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KEY FINDING

Latinos in the Coachella Valley Face a 41% Wage Gap Relative to White Workers

Southern California’s Coachella Valley is known for music festivals, Palm Springs resorts, and
golf courses. It is also one of the state’s most productive agricultural regions. The workforce that
sustains this economy is split along racial lines that penalize the region’s growing Latino majority.
Latinos make up 54% of the Valley’s roughly 440,000 residents and 62% of its workforce. They
participate in the labor market at a higher rate than any other group. White residents, at 38%, are
the second-largest racial group; together the two populations account for over nine in ten Valley
residents. Yet for all their economic importance, Latino workers earn a fraction of what their White
counterparts are paid, and they face persistent occupational and housing disparities.

Figure 1: Median Hourly Wages by Race/Ethnicity
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Source: ACS 2019-2023 PUMS. Workers aged 25-64.

The gap between Latino and White wages is the defining economic fault line of the Coachella
Valley. As Figure 1 shows, at the median, Latino workers earn $17.60/hr; White workers earn
$30.00/hr. That gap translates to roughly $26,000 less per year ($34K vs. $60K).! From another per-

1All methodological details, including sample definitions, decomposition methods, and data sources, are pro-
vided in the Appendix.
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spective, Latino workers take home just 59 cents for every dollar paid to their White counterparts.
For Latina women compared to White men, the figure drops to 54 cents, a penalty compounded
by race and gender. The sections that follow show that education and job type do not fully account
for why Latino workers experience a wage gap.

Two Labor Markets, One Valley

The Coachella Valley has two separate labor markets that segregate workers by race. The five
most common occupations for Latino workers are landscaping, agricultural work, cooks, maids,
and construction laborers. White workers are most commonly employed as managers, teachers,
retail supervisors, registered nurses, and retail salespersons. Even where the two groups live in
the same communities, Latino and White workers are employed in entirely different jobs.

Figure 2: Latino Share of Workers by Occupation Group
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Source: ACS 2019-2023 PUMS. Workers aged 16—65. Dashed line = overall Latino share of employed workforce.

As Figure 2 shows, Latino workers are concentrated in a narrow set of occupations, and those
occupations pay the least. They comprise 97.5% of farmworkers and 91% of cleaning and mainte-
nance workers (housekeepers, janitors, groundskeepers). They also make up 84% of construction
and extraction workers (construction laborers, carpenters, painters) and 77% of production
workers (food packers and processors). These are the lowest-paid occupation groups in the Valley,
with median annual wages ranging from $17,000 to $40,000. At the other side of the pay spectrum,
wages are highest in the occupations where Latinos are least represented, including computer and
mathematical positions (23%), legal positions (29%), and healthcare practice (34%). Consequently,
occupations that depend most on Latino labor pay the least; the occupations that pay the most
employ the fewest Latinos.

The wage gap extends across every occupation group in the Valley. As Figure 3 shows, even in
professional and credentialed occupations, Latinos earn less:
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e Legal: $50,000 vs. $145,000 (65.5%)

e Education: $32,100 vs. $70,000 (54.1%)

e Healthcare practice: $55,000 vs. $97,000 (43.3%)

e Management: $55,000 vs. $94,000 (41.5%)

e Sales: $26,000 vs. $39,000 (33.3%)

e Construction and extraction: $37,000 vs. $49,100 (24.6%)

Where the gap narrows for workers in food preparation and healthcare support, it reflects a shared
low ceiling, not equity. Stratification persists even within these occupation groups. In food prepa-
ration, most Latino workers hold cook positions at a median annual income of $23,000. Among
chefs and head cooks, where pay is higher, Latinos earn $35,000 compared to $80,000 for White
workers in the same role.

Figure 3: The Wage Gap Across All Occupation Groups
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Source: ACS 2019-2023 PUMS. Workers aged 16-65. Gap labeled at right.

