Excerpts from Nickel and Dimed 

According to the National Coalition for the Homeless, in 1998-the year I started this project-it took, on average nationwide, an hourly wage of $8.89 to afford a one bedroom apartment, in the Preamble Center for Public Policy was estimating that the odds against a typical welfare recipient’s landing a job at such a “living wage” were about 97 to 1. 

Eighty-one percent of large employers now require pre-employment drug testing, up from 21percent in 1987. Among all employers, the rate of testing is highest in the south. The drug most likely to be detected-marijuana, which can be detected weeks after use- is also the most innocuous, while heroin and cocaine are generally undetectable three days after use. Alcohol, which clears the body within hours after ingestion, is not tested for. 

According to the Fair Labor Standards Act, employers are not required to pay “tipped employees”, such as restaurant servers, more than $2.13 an hour in direct wages. However if the sum of tips plus $2.13 an hour falls below the minimum wage, or $5.15 an hour, the employer is required to make up the difference. This fact was not mentioned by managers or otherwise publicized at either of the restaurants where I worked.

About a third of the server’s job is “side work” invisible to customers – sweeping, scrubbing, slicing, refilling, and restocking.  If it isn’t all done, every little bit of it, you’re going to face the 6:00p.m. dinner rush defenseless and probably go down in flames.

You might imagine, from a comfortable distance, that people who live, year in and year out, on $6 to $10 an hour have discovered some survival stratagems unknown to the middle class. But no. It’s not hard to get my coworkers talking about their living situations, because housing, in almost every case, is the principle source of disruption in their lives, the first thing they fill you in on when they arrive for their shifts. 

Gail is sharing a room in a well-known downtown flophouse for $250 a week. Her roommate, a male friend, has begun hitting on her, driving her nuts, but the rent would be impossible alone.

Claude, the Haitian cook, is desperate to get out of the two-room apartment he shares with his girlfriend and two other, unrelated people. As far as I can determine, the other Haitian men live in similarly crowded situations.

Annette, a twenty-year-old server who is six months pregnant and abandoned by her boyfriend, lives with              her mother, a postal clerk. 

     Marianne, who is a breakfast server, and her boyfriend are paying $170 a week for a one-person trailer. 

Billy, who at $10 an hour is the wealthiest of us, lives in the trailer he owns, paying only the $400-a-month lot fee. 

The other white cook, Andy, lives on his dry-docked boat, which, as far as I can tell from his loving descriptions, can’t be more than twenty feet long. He offers to take me out on it once its repaired, but the offer comes with inquiries as to my marital status, so I do not follow up on it.  

Tina, another server, and her husband are paying $60 a night for a room in the Days Inn. This is because they have no car and the Days Inn is in walking distance of the Hearthside. When Marianne is tossed out of her trailer for subletting (which is against trailer park rules), she leaves her boyfriend and moves in with Tina and her husband. 

Joan, who had fooled me with her numerous and tasteful outfits (hostesses wear their own clothes), lives in a van parked behind a shopping center at night and showers in Tina’s motel room. The clothes are from thrift shops. 

I could find no statistics on the number of employed people living in cars or vans, but according to a 1997 report of the National Coalition for the Homeless, “Myths and Facts about Homelessness,” nearly one-fifth of all homeless people (in twenty-nine cities across the nation) are employed in full- or part-time jobs.

There are no secret economies that nourish the poor; on the contrary, there are a host of special costs.  If you can’t put up the two months’ rent you need to secure an apartment, you end up paying through the nose for a room by the week.  If you have only a room, with a hot plate at best, you can’t save by cooking up huge lentil stews that can be frozen for the week ahead.  You eat fast food or the hot dogs and Styrofoam cups of soup that can be microwaved in a convenience store.  If you have no money for health insurance—and the Hearthside’s niggardly plan kicks in only after three months—you go without routine care or prescription drugs and end up paying the price.

In Workers in a Lean World: Unions in the International Economy (Verso, 1997), Kim Moody cites studies finding an increase in stress-related workplace injuries and illness between the mid-1980’s and the early 1990s.  He argues that rising stress levels reflect a new system of “management by stress” in which workers in a variety of industries are being squeezed to extract maximum productivity, to the detriment of their health.

All in all, we form a reliable mutual-support group: if one of us is feeling sick or overwhelmed, another one will “bev” a table or even carry trays for her.  If one of us is off sneaking a cigarette or a pee, the others will do their best to conceal her absence from the enforcers of corporate rationality.

