTRUCTION WORKERS

The lack of employment benefits is one of the most 
pressing issues reported by construction workers in 
Charlotte. Forty-four percent of construction workers 
have no benefit of any kind offered by their employer,d 
and 38% lack workers’ compensation coverage. The 
lack of benefits affects workers with an employee 
status as well as employees who are misclassified as 
independent contractors. The lack of benefits offered to 
workers in Charlotte was somewhat surprising, given 
that the percentage of misclassified workers (17%) was 
lowest in Charlotte compared to the other five cities. 
Less than a third of all workers have health insurance 
coverage through their employer, and less than one-
quarter have paid sick days or retirement plans. 
The majority of workers without any employment 
benefits are Latino (88%) and foreign-born (86%). 

d Employment benefits include medical insurance, life insurance, paid vacation 
or personal days, paid sick days, or some form of a retirement or pension plan. 
Workers who did not have any benefits said that their employer did not offer any 
of the stated benefits. 
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TABLE 10 

Prevalence of benefits among employees and  
misclassified contractors in Charlotte

TYPE 
OF 

BENEFIT

PERCENT OF 
EMPLOYEES 

OFFERED 
BENEFITS

(78% OF 
WORKFORCE)*

PERCENT OF 
MISCLASSIFIED 

EMPLOYEES 
OFFERED 
BENEFITS

(17% OF 
WORKFORCE)

MEDICAL 

INSURANCE

   Offered insurance
   Participates in plan

59%
36%

13%
10%

LIFE INSURANCE

   Offered insurance
   Participates in plan

35%
21%

10%
4%

RETIREMENT/ 

PENSION

   Offered insurance
   Participates in plan

26%
18%

4%
4%

Paid vacation or 
personal days 36% 10%

Paid sick days 24% 8%

 
*Five percent of Charlotte workers were unsure if taxes were withdrawn from 
their wages, so it was not possible to determine their classification status.

ACCESS TO FORMAL TRAINING 
AND CAREER ADVANCEMENT

Charlotte’s construction workforce has largely 
been informally trained. Only 11% of Charlotte 
construction workers reported that they have received 
formal construction training, the lowest percentage 

reported among the six cities.  A lack of access 
to formal training in the U.S. was an acute issue 
among the city’s large undocumented workforce, 
as just 5% of undocumented workers have received 
formal construction training compared to 11% of all 
workers. Among the 11% of Charlotte workers who 
received formal training, fewer than half (44%) had the 
training costs covered by their employer, indicating 
that the majority of Charlotte construction workers 
must pay for formal training out of their personal 
funds. The most common sources of formal training 
are vocational schools and community colleges.

Just 3% of Charlotte construction workers have 
participated in a union apprenticeship program. A 
third of workers (34%) said they have never even 
heard of an apprenticeship program. However, 
interest in joining a union was relatively high (52% 
said they would or might be interested in joining a 
union) and 77% of workers have received the ten-hour 
OSHA construction safety course, by far the highest 
percentage of workers with this training in the region. 

Responses from Charlotte workers indicate that 
opportunities for career advancement are few, and 
that tenure in the industry does little to improve 
conditions. No significant differences in terms of 
benefits or wages are found in the percentage of 
workers between workers with less than 10 years 
of experience and those with 10 years of experience 
or more in the industry. The median hourly wage 
for workers with 10 or more years of experience 
are only $1.52 higher ($15.62) than that for workers 
with fewer than 10 years of experience ($14.00). 

“The only thing they can do is stand up. Every single one of them. Stand up, 
and if [the employer’s] out of workers, he sees that all his workers are fed 
up with getting mistreated, then he’ll fix something.” 

— Benjamin, REBAR WORKER, Charlotte, NC 

Benjamin, a rebar worker in his twenties from Charlotte, North Carolina, has experienced a host of labor rights violations in his short 
construction career: illegal wage deductions totaling hundreds of dollars, not being paid for hours worked, and multiple forms of retaliation 
from his employer when he tried to address the wage theft issues. He has no benefits: no medical insurance, no paid time off, or any workers’ 
compensation insurance. He has not received any formal training from his employer; even basic safety training was not provided. When asked 
what workers could do to make conditions in the construction industry better, Benjamin responded “The only thing they can do is stand up. Every 
single one of them. Stand up, and if [the employer’s] out of workers, he sees that all his workers are fed up with getting mistreated, then he’ll fix 
something.”
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DALLAS, TEXAS
Dallas is home to more than 1.2 million residents, 
and is one of the largest hubs of construction activity 
in the nation. Dallas is part of the larger Dallas-
Fort Worth (DFW) metropolitan area, which has 
a population of more than 6 million. The DFW 
metro is the second fastest-growing metro in the 
country, just behind Houston.100 Dallas is a highly 
diverse city, and a Dallas zip code was named the 
most diverse zip code in the U.S., as approximately 
one-fourth of its residents are Asian-American, 
one-fourth are African-American, one-fourth are 
Latino, and one-fourth are White.101 Nearly one in 
five Dallas residents are immigrants, who contribute 
greatly to Dallas’ cultural and ethnic diversity.

DALLAS CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Everything is under construction in Dallas. DFW 
has more residential construction than the Los 
Angeles metro area, even though Los Angeles has a 
population more than twice as large as DFW.102 The 
DFW metro had over 57,000 new housing starts 
under construction in 2015, second only to New York 
City.102 Numerous large commercial construction 
projects are also underway in DFW, including the 
4 million square-foot corporate campus for Toyota’s 
North American headquarters and the $2 billion, 7.6 
million square-foot Wade Park mixed use project.103,104 

Dallas’ construction projects rely on large numbers of 
construction workers to clear land, pour foundations, 
erect frames, and lay roadways. Nearly a quarter of a 
million (245,796) construction workers are employed 
in the DFW metro area, the majority of whom are 
Latino.1 According to the American Community 
Survey, at least half of DFW’s construction workforce 
is Latino, and 89% of Dallas’ immigrant construction 

workers are of Mexican 
origin.23 DFW’s massive 
construction growth and high 
demand for labor makes the 
nationwide labor shortage in 
the construction industry even 

more acute, and construction costs in Dallas have risen 
in recent years partly due to the labor shortage.105 In 
order to keep up with demand, many construction 
workers are required to work overtime, a fact that 
was reflected in the findings of the Building a Better 
South survey: 86% of Dallas construction workers 

reported working overtime hours with their current 
employer. In order for the industry to succeed in a 
time of unprecedented growth, construction industry 
leaders must ensure that well-trained workers are 
entering into and staying in construction jobs.

