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picture, some studies have found that small firms are less

likely to use contingent labor (Kalleberg and Schmidt

1996) and are more likely to have jobs with higher

‘‘intrinsic’’ rewards such as autonomy, more harmonious

working relations, better communication, more flexibility,

and lower levels of conflict (Kalleberg and Van Buren

1996; Schumacher 1973; Wallace and Kay 2009). How-

ever, scholars have not studied these questions in an agri-

cultural context. Given that natural forces dictate and

constrain agricultural production in ways that other

industries do not experience, the conditions of farm work

cannot be assumed to mirror those of other sectors.

Additionally, although the relationship between farm

size and job quality for hired workers has not been studied,

many actors seem to believe that only larger-scale farms

deserve critical interrogation in terms of their labor rela-

tions. Advocates, popular food writers, and documentaries

often address hired labor issues in polarized terms—con-

trasting the honorable labor of ‘‘family farms’’ with the

exploited labor of ‘‘factory farms’’, or only criticizing the

labor relations on large-scale farms. For example, the Land

Stewardship Project’s recent concern with wage theft was

directed exclusively at large-scale ‘‘factory farms’’ (Nopar

2013). By empirically specifying the relationship between

farm size and job quality, we hope to inform the efforts of

those concerned about precarious employment and worker

livelihoods in agriculture. Of course, many factors shape

job quality for hired workers. Notable examples include

certain labor policies, labor market conditions, racist anti-

immigrant sentiment, and the exploitative dynamics of

capitalism (Daniel 1981; Friedland et al. 1981; Galarza
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changes in farm size are driven by many factors, including

the concentration and growing power of off-farm agri-

businesses, farm and food policies, labor and immigration

policies, scientific research priorities, and dominant norms

such as the industrial ideal. Together these factors have

diminished farmers’ abilities to set the terms of trade,

compelled farmers to expand their operations or exit the

system entirely, and otherwise exacerbated inequalities of

wealth and decision-making power throughout the food

system (Bonanno et al. 1994; Busch and Lacy 1983; Buttel

2001; Carolan 2012; Goodman et al. 1987; Heffernan

1998).

Agrifood studies has an equally long and rich history of

scholarship on hired farm workers, starting with studies

from the 1930s and 1940s by Louis J. Ducoff, Josiah C.

Folsom, Margaret Jarmon Hagood, Olaf F. Larson, Carey

McWilliams, Arthur Raper, Paul Taylor, Tom Vasey, and

others (see Larson et al. 1992; Larson and Zimmerman

2003; McWilliams 1999; Taylor 1983). Since that time,

empirical studies from across the United States, Canada,

and other countries have documented a litany of injustices

experienced by hired farm workers: low wages, hazardous

workplaces, polluted communities, occupational segrega-

tion, child labor, racist hiring and firing practices, exclu-

sions from labor laws, exploitation and abuse by farm labor

contractors and crew leaders, neglect by regulatory offi-

cials, repression of farm labor unionization efforts, health

disparities and barriers to health care, and food insecurity,

among others (Besky 2013; Bonanno and Barbosa Caval-

canti 2012; Brown and Getz 2011; Daniel 1981; Friedland

and Nelkin 1971; Friedland et al. 1981; Galarza 1964; Gray

2013; Harrison 2011; Harrison and Lloyd 2012, 2013;

Holmes 2013; Jenkins 1985; Majka and Majka 1982;

Maldonado 2009; Mitchell 1996; Mize and Swords 2010;

Moses 1993; Sachs et al. 2014; Slesinger and Pfeffer 1992;

Thomas 1985; Wells 1996). Nevertheless, these farm labor

studies provide few insights in961(r)-270.2000122(and)-271.5(Pfem5s6(wh8999939nsight)-9.10jobJ
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industry studies spanning large geographic areas (e.g.,

labor market conditions, government policies, union pre-

sence, and product market conditions). Each case was

designed and conducted independently of the other, and the

two studies used different methods and collected data on

different sets of job quality (though all measures of job

quality are generally consistent with those of the extant

literature; e.g., Kalleberg 2011, p. 9). Although the lack of

parallel data makes us unable to systemically compare the

two cases, we purposively bring together these studies from

two very different commodity sectors in two very different

regional settings to more comprehensively investigate the

relationship between farm size and job quality. By using

two case studies we are able to identify patterns in a wider

range of contexts than just one case would afford.

