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WHY THIS STUDY? AND WHY NOW?

1. Illinois: -$3.9 billion

2. Minnesota: -$1.3 billion

3. Wisconsin: -$1.5 billion

Does this sound like a good deal?

Shoring up budget deficits without raising taxes or cutting spending



WHAT DO WE MEAN BY WAGE THEFT?

Misclassification: When workers are classified as 1099 
“independent contractors” instead of W-2 employees

Illegal employment: When workers are paid “under-the-table” or 
“off-the-books” in cash

Other forms: Not paying minimum wage, tip-sharing or tip-pooling, 
uncompensated breaks, etc. are not included in study



WAGE THEFT AND CONSTRUCTION

Low-bid model: By flouting the law, fraudulent contractors pay less in 
labor costs and put law-abiding competitors at a disadvantage.

Lax enforcement: Governments lack resources to enforce laws on the 
books and levy only small “slap on the wrist” penalties

Task Force report: $2,567 average penalty (Worker’s Compensation 
Division)

• Compare to petty theft (“street crime”) where stealing $5,000 in property is a 
Class I Felony punishable by jail time and/or a fine of up to $10,000



NEW JANUARY 14, 2021 STUDY

Methodology

Compare household data from the U.S. 
Census Bureau data with payroll records 
submitted to state unemployment insurance 
programs

▪ Current Population Survey (CPS) vs. 
Quarterly Census of Employment and 
Wages (QCEW)

▪ American Community Survey (ACS) vs. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) data



TOPLINE FINDINGS



CONSTRUCTION WAGE THEFT IN WISCONSIN

Total industry employment (reported): 138,718

Total industry employment on payrolls: 124,199

Misclassified and illegally employed workers: 14,519

Share of construction workforce: 10%



IMPACT ON WORKER EARNINGS



IMPACT ON TAXPAYERS



TWO ITEMS WORTH MENTIONING



WISCONSIN IS NOT ALONE



ILLINOIS AND MINNESOTA



WISCONSIN HAS FEWER IMMIGRANTS



UNDERMINING THE APPRENTICESHIP SYSTEM

Sources: Associated General Contractors’ (AGC) 2021 survey and University of Utah economist 

Peter Philips, Ph.D. 2015 report on Wisconsin’s prevailing wage law



WHAT CAN BE DONE? THREE APPROACHES

1. Increase enforcement: Conduct more UI audits

2. Expand punitive actions: Fines, penalties, & debar contractors 

3. Local procurement policies: Berkeley (CA) & Columbus (OH)

Minnesota’s February 2019 Law

Penalties up to 20 years imprisonment and up to $100,000 in fines



FINAL 
THOUGHT
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