SOCIOECONOMIC ISSUES IN DALLAS

The benefits of Dallas’ rapid growth has not benefited 
all of its residents. Dallas has the highest child poverty 
rate among the ten largest cities in the nation, with 
over a third of Dallas children living in poverty.106 One 
in five Dallas households have incomes below poverty 
line, and Dallas families now make approximately 
$10,000 less than they did in 1980.107 The percentage 
of Dallas residents earning middle-class incomes 
(between $25,000 and $149,000) has dropped 
substantially over the past decade, while the percentage 
of families earning poverty-level wages (less than 
$25,000) has steadily increased. Poverty among 
working families in DFW has become a critical issue, 
as the cost of living has risen as wages have stagnated.

245,796 
construction workers 
are employed in the 
DFW metro area.
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Construction workers in Dallas are some of Dallas’ 
poorest residents, earning a median income of just 
$19,000 a year according in the American Community 
Survey.23 These men and women have been crucial 
to Dallas’ growth and prosperity, yet many earn 
low wages, lack employment benefits, and face 
frequent violations of their rights as workers. In 
Build a Better South, we found that two of the most 
critical issues facing Dallas construction workers 
were the lack of basic employment benefits, such 
as medical insurance or paid sick days, and various 
forms of wage theft, including not being paid time 
and a half for overtime hours, being paid less than 
minimum wage, or simply not being paid at all. 

HEAVY WORKLOAD WITH FEW BENEFITS

Dallas construction workers who participated in Build 
a Better South often reported struggling with a heavy 
workload and high pressure from employers, yet many 
did not receive the most basic of employment benefits. 
Nearly half (42%) of Dallas construction workers 
report doing heavy labor for eight or more hours a 
day, and 86% of workers report working overtime 
hours. Heavy pressure to do high volumes of work at 
a fast pace was a recurring theme in the interviews 
we conducted with Dallas construction workers. A 
Dallas area foreman said during an interview that 
employees were not allowed to take days off when they 
were sick because of the intensity of the workload. 
“This company put a lot of pressure on everybody,” he 
said. “It was bad...I got really sick and they didn’t even 
give me a chance to go to the doctor. I asked for a day 
off...I got the flu and I couldn’t think right. I called my 
supervisor and he was like ‘I don’t care if you have a 
temperature of 102’...he didn’t let me take my vacation.”

Many Dallas construction employers have high 
demands of their employees but offer little in return. 
More than a third (38%) of Dallas construction 
workers report that their employer does not offer any 
benefits. This figure masks the experiences of people 
who are offered benefits but cannot utilize them, as 
seen in the story of the Dallas foreman. Even six years 
after the passage of the Affordable Care Act, less than 
half of Dallas construction workers are offered health 
insurance coverage by their employer, and only one 
in four are actually covered by their employer’s health 
insurance plan. Less than a third of workers (30%) 
have paid personal days, and just one in five workers 
have paid sick days. Retirement benefits are relatively 

rare, with just 18% of 
workers reporting that their 
current employer offered 
some type of retirement 
or pension benefit. 

The heavy workload and lack of employment benefits 
for Dallas construction workers are problematic for 
many reasons. Dallas is facing a poverty crisis, one 
that will only be exacerbated if low- and middle-
income working families lack access to retirement 
benefits or basic health care. The industry will also 
continue to suffer from worsening labor shortages 
if employees are not offered benefits but are asked 
to produce high volumes of work at a rapid pace. 

STOLEN LABOR: WAGE THEFT 
IN THE LONE STAR STATE

Wage theft is another major issue found among 
Dallas construction workers. Wage theft comes 
in various forms, and can include not being paid 
time and a half when an employee works more 
than 40 hours in a week, not being paid the federal 
or state minimum wage, having money deducted 
from their paycheck illegally, or simply not being 
paid at all. In Dallas, all of these forms of wage 
theft are found among construction workers. 

Not being paid at all is perhaps the most severe and 
most devastating form of wage theft. Employers 
may disappear, they may fire the employee, or they 
may write bad checks in order to avoid paying an 
employee his or her wages. Thirteen percent of Dallas 
construction workers have experienced not being paid 
by an employer at some point in their construction 
career; half of these cases had occurred in the past 12 
months. Less than a third (27%) of wage theft victims 
have received the money that they were owed. In an 
interview with a Dallas area construction worker 
who had suffered from multiple forms of wage theft, 
the worker described his thoughts after experiencing 
wage theft: “I had always heard of bosses who treated 
employees badly, but I had never experienced it 
myself...they treat you as if you were a slave.” Feelings 
associated with slavery were a common theme among 
wage theft victims throughout the South, because they 
had provided their labor and were not paid for it. 

Other forms of wage theft are common among 
Dallas construction workers. More than one in four 

1 in 4 
are actually covered 
by their employer’s 
health insurance plan.
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workers (28%) who worked overtime were not paid 
time and a half for their overtime hours. Fifteen 
percent of workers reported that a construction 
employer had deducted money from their paycheck 
for transportation to the job site, safety equipment, 
or uniforms, which are potential cases of wage theft.e 
Minimum wage violations are uncommon among 
survey respondents in Dallas, with only one possible 
case of a minimum wage violation reported. Thirty 
percent of Dallas construction workers in Build a 

Better South report suffering 
from either not being paid 
overtime, not being paid at all, 
or both. Wage theft is a critical 
issue in the Dallas construction 
industry, as it robs employees 
of their earned wages and robs 
Texas of payroll tax dollars. 

