
How day laborers are represented in the media

“Day laborers are in much 
better shape than they were 10 
years   ago. The only thing that           

hasn’t changed is that we haven’t 
really won the hearts and minds     

of mainstream Americans.”
Pablo Alvarado, quoted in Los Angeles Times

when asked about the situation of
day laborers in Los Angeles.
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This report analyzes the content 
articles about day laborers published 
between 1991 and 2011 in eight major 
U.S. newspapers: the Atlanta Journal-
Constitution, Chicago Sun-Times, 
Denver Post, Houston Chronicle, Los 
Angeles Times, New York Times, San 
Francisco Chronicle, and Washington 
Post, as well as by the Associated 
Press.

The study

In total, the study analyzes the content 
of 1,240 news stories and editorials 
published by these news sources.  The 
following questions guided the analysis: 
How are day laborers represented in the 
print media?  What are readers learning 
about day laborers?  How are various 
frames used to define the “day labor 
problem” and prescribe “solutions” to this 
so-called problem?  Who is framing this 
issue?



Framing day labor
The dominant frame
A frame is a way to organize a set of 
ideas, define a “problem,” and legitimize 
“solutions” to that problem.  In the case of 
day labor, the dominant frame that appears 
repeatedly in the mainstream media 
portrays day laborers as “illegal aliens,” 
“illegal workers,” or simply as “illegals.”

A day laborer, according to the dominant 
frame, is an outsider, an invader, a 
troublemaker, and perhaps even a criminal 
who is responsible for destroying the 
quality of life in a community.  A day laborer 
is an illegal worker who is not worthy of 
“our” labor protections and employment 
standards.

The solution to the “day laborer problem” 
that follows from this frame is criminalization 
of day labor work and the deportation of day 
laborers themselves.

The public policies that are legitimized 
by the dominant frame include initiatives 
such as HR 4437 (the Sensenbrenner 
immigration bill), SB 1070 (the Arizona law), 
anti-solicitation ordinances, immigration 
sweeps, arrests, and deportation.

NDLON’s frame
NDLON and its 

member organizations 
reject the 

dominant frame 
and the policy 

recommendations 
it is used to justify. 

Instead, NDLON 
frames day 

laborers as contributing 
members of society.

A day laborer, according to the NDLON 
frame, is a family provider, a hard worker, 
and a productive member of the community.  
However, many day laborers hold insecure 
jobs, and they struggle to earn a decent 
living.  At the same time, flawed policies 
that criminalize immigrant workers trap day 
laborers in poorly paying jobs and expose 
them to heightened risks of abuse.

The solutions implied by the NDLON frame 
include reforming immigration laws, expanding 
economic opportunities, developing day 
laborer leadership, and eliminating abusive 
employer practices.

Proposed policies include defending day 
laborers’ 1st Amendment rights to search 
for work in public spaces, striking down anti-
solicitation ordinances and enforcement-only 
immigration laws, and creating worker centers 
to safeguard employment rights and build 
community.



Trend in day labor reporting

Between 2003 and 2006, the number of 
news stories about day laborers increased 
dramatically.  As day labor increasingly 
became linked to the divisive immigration 
debate, day laborers became the “public face” 
of the broken immigration system.  Day labor 
is now a national issue, and newspapers 
in every region of the country regularly run 
stories about day laborers.  The number of 
articles published has declined in recent 
years, but when the national immigration 
debate resumes, day laborers will again be in 
the news on a weekly basis.

Anti-immigrant groups have seized upon 
the day labor issue, and they are unlikely 
to let it go.  Using the dominant frame, 
these organizations have called for the 
criminalization of undocumented immigrants 
and they have demanded harsh penalties for 
organizations that defend workers’ rights.
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Day labor as an immigration issue

65% of news stories about day laborers 
mentioned immigration.

Of those stories, 84% highlighted 
workers’ status as undocumented 
immigrants.

Of those stories that mentioned 
undocumented status, 89% referred to 
“illegal” immigrants.

Immigration authorities (INS, ICE, Border 
Patrol) were mentioned in one third of 
stories referring to immigration (18% of all 
new stories).

News stories mentioning community 
conflict and neighborhood quality of life 
issues: 30% (in half of these news stories 
community conflict is linked to “illegal” 
immigrants).

Typical issues include public urination, 
harassment of women on the street, 
causing traffic problems, and intimidating 
customers of local businesses.

