


Who Are the “Invisible” Janitors?

Although janitors receive little public attention or 
media fanfare, they make up a significant portion of Silicon 
Valley’s workers and residents. Employment in janitorial 
occupations is projected to increase 11 percent by 2016. 

Not only janitors themselves but their families depend 
on a janitor’s earnings to make ends meet. In  Santa Clara 
County, 48% of janitors are married and 51% are raising 
children. The average married janitor has 1.3 kids. 

In total, janitors and their immediate families represent 
roughly 38,000 of the region’s community members. If 
Silicon Valley janitors’ families lived all in one town, it 
would be larger than the city of Campbell.

Turning to demographics, two-thirds (67%) of Silicon 
Valley’s janitors and maintenance workers are male.  Nearly 
three out of four (74%) are Latino and 68% were born 
outside the United States.

Most janitors have had few educational opportunities. 
Less than half of janitors in Santa Clara County possess a 
high school diploma, and just 2.6% have a four-year college 
degree. (See the charts at right for a complete demographic 
breakdown.)

Janitorial occupations are an importance source of jobs 
and income for Latinos in particular. Among Latino men 
in Santa Clara County, building maintenance is the second 
most common occupation after construction; for Latino 
women it’s the third most common occupation. More than 
one in 10 Latino workers – 12% overall – are employed in 
building maintenance.
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Janitors’ wages often place them far below self-sufficiency

The wage scale for Silicon Valley building maintenance workers varies considerably, with wages 
at the lower end putting even two full-time working parents well below self-sufficiency. Janitors’ 
median hourly wage of $11.16 is less than half the $23.45 median wage for all county occupations. 
Some janitors fare better, with the top 25% of the region’s janitors earning $14.20 per hour or more; 
however, the bottom 25% make less than $9.41 per hour. 

A janitor trying to raise two kids at the 
low end of that wage scale would have to work 
an impossible 142 hours a week to meet the 
Self-Sufficiency Standard. At $9.42/hr, he or 
she must work 32 hours per week just to pay 
rent on an average two-bedroom apartment, 
let alone food, gas, child care or other 
essentials. A family headed by two janitors 
would need a 63.4-hour work week from each 
parent to reach self-sufficiency.

But due to the industry’s structure, many 
janitors can’t always get even 40 hours of 
work each week or 52 weeks of employment 
per year. Median annual earnings for building 
maintenance workers – a better reflection of how much income a family has at their disposal – are 
$18,710. Few jobs pay less. Of Silicon Valley’s major occupations, only food service, personal care, 
material moving, and farm/forestry workers bring home annual earnings as low or lower than 
janitors.

The cost of health care is often a further strain on janitors’ family budgets. Only 44 percent of 
janitors statewide are covered by an employer-provided health plan.

How do janitors survive? By taking public assistance, accepting private charity, living in 
crowded or substandard housing, foregoing medical care and sinking into debt. This is the historical 
recipe for creating a permanent poverty class.
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SUBSTANDARD WAGES FOR JANITORS AFFECT BUSINESSES, COMMUNITIES  
	 AND EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

The proliferation of low-wage jobs, such as those found at the lower end of the janitorial 
industry, is a prime contributor to job and income insecurity. In addition to paying wages that are 
inadequate to meet the cost of living, low-wage jobs have higher turnover rates, are less likely to 
offer health or retirement benefits and are more likely to provide less than full-time year-round 
work than are middle-wage jobs.

As discussed above, employers that offer substandard, poverty-level wages are taking advantage 
of an invisible “secondary subsidy”: the cost to taxpayers of the public programs upon which low-
wage janitors and their family members must depend to make ends meet. In one striking example, 
56,920 employed janitors statewide receive Medi-Cal – public healthcare coverage for families in 
poverty.

Many janitors aspire to the immigrant dream – the American dream – of seeing their children 
achieve a college degree and a successful career. Yet low wages throw up high barriers on the path 
to this dream.  