HOUSTON, TEXAS

Houston is the fourth largest city in the U.S., with 
2.3 million people residing within city limits.108 
The sprawling Houston metro area is home to 6.6 
million residents and covers a geographic area 
larger than the entire state of New Jersey. Houston 
is an enormous economic engine in the South: if the 
Houston metro area were a country, its economy 
would be the 23rd largest economy in the world.109 
In 2015, Houston was the fastest growing large 
metro in the U.S., adding nearly three-quarters 
of a million new residents during 2015.110 

Nearly half of all Houston residents are Latino, and 
two out of every five new Houston residents are 
immigrants.110,111 Over 145 languages are spoken in 
Houston, making it one of the most linguistically 
diverse cities nationwide.112 The state demographer 
of Texas predicts that Texas and its metro areas 
will grow much more rapidly than many other 
states in the U.S., largely due to its young Latino 
population. The steady population growth of 
one of America’s largest cities has fueled demand 
for infrastructure and buildings throughout the 
Houston metro area, which is reflected in the 
growth of the city’s construction industry.

e Under the Texas Payday Law Section 61.018, deducting wages from an em-
ployee’s paycheck is illegal without the express permission of the employee.

HOUSTON CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Houston’s construction industry is vast, and only 
a recent plunge in oil prices during 2016 slowed 
Houston’s ceaseless construction growth during 
the past five years.113 More than a quarter-million 
construction workers labor in Houston, and 
approximately one in four construction workers in 
Texas are employed in the Houston metro area.1 
Unlike some construction markets where construction 
is largely driven by a single type of construction, 
such as single-family homes, Houston’s construction 
industry is diverse. Massive roadway and bridge 
projects have been underway since economic stimulus 
packages were dispersed, and east Houston alone 
had more than $50 million of industrial construction 
in 2016.114 Although residential construction has 
slowed since the recession, more than 56,000 
housing units were under construction in 2015.115 

Like many Texas cities, Houston’s construction 
industry also has a severe labor shortage. Many Texas 

B U I L D  A  B E T T E R  S OU T H  
S U RV E Y  F I N DI NG S :  

HOU ST ON,  T X
OVERVIEW OF HOUSTON PARTICIPANTS: 
MEDIAN AGE: 

36   

GENDER:  

97% MALE, 3% FEMALE 

RACE/ETHNICITY:  

6% BLACK, 84% LATINO, 8% WHITE,  

1% AMERICAN INDIAN/ALASKAN NATIVE,  

1% ASIAN, 1% MULTIPLE RACES 

HIGH SCHOOL OR ABOVE:  

60% 

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN:  

23% U.S., 50% MEXICO, 26% CENTRAL AMERICAN 

COUNTRIES, 1% SOUTH AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1% 

ASIAN COUNTRIES, 1% CARIBBEAN COUNTRIES 

INDUSTRY SECTOR BREAKDOWN:  

51% COMMERCIAL BUILDINGS  

41% RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS  

8% HEAVY CONSTRUCTION

30% of 
Dallas construction 
workers in Build a 

Better South report 
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either not being paid 
overtime, not being 
paid at all, or both.
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workers left the construction industry for work in the 
oil and gas industry when the 2008 recession brought 
many construction projects to a halt, and few new, 
young workers are choosing to enter the industry.116 
In 2014, some property developers reported hiring 
guards to prevent worker poaching, which is when 
workers are offered higher wages or other benefits by 
a recruiter to work for a different company.117 Even 
with the recent slowdown in construction in Houston 
from a drop in oil and gas prices, more than three-
fourths of construction companies surveyed in Houston 
during 2016 reported that they had difficulty finding 
enough craft workers to fill hourly positions.118 The 
National Association of Homebuilders estimates that 
nearly a third of construction workers left residential 
construction after the Great Recession, squeezing 
an already tight labor market.119 In 2016, there were 
an estimated 200,000 unfilled construction jobs 
nationwide, a figure nearly double that of 2014.119 

ISSUES IN THE HOUSTON 
CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Despite the middle-class wages offered by many 
craft jobs in construction, few American workers 
are taking advantage of the opportunities available 
to workers in the industry. The reasons for labor 
shortages in the industry are numerous, and most 
attribute it to public perception of manual labor and 
the construction industry itself.  Few high schools 
offer shop classes or vocational training, and far more 
students are pushed towards higher education rather 
than towards careers involving manual labor.120,121 
Workers cite construction’s irregularity as a major 
reason for staying out of the industry. The shortage 
of U.S.-born workers has meant that construction in 
Texas continues solely because of large numbers of 
immigrant workers willing and able to fill the vacant 
positions. According to the National Association 
of Homebuilders, 40% of Texas construction 
workers are foreign-born, and many of the most 
in-demand positions, such as carpenters, are filled 
by immigrants.57 Many of these immigrant workers 
lack formal work authorization, and an estimated 
25% of Houston’s 260,000 undocumented adults 
in the labor force are employed in construction.122  
The lack of work authorization has forced many to 
work in the informal economy, where they are paid 
in cash and classified as contractors rather than 
employees. The issue of immigration is so critical 

to the construction industry that the Associated 
General Contractors of America has repeatedly 
called for national immigration reform that would 
allow undocumented workers to gain legal status and 
create a visa program that would enable construction 
employers to temporarily hire foreign workers.123 

This issue has fundamentally shaped Houston’s 
construction industry. Among the Houston 
respondents in Build a Better South, characteristics 
of informal work were widespread. Informal work is 
characterized by a lack of legal or social protection for 
workers, and is generally unmonitored, unregulated, 
and untaxed. In construction, evidence of informal 
work is often seen when workers are misclassified 
as independent contractors in order for employers to 
avoid checking work authorization or paying payroll 
taxes. Informal work is also found when workers 
are paid in cash, experience wage theft, lack basic 
training, or experience job instability and irregularity. 