News stories mentioning crime by day 
laborers: 10% (almost one third of these 
news stories crime is linked to “illegal” 
immigrants).

Day
Laborers:
Crime and
disorder

In the dominant frame, day laborers are 
seen as criminals – “illegals” who have 
broken the law by entering the U.S. in 
search of work.  In many news stories, 
this portrayal is carried forward even 
further – day laborers are portrayed 
as violating community standards 
and ruining the quality of life in the 
neighborhoods in which they live and 
work.

According to the dominant frame, 
day laborers are outsiders (“illegals”) 
who simply do not care about the 
communities in which they work.  In this 
case, the dominant frame is used to set 
day laborers 
apart from 
their 
neighbors 
and to 
turn the 
community 
against 
workers and 
their families.



Who are day laborers?

Day laborers are a diverse workforce: both 
immigrants and U.S.-born workers turn to day 
labor hiring sites for employment opportunities.  
Workers from around the world can be found 
at day labor hiring sites.  At day labor corners 
it is possible to meet workers from the United 
States, Latin America, Africa, Europe, and Asia.  
These workers have many things in common, 
especially that all are looking for opportunities 
to earn a living and support their families.

Every worker is looking for the same thing: to 
have an opportunity to receive a fair wage for a 
day’s work.

The dominant frame is often used to divide 
workers, particularly on the basis of race and 
national origin.  Yet workers from diverse 
backgrounds stand shoulder-to-shoulder in an 
effort to make a better life for themselves and 
their families.
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Framing in action
1. Arguments for the opponents of day 

laborers

Day laborers are presented as 
immigrants who are working and living in 
the U.S. illegally.

They are said to be responsible for crime, 
disorder, and community conflict.

Therefore, they should be removed, 
preferably by federal immigration 
authorities.  But, if the federal government 
won’t do it, local law enforcement should 
step in arrest immigrants.
 

2. Worker centers
“I call it an illegal hiring hall,” said
John Slattery, a mortgage broker
who founded Jupiter Neighbors
Against Illegal Labor in response to
what he said has been an influx of
5,000 illegal immigrants over the
last three years. “We’re talking
about a sleepy little town here than
now has an illegal barrio with drugs
and gangs,” he said. “Now the
government wants to facilitate it
instead of stopping it” (New York
Times, July 20, 2005).

3. Community conflict
 Police Cmdr. Wayne Kennedy said
day laborers are a nuisance
because they litter and relieve
themselves on the sidewalk. “I
guess it’s a cultural thing,” Kennedy
said. “Probably in Mexico urinating
on the sidewalk is perfectly normal”
(Los Angeles Times, August 21,
2001).

The dominant frame uses “hot” words to 
raise the emotional level of the analysis.  
Words are repeated for emphasis.  Note 
how many times the word “illegal” is used in 
the short quote on the left.

Also, see how the idea of an “influx of 5,000 
illegal immigrants” is used.  This echoes the 
themes of “invasion” and “outsider” that are 
important parts of the dominant frame.

Finally, the “illegal barrio” is a code word for 
Latino (or outsider), with the word “illegal” 
added for impact.

                                    Is there any question  
                                       where this type of 
                                      analysis is leading?



Day labor work

Employer abuses: 14%

Supporting families: 13%

Low pay: 6%

Day laborers are hard workers: 3%

On anti-solicitation ordinances: “The
problem with these ordinances is
that they’re not motivated by
legitimate concerns but by anti-
Latino resentment,” said lawyer
Thomas Saenz of MALDEF. “You’re
not allowed to zone humanity” (Los
Angeles Times, August 21, 2001).

“We’re trying to show the federal
government they should recognize
the contributions of immigrants,
especially day laborers,” [Carlos]
Mares said through an interpreter.
“We demand fair legislation, not just
for Latin American workers but also
for workers from Africa, Asia and all
over the world” (Los Angeles Times,
March 5, 2006).

The alternate frame is being overwhelmed by 
the dominant frame.

Day laborers work hard to support their 
families, often facing low pay and abusive 
employers.  Yet when day labor issues are 
considered in major newspapers, these issues 
receive little attention.

Less than 1 in 7 news stories mention 
problems of employer abuses, and even less 
mention that day laborers are supporting their 
families. 

The low pay earned by most day laborers and 
the difficult work they do receives even less 
media attention.  Again, the dominant frame 
has defined the issue, and the realities of day 
labor work are usually ignored.

