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Abstract The impacts of COVID-19 on labor in the food supply chain and on
workers’ decisions to accept essential jobs are discussed. We then analyze surveys
administered to low-skilled domestic workers before and during the pandemic to
assess respondents” attitudes toward food production, guest workers, immigration
policy, and the government’s response to COVID-19. Results suggest the outbreak
resulted in respondents, on average, shifting their view toward food being a national
security issue and a higher degree of empathy for H-2A workers. Regression analysis
shows that gender, current agricultural workers, and information on COVID-19 and
agricultural field workers influenced respondents’ answers.
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Introduction

The novel coronavirus rapidly spread throughout the United States follow-
ing the first confirmed case on January 20, 2020. By the start of April 2020,
extensive stay-at-home and social distancing measures were issued, which
dramatically slowed the economy and caused unprecedented layoffs
(Mervosh, Lu, and Swales 2020; Morath and Chaney 2020; Rainey and For-
gey 2020). The COVID-19-induced economic uncertainty caused significant
shifts in consumer food spending. Food sales from restaurants and bars strug-
gled, while food sales from grocery stores and online food retailers signifi-
cantly increased. These sudden shifts in consumer demand stressed the
food supply chain, leading to many labor-market disruptions. In response,
the US government deemed workers in the primary agricultural and food
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manufacturing, distribution, and retail industries as critical to food security
and issued exemptions from stay-at-home orders for these workers.

This paper discusses the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on labor
throughout the food supply chain and on the attitude of a sample of past, cur-
rent, and potential low-skilled food-supply-chain workers toward food pro-
duction, guest workers, and immigration policy by comparing surveys
administered before and during the outbreak. Specifically, the next
section discusses COVID-19-induced labor issues in the food supply chain
by focusing on downstream (retail, distribution, and processing) and
upstream (agricultural field jobs) segments. It also provides a framework to
analyze how the pandemic can impact workers’ decision to accept jobs. The
third section presents the survey results by comparing mean responses before
and during the pandemic and what factors impacted respondents” answers.
The fourth section offers concluding remarks.

Labor Issues in the Food Supply Chain

Downstream Segments: Retail, Distribution, and Processing

As the pandemic worsened, state governments ordered nonessential
businesses to shut down, but included exemptions for “essential critical
infrastructure workers” that protect communities, ensure public health,
and maintain vital economic sectors. Food and agriculture are key sectors,
and workers in every aspect of the food supply chain—from primary pro-
duction to processing to distribution to delivery —were deemed essential.
However, the food-service industry (restaurants and bars, stadiums,
schools, concert venues, efc.) was largely deemed unessential and experi-
enced a 28% decline in expenditures on food away from home during
the peak of the first wave in March 2020 (USDA 2020). These sudden
and drastic changes have far-reaching consequences for workers in
upstream segments of the food supply chain because, over the last two
decades, the portion of consumers’ food expenditures spent on the food-
service industry expanded from 47.1% in 1997 to 54.4% in 2018
(Newman and Bunge 2020). The closing of the food service industry
caused increases in unemployment and income losses which led to
increases in food insecurity (see Ahn and Norwood 2021; Gundersen
et al. 2021 and Ziliak 2021). It also caused consumers to drastically alter
their food consumption habits toward cooking at home. As consumers
shifted from spending over half of their food budget on eating out to eat-
ing in, the food-service industry struggled while food retailers (grocery
stores, food banks, online retailers), deemed essential, experienced
shortages.

The sudden closures and shifts in spending habits caused substantial dis-
ruptions in the food supply chain because of two primary reasons: (i) food
growers, processors, and distributors had to simultaneously adjust to a plum-
met in demand by the food service industry and a spike in demand by food
retailers’; and (ii) food products destined for the food service industry are

"Early in the outbreak, problems arose with food retailers as restocking efforts were unable to match demand
(Kang and Gasparro 2020). After the initial surge of consumers filling their pantries, grocery stores expe-
rienced a drop in demand, which eased the initial pressure on the food system, and food processors and food
retailers cut back on product varieties to improve efficiency and reduce the time required to make products
available to consumers (Gasparro and Maidenberg 2020; Kang and Gasparro 2020).
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different in terms of size, packaging, and labeling requirements from those
destined for food retail outlets (Cagle 2020; Newman and Bunge 2020).> Over-
coming these logistical difficulties required time and financial resources. This,
coupled with the drop in demand, resulted in substantial quantities of food
waste as the pandemic took hold because growers of perishable products in
the middle of winter harvest dumped, abandoned, or plowed crops into the
ground, causing disruptions in the labor market and income loss to farmers
(Cagle 2020; Frias and Hall 2020; Lush 2020; Newman and Bunge 2020).%
One bi-product has been a dramatic uptick in the hiring of drivers, warehouse
employees, and in-store workers.