WORK IN THE SHADOWS

More than a third of Houston’s construction workers 
labor in the shadows, according to responses from 
participants in Build a Better South. Thirty-eight 
percent of Houston workers are misclassified as 
independent contractors. This figure closely matches 
previous research conducted about misclassification 
in Texas’ construction industry, which estimated that 
37% of workers are misclassified, costing the state 
$1.2 billion in payroll taxes annually.33  Employee 
misclassification was identified as the biggest threat 
in the construction industry by a large Houston-
area construction company employer, claiming 
that misclassification undercuts businesses that 
offer benefits and training to their employees and 
drive local wages downward. The employer said 
that contractors who misclassify employees are 
“absolutely devastating the good contractors and 
subcontractors in construction.” Employers who 
misclassify their employees can place much lower 
bids on available projects since they do not pay for 
payroll taxes, workers’ compensation premiums, 
training, or employment benefits, setting the bar 
so low that companies who follow the rules cannot 
compete on project bids. Widespread misclassification 
of employees as contractors can have a tremendous 
effect on the availability of benefits, trainings, and 
workers’ compensation. This effect was evident among 
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all Houston construction workers: only 38% have 
workers’ compensation coverage and just 35% are 
offered medical insurance. Forty percent of Houston 
workers have no employment benefits of any kind. 

Other evidence of informal work was found in the 
Houston labor force. One in five workers are paid cash 
or in debit cards. Eighty-two percent of Houston’s 
construction workers lack any kind of formal craft 
training and many workers lack even the most basic 
of safety equipment: one in four workers report that 
their employer does not provide hard hats or gloves. 
Informal workers in Houston have little to no social 
or legal protection in the event of sudden layoffs, a 
workplace injury, or nonpayment of wages. These 
workers fill essential roles in Houston’s economy, but 
they labor on a social cliff - a relatively minor event, 
such as a broken arm, could send them downwards 
into poverty and debt for months or years. Interviews 
with Houston construction workers who labor in 
the informal economy described the devastating 
effects of workplace injuries on informal workers. 

Israel, a Nicaraguan residential construction worker 
we interviewed described a time when he broke his 
leg after several sheets of drywall fell on his lower 
body. He had to receive medical care in the emergency 
room, and later needed expensive care from specialists. 
He later learned that the company he worked for did 
not have workers’ compensation, and all of the costs 
of medical care fell on him and his family. After he 
sought out a lawyer to help him recover some of these 
costs, he learned that he had been misclassified as an 
independent contractor, and the company was shirking 
itself of all responsibility for his injury. ”How could I 
be a subcontractor?” he asked the lawyer. “How can 
I be a subcontractor if I work for another person and 
they pay me by the hour. I don’t have any tools, they 
provide all the tools. They provide everything.” Two 
years after his injury, Israel continues to struggle with 
medical debt and has repeatedly tried to a find lawyer 
to take his case without success. The entire financial, 
emotional, and legal burdens from the workplace 
injury were placed solely on him and his family.

HEAT STRESS IN THE TEXAS TROPICS

Many Houston construction workers labor in poor 
working conditions in temperatures over 100 degrees, 
another major issue that emerged among research 
participants in Houston. Heat-related illnesses in 

the workplace are an issue throughout the South, 
but Houston’s humid subtropical climate places 
construction workers in Houston at particularly 
high risk. Heat indices in August average 107 
degrees Fahrenheit, and workers who labor in 
direct sunlight experience temperatures 15 degrees 
hotter than the ambient temperature.65 In 2015, five 
Houston workers died from heat-related illnesses, a 
disproportionately high number given that the U.S. 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA) only investigates approximately 15-20 heat-
related deaths per in workplaces nationwide.36,124 

Construction workers in Houston frequently labor in 
OSHA’s high and extreme risk levels for heat-related 
illnesses. When the heat index is between 103-115 
degrees Fahrenheit, OSHA recommends training 
workers, modifying work schedules, increasing rest 
times, and physically checking workers for signs 
and symptoms of heat-related illnesses.125 When the 
heat index is over 115 degrees, OSHA recommends 
rescheduling all non-essential work for times when 
the temperature is cooler, such as early in the morning. 
Strenuous labor, heavy workloads, and laboring in 
direct sunlight all add to the risk of developing a heat-
related illness, even in lower temperatures. Deaths 
from heat stress are some of the most preventable, 
as workers simply need time to acclimate to the 
environment, and regular rest breaks with shade and 
water. No high-tech expensive equipment is required, 
and it does not require extensive knowledge for the 
employer. The basic prevention measures of rest, shade, 
and water are so simple, yet many workers in the Build 
a Better South reported that they lacked these basic 
prevention measures in their workplaces. A lack of 
short rest breaks is common in Houston, as more than 
a third (35%) reported that they did not receive any rest 
breaks during the past work week. Thirty-two percent 
of Houston construction workers have to provide their 
own drinking water, and an additional 2% report that 
no water was available at all on their worksite. Among 
the workers who had no breaks during the past week, 
33% have to provide their own water and an additional 
4% said that water is not available at their worksite. 

Houston construction workers report physical 
effects from the heat as well. Workers were surveyed 
during July and August, two of the hottest months 
of the year. During this time, 17% of workers had 
to stop working at some point in the past month 
because they felt sick from the heat. Sixty percent 
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of workers describe their work environment as very 
hot and very humid. Sixty-one percent of workers 
do five or more hours of heavy physical labor each 
day, increasing their risk for heat-related illnesses. 
Houston construction workers have the highest risk 
of heat stress based on a six-point scale in the Build 
a Better South survey, making access to drinking 
water, shade, and rest extremely critical to the health 
and well-being of construction workers in this city. 

MIAMI, FLORIDA

Miami is an iconic Southern city that is well known 
for its climate and its culture. Much of Miami’s 
unique culture has been shaped by immigrants: 
Miami has the highest percentage of foreign-born 
residents than any other major city in America, as 
more than half of its residents are foreign-born.10 
Half a million people reside in Miami proper, and 
more than 6 million live in its metro area. Miami’s 
Latino population is primarily Cuban, as well as 
Central American, compared to the predominately 
Mexican communities found in Texas, Arizona, or 
Southern California.126 Large numbers of Colombians, 
Nicaraguans, Venezuelans, and Hondurans also 
call Miami home, and the diversity of the Latino 
population has been increasing in recent years.127 