California is the U.S. agricultural powerhouse, produc-

ing half of the nation’s high-value fresh fruits and vege-

tables. Most jobs on California organic farms are seasonal,

temporary positions, and farmworkers face ergonomic and

mechanical hazards (Getz et al. 2008; Moses 1993).

Although organic farms differ from their conventional

counterparts in terms of chemical use and other material

conditions, their labor relations are similar. Over 70 % of

California’s organic farms hire workers (USDA 2010), and

anecdotal evidence suggests that they mirror the rest of

California’s estimated 800,000 farm workers. Of that total

agricultural workforce, 95 % are foreign-born, primarily

from Mexico, and anywhere from 50 to 90 % lack legal

authorization (US Department of Labor 2001–2002).

In contrast to California’s industrial agricultural history,

Wisconsin’s farming sector has long been comprised

mostly of small-scale dairy farms (DuPuis 2002; Gilbert

and Akor 1988). Most dairy 9(able)0 0 1 scn
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in one or more ways to maximize the return on their

investment.

California data

Our California data derive from a collaborative study of

labor practices of California’s organic growers conducted

by the University of California at Berkeley and California

Institute for Rural Studies, in which one of the authors

collaborated. The growers surveyed were drawn from a



our survey did not collect data on family members’ labor.

As a result, categorizing farms by the number of hired,

nonfamily employees would inconsistently represent the

size of the operations. We also do not define dairy farm

size by sales because we did not collect that data.

Our Wisconsin study also includes in-depth interviews

with workers and employers, which provide a deeper level

of insight into the patterns revealed by the structured sur-

veys. After the survey was conducted, members of the

research team recruited a subset (n = 12) of the surveyed

immigrant workers to participate in private, loosely struc-

tured, in-depth interviews in which workers were asked
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Descriptive findings: farm size and job quality in two

cases

Our descriptive data reveal two overarching patterns. First,

despite the differences between these two commodity

sectors, large farms in both cases fared better than or no

worse than smaller farms for most job quality metrics

studied, with a few notable exceptions. Second, the Wis-

consin data indicate that U.S.-born, white workers have

disproportionate access to many of those advantages of

working on large farms, relative to their immigrant

counterparts.

California organic farms

We summarize the descriptive findings from the California

employer survey in Table 1, which shows, for each job

quality metric, the averages for small farms and large farms

as well as the result of statistical significance tests.

Although small farms reported higher average entry-level

wages, differences in top wages were negligible. Larger

farms were more likely to report offering nonwage benefits,

including health insurance, paid time off, and paid retire-

ment plan.

Large farms are significantly more likely to report that

they use farm labor contractors (FLCs) than are smaller

farms (see Table 1). This indicates a greater likelihood of

abusive and exploitative worker treatment on large farms,

given the evidence that FLCs are more likely than farmers

to exploit workers (Verduzco 2010). Many farmworker

advocates note the significant increase in the use of FLCs

over recent years as way for farmers to distance themselves

for responsibility for working conditions and as one of the

primary causes of the deterioration of working conditions

on California’s farms. One farmer in the California survey

noted how happy he was to find an FLC that ‘‘treated the

workers well’’, implying how uncommon that is.

As detailed in Table 1, large farms were more likely to

report that they have formal systems in place for supervi-

sion and management, including an employee manual,

discipline and termination practices, formal grievance

procedures, formal job descriptions, employment contracts,

and policies in Spanish. Additionally, large farms are sig-

nificantly more likely than small farms to report that they

provide supervisors with specific guidelines or training to

ensure formal respectful of farmworkers. When asked

about communication mechanisms in the workplace,

smaller growers reported informal mechanisms such as

more one-on-one contact and working side-by-side with

employees. Formal management practices help protect

workers from ad hoc disciplinary measures and discrimi-

nation in the workplace, have been shown to be highly

valued to farmworkers and other workers, and are associ-

ated with lower levels of gender segregation (Reskin and

McBrier 2000; Strochlic and Hamerschlag 2006; Strochlic

et al. 2009).

When asked to identify the strategies they use to reduce

accidents and injuries, smaller-scale growers were more

likely to claim that they make efforts to limit handweeding

or stoop labor to a set number of hours each day and pay by

the hour to avoid speed-related accidents associated with

piece work (see Table 1).