Latino Wages Hit a Ceiling

Latino and White workers hold different jobs, but even when they hold the same jobs, they are
not paid the same. Among the lowest-paid workers, education, experience, and job title account
for nearly all the difference in wages. But as earnings rise, those explanations fall short. At the
median, a Latino worker and a White worker with the same education, age, occupation, and
industry — workers who look identical on paper — earn different wages, and about one-tenth of
that difference persists even after accounting for credentials and job type. In plain terms, ten cents
of every dollar in the gap cannot be traced to any difference in education, experience, or the work
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itself. Among the highest-paid workers, nearly 30 percent of the gap persists after accounting for
the same credentials and job differences. At the bottom of the wage ladder, Latino and White
workers in the same occupations earn similar pay. Further up, Latino wages fall behind.

The dollar amounts confirm the pattern (Figure 4). In the six occupation groups with the highest
Latino employment, these workers are concentrated in lower-paying roles with limited pathways
to supervisory, specialized, or commission-based positions. At the top of each field (the 90th
percentile of earners), the ceiling diverges sharply:

e Sales: $60,000 vs. $200,000

* (Cleaning and maintenance: $46,000 vs. $90,000

e Transportation and material moving: $60,000 vs. $91,000
e Construction and extraction: $68,000 vs. $95,000

Office and administrative support: $70,000 vs. $82,000

* Food preparation and serving: $50,000 vs. $67,000

As these differences suggest, some Latino workers get hired into these fields, but promotion and
credentialing barriers leave them far behind. The floor is shared; the ceiling is not.

Figure 4: The Ceiling Effect: Where Latino Wages Stop Rising
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Inequality Starts Early

The previous section showed that the racial wage gap persists even within the same occupations.
But the gap does not come primarily from Latino workers being paid less in the same job held by
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White workers. It comes from Latino workers being channeled into lower-paying jobs in the first
place. Traditional wage gap studies compare workers in the same occupation and industry. By
doing so, they treat occupational sorting as a given rather than a problem. Those studies accept
that Latino workers are landscapers and White workers are managers. They ask only whether
Latino and White landscapers are paid the same. This brief asks a different question. What
happens when Latino and White workers have the same education, experience, and location, but
are not assumed to hold the same jobs? If they did, roughly three-quarters of the wage gap would
disappear. The remaining quarter is not about credentials. It is about which jobs Latino workers
end up in. Even with comparable qualifications, Latino workers are sorted into lower-paying jobs,
and that sorting is not a separate problem from the wage gap. It is how the wage gap operates,
and the factors that produce it start long before anyone enters the labor market.

Figure 5: The Wage Gap Persists at Every Education Level
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Source: ACS 2019-2023 PUMS. Workers aged 25—-64. Gap labeled at right.

The question is not whether Latinos hold fewer credentials. The question is why. Education plays
a role in this. Among Latinos in the Valley, 36% lack a high school diploma, compared to 3%
of White residents. Only 11% hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 44%. That 4-to-1
gap in college completion does not arise from individual choices. Underfunded schools, limited
access to college, and economic pressure to work instead of pursuing further education sort
Latino residents into lower-paying jobs before they ever reach the labor market. Education is not
a separate cause of the wage gap. It is where the wage gap begins, and where it is passed to the
next generation.

But even when Latino workers hold the same credentials, the gap persists. As Figure 5 shows,
the gap grows at every credential level. A Latino worker with a bachelor’s degree earns roughly
the same hourly wage as a White worker with only a high school diploma. At the graduate level,
Latino workers earn $12.82 less per hour than White workers with the same degree. Even when
Latino workers earn higher credentials, those credentials are not valued equally.
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How Latino Households Absorb the Wage Gap

The wage gap does not stop at individual paychecks. It shapes how Latino households build their
income. Latino households earn approximately $64,400 at the median, compared to $88,200 for
White households, or 73 cents on the dollar. That ratio is narrower than the individual wage gap,
where Latino workers earn 59 cents for every dollar paid to White workers. Why the gap narrows
at the household level has to do with how the two groups piece together household income.