MIAMI CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Construction is one of Miami’s largest and most 
valuable industries, but it has also proved to be one 
of the least stable. Prior to the recession, Miami’s 
housing market was booming, with over 45,000 
housing units under construction in 2005.128 Ten years 
later, the construction of single family homes was 
down by 68% and the construction of all residential 
units was down by 49%.128 Even though Miami’s 
construction industry has not yet recovered to pre-
recession levels, the industry is showing signs of 
strong recovery, and retail and commercial projects 
are increasing rapidly.129 Miami’s population is 
growing, and urban renewal projects are underway 
throughout Miami’s urban core. More than 1.4 million 
square feet of retail construction projects are planned 
through 2018, and Florida’s largest construction 
project in history recently broke ground in Miami.130 

New construction projects are, in many ways, good 
news for Miami construction workers. Yet Miami 

construction workers rarely earn a living wage 
to match the city’s cost of living. Miami workers 
surveyed in Build a Better South frequently reported 
that economic hardships were commonplace, and 
many had difficulty paying rent or buying food. 
Miami’s rental market is one of the least affordable in 
the country, and the condos and apartments Miami 
construction workers build are largely out of reach 
for the workers and their families. A recent New York 
Times article on Miami’s housing market claimed that 
“while there is evidence of saturation in the market 
for high-end condominiums, developers see profit 
in redirecting their sights toward buyers in lower 
income brackets” and then provided the example of 
a project underway that would provide 860 square 
foot apartments for $400,000, a price far out of reach 
for working class residents.129 Miami’s construction 
workers are unlikely to enjoy the fruits of their labor. 

SOCIOECONOMIC ISSUES IN MIAMI

Poverty is a pervasive issue in Miami, and Miami’s 
poverty stands out even in the largely impoverished 
southeastern U.S. Nearly a third of Miami households 
earn less than $25,000 a year, and Black and Latino 
households earn about half of what non-Latino 
White households earn.131 The median household 
income for all Miamians is one of the lowest in the 
Nation at $41,900 a year, even though the median 
rent in Miami-Dade County is one of the highest 
in the nation at $1,800 a month for a one-bedroom 
apartment131,132 Miami’s economy, which relies heavily 
on tourism and housing, suffered a huge blow during 
the Great Recession and thousands of jobs that paid 
a living wage disappeared. Unemployment is now 
much lower than it was in 2008, but the majority of 
the middle-income jobs lost were replaced by low-
wage positions. Even though unemployment is down, 
the poverty rate in Miami is still as high as it was 
in the middle of the recession.133  Despite a high cost 
of living, many of Miami’s low-wage workers earn 
lower than the average wage in the U.S. The maids 
and housekeepers who service Miami’s hotels earn 
$10.30 an hour compared to the average wage of $11.05 
an hour of housekeepers nationally.134 Construction 
laborers, who build Miami’s condominiums and luxury 
apartments, earn an average of just $14.11 an hour 
compared to the national average of $17.57 an hour.134
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MIAMI’S WORKING POOR IN THE 
CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Miami construction workers have not escaped the 
city’s widespread problems with poverty. Nearly 
half (44%) of Miami construction workers in Build 
a Better South said they had trouble paying rent, 
paying for medical care, buying food, paying for 
utilities, or supporting their families in the last 12 
months. Nearly one in ten workers had difficulty 
affording all of the above, and a third of workers had 
trouble with affording more than one basic necessity. 
Difficulty with purchasing food and paying for utility 
bills was the most commonly-cited economic issue, 
followed closely by difficulty in paying for medical 
care. Economic hardships are disproportionately 
experienced by Black and Latino workers, and by 
workers employed on commercial construction 
projects (as compared to those on residential or 
heavy construction projects). Undocumented 
workers and workers with temporary work visas also 
disproportionately experience economic hardships. 

The most common reasons cited for experiencing 
an economic hardship were insufficient wages (30%) 
and irregular work (26%). Insufficient wages were 
frequently found in the wage information reported 
by Miami construction workers. Miami workers 
earn a median of $14.00 per hour (mean of $14.77), 
and earn median weekly earnings of $654.34. 
These wages are better than the wages found in 
housekeeping or food service, but pale in comparison 
to the cost of living in Miami.134 Miami construction 
workers support a median of two dependents in their 
household in addition to themselves, and according 
to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a 
living wage for a Miami worker with two dependents 
ranges from $22.72 per hour to $28.92 an hour.135 To 
live comfortably, some estimate that a family would 
need an income of more than $77,000 in Miami, or 
approximately $37 per hour.22  Irregular work is also 
commonplace among Miami construction workers, 
as 23% of workers had missed a day of work in the 
past week. Less than a third of Miami workers have 
paid time off, meaning that anytime a worker is sick 
or needed time off, the majority of workers would 
lose wages for the day. Paying for medical care was a 
commonly reported financial burden, an unsurprising 
finding given that only half (50%) of Miami 
construction workers are offered health insurance by 
their employer, and less than a third (31%) are actually 
enrolled in their employer’s health insurance plan. 

Political and economic leaders in Miami have often 
looked to the city’s construction industry to lead job 
growth and power the local economy, but there is little 
evidence that the industry is investing in its workforce 
in significant ways. If Miami is going to combat its 
pressing poverty issues, leaders and policy makers 
must begin by ensuring that the city’s construction 
workers earn a living wage. Miami’s living wage 
ordinance of a minimum of $12.83 per hour plus health 
benefits or $14.69 without benefits for businesses 
contracted by the city is an excellent 
start, but these wages fail to meet 
the guidelines for a living wage 
for many workers in Miami and 
only apply to a small fraction of 
the construction workforce.136 

CHEATING WORKING 
FAMILIES: PAYROLL 
FRAUD IN MIAMI

Misclassifying workers as independent contractors 
instead of employees is a common practice in 
many low-wage industries, including construction. 

B U I L D  A  B E T T E R  S OU T H  
S U RV E Y  F I N DI NG S :  
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COUNTRIES, 28% CENTRAL AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 
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approximately  
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Misclassified workers do not have control over their 
schedules or tools as true contractors do, but they 
are often paid in cash and must pay their own payroll 
taxes like contractors. One in four (26%) construction 
workers in Miami are misclassified as contractors, 
a figure based on the percentage of employees who 
report that they were given a 1099 tax form by their 
employer or do not have taxes taken out of their wages. 
Misclassified workers experience far more labor rights 
violations than correctly classified workers. Twice 
as many misclassified workers had experienced wage 
theft than correctly classified workers (11% v. 6%). 
Only 40% of misclassified workers are paid time and a 
half for overtime hours compared to 89% of correctly 
classified workers in Miami. Misclassified workers 
lack even basic protections, such as the provision of 
drinking water. Sixty-eight percent of misclassified 
workers have to bring their own water to work, 
compared to just 31% of correctly classified workers. 