In 1996 the number of persons holding two or more jobs averaged 7.8 million, or 6.2 percent of the workforce.  It was about the same rate for men and for women (6.1 versus 6.2).  About two-thirds of multiple jobholders work one job full-time and the other part-time.  Only a heroic minority – 4 percent of men and 2 percent of women – work two full-time jobs simultaneously (John F. Stinson Jr., “New Data on Multiple Jobholding Available from the CPS,” Monthly Labor Review, March 1997).

The St. Paul-based Jobs Now Coalition estimated that, in 1997, a “living wage” for a single parent supporting a single child in the Twin Cities metro area was $11.77 an hour.  This estimate was based on monthly expenses that included $266 for food (all meals cooked and eaten at home), $261 for childcare, and $550 for rent (“The Cost of Living in Minnesota: A Report by the Jobs Now Coalition on the Minimum Cost of Basic Needs for Minnesota Families in 1997”).  No one has updated this “living wage” to take into account the accelerating Twin Cities rent inflation of 2000.

There are many claims for workplace drug testing: supposedly, it results in reduced rates of accidents and absenteeism, fewer claims on health insurance plans, and increased productivity.  However, none of these claims has been substantiated, according to a 1999 report from the American Civil Liberties Union, “Drug Testing: A Bad Investment.”  Studies show that pre-employment testing does not lower absenteeism, accidents, or turnover and (at least in the high-tech workplaces studied) actually lowered productivity – presumably due to its negative effect on employee morale.  Furthermore, the practice is quite costly.  In 1990, the federal government spent $11.7 million to test 29,000 federal employees.  Since only 153 tested positive, the cost of detecting a single drug user was $77,000.  Why do employers persist in the practice?  Probably in part because of advertising by roughly $2 billion drug-testing industry, but I suspect that the demeaning effect of testing may also hold some attraction for employers.

In evading and warding off wage increases, employers are of course behaving in an economically rational fashion; their business isn’t to make their employees more comfortable and secure but to maximize the bottom line.  So why don’t employees behave in an equally rational fashion, demanding higher wages of their employers or seeking out better-paying jobs?  The assumption behind the law of supply and demand, as it applies to labor, is that workers will sort themselves out as effectively as marbles on an inclined plane—gravitating to the better-paying jobs and either leaving the recalcitrant employers behind or forcing them to up the pay.  “Economic man,” that great abstraction of economic science, is supposed to do whatever it takes, within certain limits, to maximize his economic advantage.

Part of the answer is that actual humans experience a little more “friction” than marbles do, and the poorer they are, the more constrained their mobility usually is. Low-wage people who don’t have cars are often dependent on a relative who is willing to drop them off and pick them up again each day, sometimes on a route that includes the babysitter’s house or the child care center.  Change your place of work and you may be confronted with an impossible topographical problem to solve, or at least a reluctant driver to persuade.  For those who do possess cars, there is still the problem of gas prices, not to mention the general hassle, which is of course far more onerous for the carless, of getting around to fill out applications, to be interviewed, to take drug tests.

There is another way that low-income workers differ from “economic man.”  For the laws of economics to work, the “players” need to be well informed about their options.

The National Labor Relations Act of 1935 makes it illegal to punish people for revealing their wages to one another, but the practice is likely to persist until rooted out by lawsuits, company by company.

What surprised and offended me was the extent to which one is required to surrender one’s basic civil rights and—what boils down to the same thing—self respect.  I learned this at the very beginning of my stint as a waitress, when I was warned that my purse could be searched by management at any time.  After work, I called around and found that this practice is entirely legal: if the purse is on the boss’s property—which of course it was—the boss has the right to examine its contents.

Drug testing is another routine indignity.  Civil libertarians see it as a violation of our Fourth Amendment freedom from “unreasonable search”; most jobholders and applicants find it simply embarrassing.  In some testing protocols, the employee has to strip to her underwear and pee into a cup in the presence of an aide or technician.  I would add pre-employment personality tests to the list of demeaning intrusions, or at least much of their usual content.  Maybe the hypothetical types of questions can be justified—whether you would steal if an opportunity arose or turn in a thieving coworker and so on—but not questions about your “moods of self-pity,” whether you are a loner or believe you are usually misunderstood.

There are other, more direct ways of keeping low-wage employees in their place.  Rules against “gossip,” or even “talking,” make it hard to air your grievances to peers or—should you be so daring—to enlist other workers in a group effort to bring about change, through a union organization drive, for example.

The Economic Policy Institute recently reviewed dozens of studies of what constitutes a “living wage” and came up with an average figure of $30,000 a year for a family of one adult and two children, which amounts to a wage of $14 an hour.

Ehrenreich, Barbara.  Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By America, New York Copyright 2001