Table 1 Job quality on small

farms (\$250,000 annual sales)

versus large farms ([$250,000

annual sales) (California study)

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01;

*** p\ .001; t test used to test

for statistically significant

difference of means

Job quality metric Small farms N Large farms N Sig (p value)

Mean entry hourly wage $8.39 121 $7.70 54 .001***

Mean top hourly wage $10.50 129 $10.67 60 .689

Health insurance 26 % 148 57 % 67 .000***

Paid time off 51 % 148 72 % 67 .004**

Retirement 13 % 146 27 % 67 .013*

Use farm labor contractors 32 % 149 60 % 67 .000***

Employee manual 35 % 144 68 % 65 .000***

Discipline and termination policies 31 % 144 63 % 65 .000***

Advancement and promotion policies 14 % 144 17 % 65 .583

Formal grievance procedures 26 % 144 49 % 65 .001***

Formal job descriptions 22 % 144 38 % 65 .015*

Employment contracts 15 % 144 29 % 65 .013*

Policies in Spanish 32 % 149 60 % 67 .001***

Respectful treatment training (formal) 29 % 115 52 % 56 .003**

Informal communication 69 % 149 31 % 67 .000***

Limit handweeding 39 % 142 25 % 65 .038*

Reduce repetitive motion 56 % 142 49 % 65 .396

Pay hourly wages to reduce injuries 42 % 142 23 % 65 .008**

Farm size and job quality 623
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Wisconsin dairy farms

We summarize the descriptive findings from the Wisconsin

study in Table 2, which shows, for each job quality metric,

the averages for small farms, medium farms, and large



9:00 pm; given the time needed to commute, bathe, eat,

and take care of other responsibilities, the worker can never

get more than 5 h of sleep at a time. In contrast, medium

and large dairy farms tend to milk their cows three times

per day, which creates three solid milking shifts of about

8 h each. Workers with a rotating shift do not always work

a consistent shift (i.e., their schedule varies throughout the

week). Presuming that workers would prefer a consistent

schedule of solid shifts, even late at night, to rotating or

split shifts, larger dairy farms offer better shift schedules

than small dairy farms.

White, U.S.-born workers reap this advantage of work-

ing on larger dairy farms more than their immigrant

counterparts. U.S.-born workers constitute the majority of

hired employees on the more desired early day shift that

corresponds most closely with the hours of a typical

workday, in part because they are disproportionately rep-

resented in the advanced tasks that are done during those

hours (see Fig. 2). In contrast, immigrant workers are

clustered in the less desired evening shift (roughly 4:00 pm

to midnight), graveyard shift (roughly midnight to

8:00am), split shifts, and rotating shifts.

Finally, ergonomic issues appear to improve with dairy

farm size. As noted above, larger operations offer more

opportunities for promotion into jobs with a diversity of

tasks. A diversity of tasks reduces the incidence of ergo-

nomic injury for the worker. Medium and large dairy farms

tend to have modern milking parlors, where milkers stand

in a recessed workspace that enables them to milk the cows

without bending over. Workers in small-scale dairy are

more likely to milk the cows in stanchion or tie-stall barns,

where milkers stand on the same level as the cows,

squatting down and bending over to milk the animals (see

Figs. 3, 4) (Barham et al. 2005, p. 3).

Mechanisms at work: explaining the large farm

advantage

In this section, we explain that the farm size-job quality

patterns in Tables 1 and 2 stem from economies of scale,

industrialization, firm size itself, dominant class identities

and aspirations among farmers and their kin and peers,

and employers’ and workers’ fears of immigration

enforcement.

Economies of scale

As scholars have found in other contexts, some job quality

measures are correlated with farm size because these

aspects of job quality exhibit economies of scale. For

example, group discounts on health insurance explain the

higher incidence of health insurance on large-scale farms in
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owners rather than their hired employees. The variation

between cases thus illustrates how the material conditions

of a given industry shape the firm size-job quality

relationship.

Expected functions of firm size

Some aspects of job quality are simply a direct, expected

function of firm size. In the California case, firm size itself



his immigrant workers are, complained that they receive

‘‘assistance’’ plus ‘‘Christmas presents and gas cards’’ from

the county, and then compared that with his own earnings

by exclaiming, ‘‘I’m probably not even getting paid $2 an

hour for the amount of hours I put in!’’ Another small-scale

farmer explained that he plans to stop employing immi-

grant workers through the J-1 visa program because the

wage requirements were unreasonably high: ‘‘They are

almost living better than we are.’’ Another contrasted his

own limited resources with his workers’ evident extra cash

in order to explain why he does not provide health insur-

ance to his employees:

My good shoes are 8 years old, and they will buy four

new pairs of brand new shoes and brand new clothes

all the time…. We have to pay insurance, heat, and

electricity and just lots and lots and lots of things. I

don’t supply health insurance…. I really think they

should have to dig deep in their pockets. I’m not

saying they shouldn’t get help. But I have to pay way

more than they do, and I’ve got insurance and I’m

paying insurance.