Misclassification hurts both employees and their 
communities. Employee misclassification is often 
referred to as payroll fraud, because employers 
have the same control over their employees without 
the financial burden of payroll taxes or workers’ 
compensation. A recent investigation of federal 
housing construction projects in Florida found that 
15% of construction workers were misclassified 
and that the state of Florida was losing $400 
million a year in lost payroll taxes, assuming the 
rest of the industry had a similar misclassification 
rate.137 Responses in the Build a Better South survey 
suggested these figures could be much higher. 

NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE

Nashville, also known as “Music City,” is experiencing 
a significant economic boom drawing new residents 
at the rate of 85 people a day, due to the growth of 
the tourism and hospitality, construction, healthcare 
and technology industries.138 An estimated 650,000 
people reside in the Nashville metro area, 28% of 
whom are African American, 56% are White, 10% are 
Latino and 3% are Asian.139 Nashville is also home 
to a growing immigrant and refugee population, 
who are reshaping the culture of a city located in 
a predominantly Anglo state. The county seat of 
Nashville (Davidson County) receives more than half 
of all of Tennessee’s refugees, the majority of whom 
originate from Iraq, Somalia, Bhutan, and Burma.140

NASHVILLE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Nashville’s construction growth has drawn national 
attention. Numerous large hotel and residential 
projects totaling more than $2 billion were underway 
in 2015, largely driven by increased tourism and 
younger singles and couples moving to the city.141 
Tennessee’s building boom has caused severe labor 
shortages as in many other cities in the South, driving 
up labor costs and contributing to increasing rent 
rates in Nashville.5   The state is experiencing a large 
disparity between the number of workers retiring 
out of construction and the number of workers 
entering the industry. The disparity is so severe 
that industry associations launched a campaign to 
attempt to attract new workers to the industry.142 

The tight labor market has caused Tennessee 
contractors to respond in many different ways, some of 
which are reflected in the Build a Better South findings 
for Nashville. According to the Associated General 
Contractors of America (AGC), 90% of Tennessee 
contractors reported having difficulty in finding 
enough skilled workers.143  Increasing use of temporary 
workers or subcontractors and hiring workers from 
other states were commonly reported in the AGC 
survey. In November 2015, voters in Nashville-
Davidson County approved Charter Amendment 
3, requiring contractors to hire local residents and 
address the local industry’s labor shortages, however it 
was preempted by the state legislature shortly after.144

Data from the Tennessee Department of Labor 
indicates that the spike in construction has led to 
increased injuries and fatalities on construction sites 
throughout the state. In past years, only about 8% 
of workplace deaths in Tennessee have occurred 
on construction sites, but during the first half of 
2016 more than 50% of fatalities at work happened 
on a construction site.145  The majority of these 
construction deaths occurred in the Nashville and 
its surrounding area.146 The increased prosperity 
experienced by the construction industry has not 
translated into safer conditions for workers.

SOCIOECONOMIC ISSUES IN NASHVILLE

One of the most pressing issues facing Nashville 
residents is access to affordable housing. Despite the 
growing housing supply, rents and housing prices are 
increasing rapidly, forcing lower-income families out 
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of Nashville and into suburban or rural areas. A recent 
study by Vanderbilt University found that the burdens 
of housing costs were extremely high for low- and 
moderate-income renters, and rapid gentrification of 
low-income neighborhoods was decreasing the racial 
diversity of Nashville.147 Nashville home prices soared 
by 14% in just one year, from 2016 to 2017, a trend 
that has been occurring for several years.148 Part of 
Nashville’s housing crisis is that supply is not keeping 
up with demand, especially for lower-priced homes and 
apartments, but a larger issue is that investors are able 
to purchase large numbers of properties that are then 
rented out for either long-term or short-term rentals.149 
This limits the number of units available to people who 
want to live in the home, which worsens Nashville’s 
supply problems. Furthermore, city council members 
in Nashville cannot enact rent control ordinances due 
to state laws that preempt them from doing so.149

LABOR SHORTAGES AND THE USE 
OF TEMPORARY WORKERS

The effects of the labor shortages reported by the AGC 
were found in multiple responses to Build a Better South 
survey questions in Nashville. One of the most evident 
was the widespread use of workers from temporary 
staffing agencies, which provide construction 
employers with a more formalized day labor workforce. 
Nearly one in five (18%) of Nashville workers obtained 
their current job through a temporary staffing agency, 
and 24% of workers have used a temporary agency 
for construction work in the past 12 months. The 
large percentage of temporary workers on Nashville 
construction sites is alarming due to the multiple labor 
rights issues that have been documented extensively in 
the temporary staffing industry, ranging from racial 
discrimination to low wages to increased injury rates.

Health and safety is a key concern for temporary 
workers, who often lack training for each industry they 
work in. Temporary workers experience higher injury 
rates due to constantly changing work environments 
and poor access to training, an issue that is particularly 
concerning in an industry like construction that 
already has elevated injury rates. Research has found 
that temporary workers experience injuries at twice the 
rate or more of permanent employees.150 Discrimination 
based on race and sex has also been found to be 
widespread in the temporary staffing industry. 

An investigation into the practices of temporary 
staffing agencies in six southern states found that 
businesses would request workers of a particular sex 
or a particular race, requests that temporary agencies 
readily complied with.151 African American workers 
were frequently discriminated against, 
and were often excluded from job 
opportunities because of their race. 