Low-paid janitors’ choice of school districts is constrained by the high cost of housing; 97  
percent of California janitors send their kids to public schools for K-12, often in some of the state’s 
most overcrowded and underfunded school districts. Fifty-one percent anticipate their children 
may have to work instead of going to college, or if possible, work their way through college.  With 
nearly 16,000 children of janitors now growing up in the Valley, educational opportunities for this 
population should be the concern of every business with future needs for a skilled workforce.

Families and society benefit when janitors can achieve self-sufficiency

When janitors receive adequate compensation for their work, the positive impacts are large and 
immediate. The five-dollar-an-hour difference between the low and high ends of the pay range can 
mean the difference between licensed child care and none at all; or for a family of five, the difference 
between renting a three-bedroom apartment and crowding everyone into a single room. 

Improved health and well-being of janitors and their families has an expanding ripple effect 
on the community. The health care system is less strained, taxpayers are on the hook for fewer 
social services, and parents have more time to be involved in their kids’ schools, 

Perhaps most importantly, a decent job with adequate compensation allows janitors to realize 
their dream of a better future for their children. This is a dream intently pursued by janitors of all 
stripes; especially significant is the large proportion of janitors who are immigrants.
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California immigrants have already made striking progress in bettering their educational 
levels from one generation to the next. For first-generation immigrants with second-generation 
adult children, the high school graduation rate improved dramatically across generations, from 62 
percent in the first generation to 90 percent of the second. 

Among Mexican-Americans in particular, only 22 percent of first-generation immigrants in 
California have a high school diploma. The progress made by their children is dramatic: 82 percent 
of the second generation have at least a high school diploma, and 15 percent earn 4-year college 
degrees, 

However, the children of Mexican-American immigrants in particular remain among the least 
likely to attend college. This is particularly salient to the janitorial industry since 12 percent of 
Silicon Valley’s Latino workforce are employed in building maintenance. As discussed above, with 
the cost of higher education rapidly rising, working parents are increasingly hard pressed to afford 
college for their children.

In California, the demand for college-educated workers is projected to outpace the supply; to 
ensure shared growth and prosperity, our region and state will need an educated workforce.
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Conclusion

Silicon Valley’s future as a vibrant economy and a flourishing community depends on having 
a healthy and secure workforce who can aspire to a bright future for their families. Jobs that trap 
workers and their children in a cycle of poverty are no benefit to anyone.

Just as we value those who pour their ingenuity into the products that make Silicon Valley the 
world capital of innovation, we must also value those whose sweat and muscle make the Valley’s 
offices and labs clean, safe and efficient places to work and conduct business. That means providing 
adequate and fair compensation to the invisible workforce of janitors, custodians and building 
maintenance personnel so that these workers and their families can survive with a reasonable 
opportunity to achieve their share of the American Dream. Health insurance must be a fundamental 
part of a compensation package because it relieves workers of the financial insecurity of accident or 
illness and removes the burden of indigent health care from taxpayers. 

The Valley and the state of California are in need of a steady stream of college educated workers 
for economic growth, yet far too few of our students are currently able to qualify or pay for such a 
level of education. Unless the working parents now raising the next generation can live where there 
are good schools and save for their college futures, their ambitions are stymied and we all will bear 
the cost.

Businesses that recognize these needs have learned that the principles of corporate citizenship 
benefit not just workers, but society at large – which ultimately returns to benefit the businesses 
themselves in the form of lower turnover, improved productivity and quality of work, an educated 
workforce and prosperous customers. These good corporate citizens realize that the advantages and 
opportunities we wish for ourselves can’t be secured unless they are available to all who contribute 
to our success.

By providing industry standard compensation packages for their janitorial services, companies 
can ensure top quality service, be recognized as responsible corporate citizens, and help improve 
opportunities for the next generation of Californians.



Working Partnerships USA is a leading public policy and 
research institute that builds partnerships with community 
groups, labor unions, businesses and faith-based organizations 
dedicated to improving the lives of working families in 
Silicon Valley. By combining the skills of research and policy 
development, advocacy and organizing under one roof, we create 
innovative, practical solutions to the problems facing working 
people and the middle class. Working Partnerships USA was 
founded in 1995 as a nonprofit organization.
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