Latino households average 1.5 earners and draw two-thirds of their income from wages. White
households average 0.7 earners, and more than half have no earners at all. Among those zero-
earner White households, 82% are headed by someone 65 or older, sustained by retirement
pensions, Social Security, and investment returns rather than current labor. Yet the additional
earners in Latino households also support larger families, averaging 3.1 persons compared to 1.9
for White households. Spread across more people, per capita income for Latino residents falls to
$25,800, compared to $71,100 for White residents. That is 36 cents on the dollar. Studies that rely
on household income as a measure of economic well-being understate such disparities. Latino
households put more members to work to compensate for wages that do not support a family on
a single income, but each dollar earned must stretch across families that are more than 60% larger.
Per capita income, not household income, reflects what Latino families actually have to live on.

Even the understated household income measure reveals a stark geographic divide. As Figure 6
shows, the red and pink tracts in the Eastern Valley — Thermal, Mecca, and Coachella — are
where Latino population share is highest and household income is lowest, with medians below
$45,000. The blue tracts in Indian Wells and Rancho Mirage are where Latino share is lowest
and incomes are highest, exceeding $100,000. Occupational and wage barriers concentrate these
disparities in Latino communities. They do not just lower individual earnings. They determine
which communities thrive economically and which do not.

Low Wages Concentrate Poverty

Lower wages and limited occupational mobility push poverty rates higher for Latino residents.
The Latino poverty rate in the Coachella Valley is 14.5%, compared to 9.9% for White residents.
That translates to roughly 34,000 Latino residents below the federal poverty line.

Poverty is spatially concentrated in the Valley’s most heavily Latino tracts. In the Eastern Valley
communities of Oasis, Mecca, and Thermal, where Latino residents make up 96-98% of the
population, poverty rates range from 32% to 44%. In Cathedral City, at least one tract that is
63% Latino reaches a 36% poverty rate, extending the pattern beyond the Eastern Valley. Where
poverty concentrates, its effects compound. Low household incomes limit how much families
can invest in education. Under-resourced schools limit access to better-paying work. Geographic
isolation puts healthcare and employment opportunities out of reach. These conditions reproduce
inequality across generations.
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Figure 6: Race and Income Across the Coachella Valley
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Source: ACS 2019-2023 5-Year Estimates. Tracts aligned to CV PUMAs (06501, 06502, 06515).

The Workers Who Feed the Valley Earn the Least

The agricultural sector in the Coachella Valley employs roughly 6,900 workers, most of them
Latino (89%), a figure that rises to 97.5% for field workers. Nearly three-quarters are immigrants.
The median age is 46, and median annual earnings are approximately $20,000, the lowest of
any major sector. Approximately 21,000 people, including 6,200 children, live in households that
depend on these wages. For these families, $20,000 a year means poverty or near-poverty, with few
paths out. These workers and their families face obstacles at every turn. Immigration restrictions
limit access to benefits and legal protections. The work is seasonal, so income is unpredictable.
The physical demands of field labor accelerate health decline. And yet this is the workforce that
sustains the Eastern Valley’s agricultural economy, which accounts for more than half of Riverside
County’s $1.4 billion in annual crop value.? These workers produce the wealth. They do not share
in it.

2Riverside County Agricultural Commissioner, Agriculture Production Report 2023.
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Housing Disparities Limit Latino Wealth

Lower wages and lower household incomes translate directly into less housing wealth. Latino
households are far less likely to own their homes than White households (58% vs. 77%). Among
those who do own, Latino homeowners hold a median property value of $300,000 compared
to $450,000 for White homeowners (Figure 7). The 41% of Latino households who rent hold no
property wealth at all, which means nearly half of Latino households accumulate no housing
wealth to pass to the next generation.?

Figure 7: The Housing Market Fails Latino Families
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Source: ACS 2019-2023 PUMS. Owner-occupied households in Coachella Valley.