SAFETY OPTIONAL: 
NASHVILLE’S INJURED 
WORKERS 

Construction is one of the most 
dangerous industries for workers, 
and Nashville’s construction industry 
is no exception. Injury rates in all 
six research cities were significantly 
higher than the rates reported by 
OSHA for the construction industry, 
but Nashville’s injury rate was alarmingly high. 
According to responses collected in Nashville for 
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the Build a Better South survey, nearly one in four 
workers (24%) have experienced a workplace injury 
at some point in their career, making workplace 
injuries a common occurrence during a worker’s 
career. Ten percent of workers have been injured 
on a Tennessee construction site just in the past 
year. Some workers had been injured multiple times 
in the past year, equating to an injury rate of 12.7 
injuries for every 100 workers, a figure four times 
higher than the injury rate reported by OSHA.152  

Among workers who had been 
injured during the past year, 
just 19% reported that workers’ 
compensation covered the 
medical bills for their injury. An 
additional 38% said that their 
employer paid for at least part 
of the medical bills through 
some other mechanism, but 
19% of injured workers paid 
for the medical bills out of 

their own pocket. The fact that fewer than one in 
five injured workers in Tennessee had their medical 
bills covered by workers’ compensation is troubling 

given the fact that all construction employers with 
one or more employees in the state are legally 
required to be covered by a workers’ 
compensation insurance policy.53

Access to safety training and safety 
equipment in good condition are 
some of the key factors in preventing 
injuries or fatalities on construction 
sites, but almost 26% of workers 
reported never having a safety 
meeting on the job, and many reported that their 
employers do not provide basic safety equipment. 
The provision of safety equipment is required by law 
when the equipment is required for the task (i.e., fall 
protection for working at heights).153 In Nashville, 
a significant portion of the workforce report that 
they are not provided with the following basic 
safety equipment when it is required by the task:

• Protective Eyewear (36%)
• Harness or other fall protection (36%)
• Hardhats (32%)
• Gloves (29%) 

Nearly  

1 in 4 
workers have 
experienced a 

workplace injury 
at some point 

in their career, 
making workplace 
injuries a common 
occurrence during 
a worker’s career.

Fewer than  

1 in 5  
injured workers 
in Tennessee had 
their medical 
bills covered 
by workers’ 
compensation

“If I wasn’t wearing a hard hart, I’m sure I would have been killed…Most 
of that day is still fuzzy to me, but what I do remember is no ambulance 
was called, the accident was not reported to OSHA, and the foreman 
told me the next day to get back to work, which I did because I couldn’t 
afford not to work.” 

— Stephon Eckles, REBAR WORKER, Nashville, TN 

Stephon Eckles, a rebar worker in Nashville, publicly told his story of a serious workplace injury that occurred in 2015. He was struck on 
the head by a metal jack that plummeted more than two stories. Used with permission from the Ironworkers Local #492
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R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S

Based on the findings from Build a Better South, 
action is urgently needed from policymakers and 
construction industry leaders to address persistent 
workplace problems in the industry and to ensure 
that existing labor shortages do not worsen as the 
demand for construction grows. Industry leaders and 
policymakers can improve the long-term prosperity 
of the construction industry by ensuring that workers 
are paid fairly, receive benefits, have safe worksites, 
and receive the training they need to fulfill their job 
duties. Build a Better South indicates that good jobs 
are attainable in the construction industry, and that 
one in five workers earns a decent wage, receives 
safety training, and is offered medical insurance or a 
workers’ compensation policy. But four out of five jobs 
are substandard. We offer a set of recommendations for 
policymakers and best practices for industry leaders 
to improve working conditions and ensure that all 
construction workers prosper as the industry grows. 

ROLE OF GOVERNMENT IN INVESTING IN 
A HIGH-ROAD CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY 

Policymakers at the local, state, and federal levels are 
positioned to ensure safe, fair, and equitable working 
conditions for construction workers by enacting 
policies to improve working conditions, reward good 
business practices, and enforce employment laws. 
Government bodies at the state and local levels also 
have the opportunity to ensure the creation of good 
jobs in exchange for tax incentives and other subsidies 
to companies. Policymakers should focus on the 
following areas to ensure the creation of good jobs: 

• Guarantee safe working conditions.  
More must be done to address the 
disproportionately high fatality and injury rates in 
the southern construction industry. Government 
agencies can partner with workers’ rights 
organizations, unions, and responsible businesses 
to conduct targeted safety sweeps at construction 
sites to ensure safe worksites. Furthermore, 
policymakers should enact policies guaranteeing 
rest breaks, workers’ compensation, basic safety 
training, and medical care for construction workers. 

• Ensure honest pay for honest work.  
Wage theft, payroll tax fraud, and low wages 
threaten the construction industry by hurting 
working families and undercutting construction 
businesses that play by the rules. In addition to 
strong enforcement of existing wage and hour 
laws, policymakers can take important steps to 
reward good business practices. Employers who 
pay a living wage, provide medical insurance, offer 
opportunities for career advancement, and provide 
retirement benefits for their workers should be 
rewarded for their smart business strategies by 
weighting these elements when comparing bids on 
public projects, rather than just contracting with 
the lowest bidder. Investigative agencies should 
enforce employment laws governing wages and 
payroll tax fraud and provide protection from 
retaliation for workers who report violations. 

• Create good jobs with career pathways.  
Most construction jobs lack employment benefits 
and opportunities for advancement, and today, few 
young people see the industry as desirable place 
to seek employment. For the South’s long-term 
economic prosperity, policymakers must ensure 
that these blue-collar jobs are a gateway into the 
middle class. A basic benefits package should 
be offered to the vast majority of construction 
workers rather than to just a small minority. The 
basic benefits package should include paid time 
off or paid sick time and access to a retirement 
or pension plan. All workers should be covered 
by a workers’ compensation insurance policy.  
Additionally, we must do more to invest in 
workforce development and bilingual training 
programs to ensure a well-trained workforce and 
avoid a shortage of skilled workers in a sector 
that is vital to the region’s economy. Investing in 
pre-apprenticeship and apprenticeship programs 
that have a proven track record of training 
skilled workers and are designed to provide both 
classroom instruction and on-the-job training 
can prepare workers for lifelong careers.
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• Improve enforcement of existing policies.  
Most of the employment rights issues, as well as 
the health and safety issues faced by construction 
workers are already addressed by existing laws, 
but enforcement is often weak or non-existent. 
State and federal policymakers should increase 
funding and improve the efficiency of local 
agencies to enforce laws that protect workers from 
wage theft, employee misclassification, hazardous 
conditions, and retaliation for raising concerns 
about workplace issues. Local municipalities 
should have the ability to raise standards above 
federal or state requirements to improve the lives 
of residents and to respond to regional needs. 
Policymakers should also partner with community 
organizations to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of existing enforcement efforts.