Such claims pervaded our interviews with dairy farmers

and were especially pronounced in the interviews with

small-scale farmers, who conflated their own class status

with that of their workers to defend the wages and fringe

benefits they do or do not offer.

Many of the California farmers similarly conflated their

own class identity with that of their workers. At the end of

the survey, when asked to comment on anything discussed





worker explained in an interview, ‘‘Many of us, because we

are immigrants, we stay silent, and even more now because

the situation is so serious. So you stay quiet, and they abuse

you a lot.’’ Also, immigrant workers explained that they

work as many hours as possible in order to pay off their

debts and remit earnings to their kin, in case they are

apprehended by law enforcement. Others explained that

they work long hours and refuse to take any days off

because they need to pay off their debts to their smugglers,

who have been increasing their interest rates over time.

‘‘You feel the weight of the debt. I want to work more

hours a day, two hours more. The more, the better. The

debt you owe and the interest make you think.’’ Dairy

owners are happy to leave these ‘‘compliant workaholic’’

immigrant workers in the milking positions, given that

U.S.-born workers roundly reject those jobs and insist upon

more advanced positions.

Employers explained that they manage their own risks

of immigration policing by refraining from promoting

immigrant workers into the more advanced and publicly

visible positions. Through the course of private, in-depth

interviews, all dairy farmers with immigrant workers

confessed that they were afraid of immigration enforce-

ment. Several eventually admitted that they refrain from

training and granting responsibilities to (presumed or

actually unauthorized) immigrant workers, as they would

lose that ‘‘investment’’ if the workers were arrested for

immigration violations. Several other employers explained

that they were unwilling to promote immigrant workers

into positions that require the use of tractors and other

heavy machinery, as those jobs require paperwork that

might trigger immigration-related bureaucratic scrutiny

(i.e., as insurance companies require copies of drivers’

licenses and driving record for all workers operating such

equipment). A few others explained that restricting immi-

grant workers to milking positions keeps them in the

barn—out of sight—and thus partially hides employers’

hiring practices from scrutiny by nativist neighbors and law

enforcement (see also McCandless 2010). We should note

that we did not ask any of our research participants about

individual workers’ legal status; instead, these comments

were unsolicited. In-depth interviews were essential for

illuminating these motivations; farmers and workers usu-

ally discussed their own concerns about legal status and
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reduced solely to economies of scale, as they stem from a

complex array of both political economic and cultural

factors. We do not argue that larger farms are necessarily

better places to work. Indeed, extensive evidence of

deplorable exploitation and abuse on large-scale farming

operations, from sanctioned slavery on antebellum planta-

tions in the southeastern United States to illicit slavery

found in Florida tomato fields today, clearly refutes such an

assertion, as do our findings that small farms prevailed in

some job quality metrics (CIW 2014). Rather, our findings

indicate that those concerned about precarious employment

and improving job quality in agriculture should not limit

their attention to large-scale operations but instead should

extend their gaze to all operations that hire workers.

Our findings suggest a few recommendations for future

research. First, given that the cases we have examined here

are not representative of all agricultural systems, future

research should test whether our findings are replicated in a

larger sample of farms and in other agricultural commodity

sectors. Second, although our findings are generally con-

sistent with the extant literature, our California wage data

diverge from the well-established firm size-wage effect

others have observed in non-agricultural sectors; that

divergence could be due in part to our limited earnings data

for advanced workers and deserves further analysis of

wages in light of detailed data on worker tenure, fringe

benefits, bonus schemes, and regional labor market con-

ditions. Third, that these outcomes stem in part from

dominant class norms shared by employers and their kin

and peers merits further investigation in studies of labor

relations in agriculture and other industries alike, as

scholars investigating the relationship between firm size

and job quality have not, to our knowledge, identified this

as an explanatory factor. Fourth, future studies should also

attend to job quality metrics we have not discussed. Fifth,

scholars should interview workers themselves, partly to

identify the job quality metrics they feel are most

important.
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