These housing disparities extend to living conditions. An estimated 11% of Latino households live
in overcrowded conditions (more than one person per room), compared to roughly 1% of White
households. That is a ratio of approximately ten to one. Overcrowding and ownership disparities
at this scale are a direct consequence of a housing market that does not adequately serve Latino
families.

The Valley Is Betting Its Future on a Workforce It Underinvests In

Three-quarters of Coachella Valley residents under 18 are Latino. Among young adults aged 18
to 34, the figure is 73%. But the cohort nearing retirement tells a different story. Among workers
aged 55 to 64, White residents account for 52% while Latinos make up just 39%. The cohort aging
out of the workforce is majority White. The cohort replacing it is overwhelmingly Latino.

3Average property values show a wider gap ($383,000 vs. $606,000) because White homeowners tend to own
higher-priced homes that pull the average up.
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A conservative projection illustrates the trajectory. If the Valley’s current residents are simply aged
forward, with no assumptions about future migration or births, Latinos will make up 69% of the
working-age population in ten years and 72% in twenty. Latino workers already make up 62% of
the Valley’s employed workforce, and that share will only grow.

The generational shift is already underway (Figure 8). Wage and occupational barriers do not just
constrain today’s workers. Each year, they fall on a larger share of the Valley’s labor force. An
economy that suppresses the earnings of its growing majority is an economy that shrinks its own
tax base, its own consumer spending, and its own capacity to grow.

Figure 8: The Next Generation of the Workforce Is More Latino
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Where to Start

The Valley’s Latino workforce is essential and systematically undercompensated. It is also grow-
ing. Because the workforce is becoming more Latino, the barriers documented in this brief fall on a
larger share of the Valley’s workforce each year. Every city in the Valley depends on this workforce,
even those where Latino residents are a smaller share of the population. The recommendations
below target these barriers as a necessary first step toward an economy that produces thriving
communities across the Valley, not one that concentrates poverty in its most Latino neighborhoods
while the wealth their labor supports accumulates elsewhere.

1. Expand Access and Raise the Floor

The Valley’s two separate labor markets will not converge on their own. Occupational segregation
reproduces itself from one generation to the next through unequal access to education, credentials,
and professional networks. Sustained investment in K-12 quality, college preparation, financial
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aid, and adult education, particularly in Eastern Valley communities, would widen the range
of occupations available to Latino workers. Credentialing barriers, English language access, and
the opportunity costs of leaving paid work for further education must also be addressed so that
workers who seek advancement can pursue it. But access to credentials is only part of the problem.
The wage gap between Latino and White workers grows at higher earnings, even within the same
occupations. Addressing that pattern requires looking beyond credentials and into the practices
that determine who advances and who does not.

Mobility alone, however, is not sufficient. The occupations where Latino workers are concen-
trated, including cleaning, construction, and food service, must also provide sustainable wages
and stable working conditions. Raising the wage floor requires coordinated action across a
broad ecosystem that includes employer practices, public contracting standards, and enforcement
of existing labor protections. Agricultural workers face these conditions at their most extreme.
They sustain the Eastern Valley’s agricultural economy but have almost no institutional support.
Strengthening labor protections, enforcing heat and safety standards, and increasing access to
benefits in the sectors that depend most on their labor would begin to address the gap between
what these workers receive and what they contribute.

2. Reduce the Cost Burden on Latino Families

For many Latino households, poverty is not a result of too little work. It is a result of too little
pay. Even with more earners per household, low individual wages produce low per capita income
when spread across larger families. Policies that reduce childcare, healthcare, and transportation
expenses would increase effective household income for families with the lowest per capita earn-
ings, functioning as income supports without requiring additional labor from already working
households.

Housing is central to this equation. Latino households experience overcrowding at far higher rates
and hold less housing wealth. Expanding affordable housing development and down payment
assistance would both relieve immediate cost pressures and expand access to ownership, improv-
ing living conditions while strengthening long-term economic stability.