INDUSTRY LEADERS: ENSURING 
A SUSTAINABLE WORKFORCE 
FOR THE FUTURE 

Business leaders in construction have the opportunity 
to create good construction jobs by ensuring safe 
and fair working conditions. Industry leaders 
can also develop profitable business models that 
invest in their workforces and local communities, 
taking corporate responsibility to the next level. 
Additionally, real estate developers are uniquely 
positioned to set standards for all contractors and 
subcontractors operating on their worksites. 

• Prioritize safety.  
Construction supervisors play a critical role in 
creating safe conditions on construction sites. 
Contractors should require supervisors to take 
the OSHA 30 training course and empower them 
to make safety a priority. Contractors must also 
create safer conditions on their sites through 
safety planning that is integrated into construction 
planning, including scheduled rest times during 
periods of extreme heat. All workers need safety 
training, proper equipment, rest breaks, and access 
to workers’ compensation insurance. Employers 
should provide at least the OSHA 10-hour 

safety training for all employees and provide 
ongoing site-specific health and safety training 
throughout the year. Workers should also be able 
to report hazards without fear of retaliation.

• Invest in training.  
Employers must see training as a necessary 
investment that helps ensure workers are able 
to produce a quality finished product, prevent 
accidents, and provide opportunities to advance 
in the industry. Construction is skilled work, and 
employers must ensure that their employees have 
access to training programs that couple classroom 
instruction with on-the-job training. Additionally, 
developers can set targets to promote training 
and reward employers that invest in workforce 
development. Partnerships among construction 
employers and associations, education agencies, 
and local governments can help create training 
pipelines where jobseekers learn the skills they 
need to fill labor shortages in the industry. 
Formal training can play a key role in improving 
the quality of construction jobs, and help offset 
the construction labor shortages experienced by 
construction employers throughout the South.

• Subcontract for quality.  
Developers and general contractors should 
take into account subcontractor reputation and 
experience with regard to safety, rest breaks, 
wages, training, and benefits when establishing 
contracting relationships. Contractors can pre-
qualify sub-contractors to bid based on these 
positive factors before taking the lowest bid. 
Additionally, the cost of safety items, such as 
fall-protection equipment, can be taken out 
of the bid and paid for separately, which will 
help encourage companies who have not yet 
invested in safety equipment to do so. General 
contractors have a responsibility to ensure safe 
and dignified working conditions on their sites 
and address whatever employment violations 
that arise. For developers, the bottom line must 
also include the human costs associated with 
working in the construction industry. 
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G L O S S A R Y

Construction subsectors: The following 
subsectors are discussed in this report:

• Commercial building construction: Commercial 
buildings include those built for non-residential 
purposes, such as hospitals, stores, restaurants, 
and schools. Apartment buildings that are 
four stories or more were also categorized as 
commercial since these buildings are mid- to high-
rise structures that likely use steel rather than 
wood frames. This follows the U.S. Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration definition 
that residential buildings are those with frames 
comprised primarily of wood.154 Industrial 
construction projects (power plants, oil and gas 
structures, etc.) were excluded from this study.

• Residential building construction: Residential 
buildings include single-family and multi-
family dwellings up to three stories. 

• Heavy construction: Heavy construction projects 
included “horizontal” construction, such as roads 
and bridges, utility lines, sidewalks, internet 
fiber cable construction, and dock construction.

Developer: Designs, creates, and funds 
commercial construction projects. The 
developer is the owner of the property.

General contractor (GC): Oversees the 
scheduling and completion of each phase of 
the construction project. The GC also hires 
subcontractors for each trade or subspecialty. 

Homebuilder: Similar to the developer, the 
homebuilder is the owner of the property on 
residential construction sites. Homebuilders 
may also function as the GC.

Payroll fraud: Occurs when an employer 
incorrectly classifies an employee as an 
independent contractor. The employer does not 
withhold payroll taxes, and generally does not 
provide time-and-a-half for overtime hours. 

Subcontractor: A company that specializes 
in one construction trade (such as masonry). 
Subcontractors may directly hire workers to 
complete the work, or they may hire specialized 
subcontractors. For example, a masonry subcontractor 
may hire one company to complete stonework on 
the exterior of a house and another company to 
complete tile work on the interior of the house.

Trade: The occupation of the construction 
worker that requires a specialized skill, 
such as carpentry or roofing. 

Wage theft: The practice of not paying an 
employee or subcontractor for their labor. This 
may occur by simply refusing to pay the worker, 
or by writing them a bad check. Other forms of 
wage theft can include not being paid the minimum 
wage, not paying time-and-a-half for overtime 
hours, or making illegal deductions of wages. 
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D E M O G R A P H I C S  TA B L E

This table describes demographic characteristics of Build a Better South participants. All results have been 
weighted by occupation type, race, and city workforce size (see Methodology section for further information). 

Demographic characteristics of Build a Better 
South participants (n = 1,435)

  AGE IN YEARS (MEDIAN, 25TH  
  AND 75TH PERCENTILE)

36, 28-46

SEX
   Female
   Male

3%
97%

RACE
   African American
   American Indian/Alaskan Native
   Asian
   Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
   Latino
   White
   Multiple races

9%
1%
1%

<1%
74%
11%
4%

LANGUAGE FLUENCY
   English
   Spanish
   Both English and Spanish

19%
51%
29%

HIGHEST EDUCATION LEVEL
   Less than high school
   High school diploma or GED
   Associates degree or above
   Other

33%
49%
17%
1%

IMMIGRATION STATUS
   U.S. citizen
   Legal permanent resident
   Visa holder
   Undocumented
   Did not report status

36%
16%
5%

32%
12%

Number  of dependents in U.S. (median) 2