In some cases, there are opportunities to 
more accurately present the realities of day 
labor.  The contributions of day laborers can 
be raised, as well as the need for fair labor 
standards that protect the rights of all workers, 
regardless of their immigration status.



Who is framing the day labor issue?
Analyzing messaging by NDLON’s friends… and opponents

Government officials

Government officials are quoted in
28% of the articles

Statements are neutral to day
laborers: 34%

Statements are favorable to day
laborers: 21%

Statements are unfavorable to day
laborers: 45%

Unions

Quotes by persons affiliated with a
union:

26 total
21 favorable
5 unfavorable

Day laborers themselves

Only 21% of news stories quoted a day
laborer

Day laborers on worker centers
69% favorable
31% unfavorable

Day labor has become an important political 
issue in cities across the United States.

In some cases, politicians can appeal to 
voters by singling out day laborers as a 
community problem.  Nearly half of news 
stories that quote a government official, day 
laborers are portrayed negatively, while in 
only 21% of such stories do government 
officials portray day laborers in a positive 
light.

Government officials often repeat the 
dominant frame, giving it greater credibility 
than it deserves.



NDLON vs. Minutemen

The Minutemen and other anti-immigrant groups have seized upon the day labor issue 
to advance an anti-immigrant agenda.  The Minutemen have been successful in putting 
forward their position on day labor, a position that is based on the dominant frame 
– day laborers as “illegal” immigrants and outsiders who do not contribute to their 
communities.

In most cases, the voices of the Minutemen and other anti-immigrant organizations are 
not balanced by quotes by NDLON and its member organizations.  Unbelievably, in the 
period between the founding of the Minutemen in October 2004 and the end of 2006, 
the Minutemen were quoted more often in mainstream newspapers than NDLON and 
its member organizations on day labor issues.  

Media coverage has been slightly more balanced since 2007, but anti-immigrant 
groups are still prominently featured in the news.  Anti-immigrant organizations in all 
parts of the country are regularly asked to comment on day labor and on immigration 
issues.

What part 
of “illegal” 
don’t you 
understand?

Early Day Labor Reporting 2000-06

NDLON mentioned or quoted: 39 articles 
or editorials

Minutemen: 80 articles mentioning day 
labor

NDLON and Minutemen in the same 
article: 7 times

NDLON citations since the first MM 
citation: 27 NDLON vs. 80 MM

Later Day Labor Reporting 2007-11

NDLON mentioned or quoted 41 articles 
or editorials (17%)

Anti-immigrant organizations: 32 articles 
or editorials (13%)

Community organizations that support 
day laborers: 32 articles or editorials 
(18%)



Anti-Day Laborer Ordinances

Before 2007, just 2% of articles/editorials mentioned banning day laborer 
hiring sites; since 2007 coverage of this issue has soared to 36% of day labor 
articles/editorials.  Anti-solicitation ordinances are the most frequent topic 
covered.  Following the dominant frame, these ordinances are justified based on 
arguments that day laborers are outsiders who create community problems.  The 
Los Angeles Times, for example, published 26 articles mentioning this issue.  In 
71% of those articles, day laborers were identified as “illegal” immigrants.



Conclusions
A “war of words” about day labor is being 
fought in the nation’s newspapers.  Too 
often, the dominant frame shapes the 
stories and influences the thinking of 
policymakers and the general public.  
This frame influences the ways day 
laborers are treated as well as the 
policies that are enacted to manage the 
so-called “day labor problem.”

The dominant frame must be understood 
as an expression of ideology, not an 
objective statement of fact.  But this 
rhetoric has power – and its effects 
are felt by day laborers every day: low 
wages, anti-immigrant vigilantism, police 
harassment, and employer abuses.

The dominant frame is both harmful and 
inaccurate.  It labels the act of crossing

national borders to feed one’s family a 
crime, and it brands anyone who does this 
an “illegal.”  When day laborers are viewed 
in this way, calls to ban, raid, and deport 
grow stronger, while voices calling for 
sensible policies like worker centers and 
employment protections are silenced.

Day laborers and their advocates have a 
strong voice in this debate.  The time has 
come for workers and advocates to raise 
their voices.  Not to the shrill level of so 
many anti-immigrant activists, but loud 
enough so that America can have a sound, 
reasoned, and intelligent debate about 
the U.S. economy, national immigration 
policies, and the vital role that day laborers 
play in U.S. society.
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