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Complaints are key to enforcement
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Issues with Complaint-based Enforcement

Weil and Pyles (2005) 6/25

Motivation Data Violations Complain Behavior



Literature on Complaint Behavior

• Unions facilitate the exercise of workers’ rights (Budd et

al., 1997; Weil, 2024; Fine et al., 2010; Morantz, 2013;

Sojourner et al., 2022)

• ”Broken windows” (Weil, 2012)

• Cost-benefit analysis (Yaniv, 1994)

• Retaliation fears and experiences (Clibborn et al., 2023)

• Local labor market conditions (Badaoui, 2022)
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Limits of existing data

• CPS data: Indirect measures of MW violation, but no info

on complaint behavior

• Wage and Hours data: Only captures complaints to

government institutions
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Questions

• What do workers actually do in response to violations?

• How often do they complain?

• To whom do they complain?

• What influences their complaint behavior?
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Shift Project data

https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/ 10/25

Motivation Data Violations Complain Behavior



Shift Project data
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Data Sample characteristics

• Sample of 14,196 employed hourly workers in

service-sector

• Matched employer-employee data (establishment level)

• Not a probability sample

• Sampling frame: Users of FB and Instagram.

• Potential biases and weighting techniques discussed on

Harknett and Schneider (2020)
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Data Sample characteristics

• Detailed measures of FLSA violation.

• Detailed measures of complaint behavior, retaliation

faced, and retaliation feared
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Measuring violations through work experiences
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Measuring violations through work experiences
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Overall Complaint Patterns

Table 1: FLSA Violations: Breakdown by Number

Any FLSA

Any complaint 21%

Only complained internally 19%

Only complained externally 0%

Complained both int and ext 2%

N 2087
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Internal Complaint Channels

Table 2: Complaint behavior

Any FLSA

Any internally 21%

Coworker 5%

Supervisor 15%

Manager 11%

Company grievance 2%

HR 6%

N 2087
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External Complaint Channels

Table 3: FLSA Violations: Breakdown by Number

Any FLSA

Any externally 2%

Any government institution 1%

City/County <1%

State <1%

Federal 1%

Any third party 1%

Union 1%

Non-profit <1%

N 2087 18/25
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Actual vs. Hypothetical Complaint Behavior
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Internal Complaint Channels

Table 4: FLSA Violations: Breakdown by Number

No internal complaint Internal complaint

No external complaint 1639 402

External complaint 10 36
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Preliminary regression results

Table 5: Factors Influencing Complaint Behavior - Overall

(1) (2) (3)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Serious FLSA violation 0.19∗∗∗ 0.18∗∗∗ 0.18∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Three or more violations 0.04 0.03 0.03

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Immigrant -0.07

(0.09)

County Unemployment -0.00

(0.02)

Union member 0.12∗∗

(0.05)

Observations 1,685 1,685 1,685

Adjusted R-squared 0.054 0.056 0.060

Other Controls No Worker’s Demog Worker’s Demog

Fixed Effects State, Month and Industry State, Month and Industry State, Month and Industry

Standard errors in parentheses

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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Preliminary regression results

Table 6: Factors Influencing Complaint Behavior - Internal

(1) (2) (3)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Serious FLSA violation 0.16∗∗∗ 0.15∗∗∗ 0.15∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Three or more violations 0.07∗ 0.06∗ 0.06∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Immigrant -0.06

(0.09)

County Unemployment -0.01

(0.01)

Union member 0.03

(0.05)

Observations 1,685 1,685 1,685

Adjusted R-squared 0.042 0.042 0.041

Other Controls No Worker’s Demog Worker’s Demog

Fixed Effects State, Month and Industry State, Month and Industry State, Month and Industry

Standard errors in parentheses

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Note: The dependent variable is making a complaint to an internal entity

only
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Preliminary regression results

Table 7: Factors Influencing Complaint Behavior - External

(1) (2) (3)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Serious FLSA violation 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Three or more violations -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Immigrant -0.00

(0.01)

County Unemployment 0.00

(0.00)

Union member 0.09∗∗∗

(0.02)

Observations 1,685 1,685 1,685

Adjusted R-squared 0.038 0.041 0.065

Other Controls No Worker’s Demog Worker’s Demog

Fixed Effects State, Month and Industry State, Month and Industry State, Month and Industry

Standard errors in parentheses

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Note: The dependent variable is making a complaint to an external entity

(regardless of making an internal complaint)

23/25

Motivation Data Violations Complain Behavior



Fear vs. Reality of Retaliation
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Violations are pervasive
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