3. Invest in the Communities the Valley’s Future Depends On

Three-quarters of the Valley’s children are Latino. Investing in the Valley’s future means investing
in these children and the communities where they live. Right now, some of those communities
have the highest rates of poverty in the region. In several Eastern Valley neighborhoods, poverty
rates range from 32 to 44 percent, and residents face low wages, limited services, and geographic
isolation that restrict access to employment, education, and healthcare. Addressing this concen-
tration of disadvantage requires direct, place-based investment at a scale that matches the depth
of the problem. Expanding healthcare facilities, strengthening public transit, and developing job
centers would improve access to opportunity in communities that have long been disconnected
from regional growth.

That infrastructure and the services it provides, however, are only effective if residents can
access them. Sixty-seven thousand Valley residents, roughly 16% of the population, have limited
English proficiency. Many are U.S. citizens. When employers, schools, and public agencies operate
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exclusively in English, they narrow access to credentials, services, and employment pathways.
Language-accessible services, forms, and communications in Spanish should be standard practice
to ensure that public investment translates into meaningful inclusion.

THE BOTTOM LINE

The Coachella Valley’s economy is built on Latino labor, and that dependence is growing.
The workers who sustain it are systematically underpaid and sorted into the lowest-status
occupations. Race and gender predict who gets paid less, who gets promoted, and who does
not. Dismantling the barriers that produce those outcomes is a necessary first step toward
a Valley where Latino workers and their families can thrive, not merely survive. They have
built this economy. The question is whether it will be built to serve them too.

For a copy of this report and more information, visit:
dornsife.usc.edu/latinx

USCDornsife

Dana and David Dornsife
College of Letters, Arts and Sciences
Center for Latinx and Latin American Studies
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Methodological Appendix

All data come from two American Community Survey (ACS) 2019-2023 five-year products. Tract-
level summary tables provide geographically precise estimates for the Valley’s census tracts and
are used for household income, per capita income, and poverty rates. Hourly wages, occupation
and industry detail, earners per household, and housing characteristics come from Public Use
Microdata Sample (PUMS) files, which provide individual- and household-level records for three
PUMAs covering the Valley. The PUMAs extend slightly beyond Valley census tracts, so PUMS-
based income levels are lower than tract-level estimates, but structural ratios between racial
groups are consistent across both geographies.

Descriptive workforce profiles (occupation and industry distributions, top-occupation rankings,
and the agriculture workforce) include all workers aged 16 and older. Analytical samples are
restricted by age to isolate structural wage dynamics: 25-64 for wage regressions and decompo-
sitions, 16-65 for occupation group wage comparisons. Hourly wages are calculated using actual
weeks worked rather than assuming full-year employment. That construction produces extreme
ratios for seasonal and low-hours workers, common in the Valley’s agricultural sector, so regres-
sion samples are trimmed at the 1st and 99th percentiles. Descriptive medians use the untrimmed
sample since medians, unlike means, are not pulled by extreme values.

The racial wage gap is decomposed using a twofold Oaxaca-Blinder method with White workers’
wage structure as the reference. Two specifications are estimated: one based on worker charac-
teristics (education, potential experience, PUMA of residence) and a full specification that adds
22 occupation groups and 19 industry groups. Under that specification, observed differences in
education, experience, and location account for 74.4% of the gap (83% before trimming, confirming
that outliers among seasonal workers inflated the explained share); under the full specification,
96.0%. The coefficients component should not be read as a measure of discrimination.

Quantile regressions at the 10th, 25th, 50th, 75th, and 90th percentiles examine how the gap varies
across the earnings distribution. Under the full specification, the coefficients component is —38.8%
at the 10th percentile, 11.2% at the median, and 29.4% at the 90th percentile. The negative value at
the 10th percentile means that the lowest-earning Latino workers are paid comparably to White
workers with similar education and experience; the penalty reverses and grows at higher points
in the distribution, consistent with the ceiling pattern described in the main text. Gender-specific
decompositions use a simplified model because men and women are concentrated in different
occupations, which limits the precision of more detailed specifications.
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