Slaughterhouses and food processors, crucial to the food supply chain, were
deemed essential. These facilities put workers at higher risk of contracting coro-
navirus due to shoulder-to-shoulder, indoor working conditions. Plant man-
agers attempted to mitigate the added risk to workers by implementing
social distancing where possible, assigning workers to groups, quarantining
work groups infected with the coronavirus, and temporarily closing plants if
an outbreak occurred. Though deemed essential, many facilities were forced
to shut down because the preventative measures failed and outbreaks among
workers became widespread. By late April, over thirty meat processing facili-
ties throughout the country closed due to outbreaks among workers and man-
agement alike (Birch and Jett 2020; Jackson 2020; Wiener-Bronner 2020a;
Wiener-Bronner 2020b). Quarantining large portions of the labor force had siz-
able implications and revealed vulnerabilities in the food supply chain. In addi-
tion to sudden shift in demand from food service to retail, the closures of
slaughterhouses and processing facilities created further bottlenecks for live-
stock farmers, leading to culling of hogs and chickens (Kevany 2020; Man-
soor 2020). As a result, meat shortages became a reality (Gross 2020).*

To help boost the US meat supply as demand spiked and processing plants
closed due to the outbreaks, the US Department of Agriculture’s Food Safety
Inspection Service temporarily allowed poultry, beef, and pork processing
plants to increase processing speeds (van der Zee, Levitt, and Wasley 2020).
The potential drawbacks to boosting supply through faster slaughter rates
include increasing risk to workers and hindering quality control and federal
food safety inspectors” efforts.

Upstream Segment: Agricultural Field Jobs

While the downstream segment of the food supply chain struggled with
drastic shifts in demand, repackaging products for retail markets, and

2Before the outbreak, food retailers’ and distributors’ contingency plans centered on natural disasters in one
region of the country and for a short time frame (Kang and Gasparro 2020). Furthermore, the efficiency of
the US food distribution system relies on predictability, set schedules, and largely follows a “just-in-time”
model to reduce storage costs (Charles 2020). Consequently, because ramifications of COVID-19 are world-
wide and for a prolonged period, the food system was not prepared for a pandemic of this magnitude and is
struggling to adapt, particularly in the early stages.

3 As supply chain disruptions deepened, by April 2020, the dairy industry was forced to dump between 2.5
and 4 million gallons of fluid milk per day from Arizona to Idaho to Wisconsin to Vermont because farmers
and distributors were unable to repackage the perishable liquid for food retail industry in time (Jahnke 2020;
Lum 2020; Lush 2020; Wiener-Bronner 2020c). Furthermore, expecting prolonged demand shocks and
reduced processing capacity due to outbreaks at slaughterhouses, chicken and pork companies euthanized
millions of animals (Newman and Bunge 2020).

*To assist struggling farmers, the US Congress included $23.5 billion for agriculture in the March 2020
coronavirus stimulus bill (Lilliston 2020; Brasher 2020; Michigan Farmer 2020).
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shutdowns due to quarantined workforce, they relied on the continued oper-
ation of primary agricultural production, particularly labor-intensive crops,
such as fruits and vegetables. The US government recognized this crucial
dependency and implemented additional measures to ensure a strong labor
force.

As with all workers along the food supply chain, agricultural workers were
deemed essential. While labor demand was low at the start of the outbreak as
crops rotted in the field, demand for field workers rebounded as food distrib-
utors repackage products to more retail-centric markets and the food service
industry reopened.

April, the peak of COVID-induced business closure, is a crucial time of the
year for labor-intensive agricultural producers to secure labor, primarily for-
eign born from Mexico, for summer harvest. Labor-intensive agriculture
heavily relies on undocumented workers, but H-2A guest workers are becom-
ing more common.” ICE temporarily focused efforts only on undocumented
workers that were potentially violent or criminals. Furthermore, in addition
to issuing exemptions from stay-at-home orders, the US government eased
H-2A visa rules for temporary guest workers to reduce barriers for foreign
guest workers to enter the United States on temporary work visas. Specifi-
cally, while the US Department of State formally suspended routine visa ser-
vices, they continued to process H-2A visas and temporarily waived the in-
person interview requirement (USDS 2020). Moreover, the Department of
Homeland Security and USDA temporarily allowed farmers with a valid tem-
porary labor certification to hire H-2A workers that already reside in the US
after Citizenship and Immigration Services receives the H-2A petition. Also,
the three-year maximum to stay in the US has temporarily been lifted.

In addition to lacking health insurance and working in close proximity, many
immigrant agricultural laborers work and travel in close quarters with each
other. An outbreak among these workers will adversely impact producers
because replacements are difficult to find in short notice and will also harm
workers due to lost income, medical bills, and even death (Read 2020). Conse-
quently, the rapid spread of the virus would be costly for workers and pro-
ducers alike and could lead to further disruptions in upstream segments of
the US food supply chain. To help reduce the risk to field workers, farmers
are implementing social distancing rules where possible, which slows down
harvest time. Furthermore, the United Farm Workers union asked employers
to extend paid sick leave to these essential workers to ease financial worries
and ensure they take time off if sick or exposed, which will reduce risk to other
workers and keep primary agricultural produce flowing upstream (Cagle 2020;
Jordan 2020). While widespread shortages of food are not expected, the labor
disruption, social distancing measures, outbreaks among farm workers has
led to limitation of fresh produce at grocery stores (Borunda 2020).

Impacts of COVID-19 on Reservation Wages

With widespread business closures causing skyrocketing unemployment,
substantial income uncertainty, heightened unemployment benefits, and

®Estimates range between half to three-quarters of all field workers (between about 1 to 1.5 million), are
undocumented immigrants (Jordan 2020). During the height of the pandemic, many undocumented works
carry an employer-written letter that their job, as declared by the Department of Homeland Security, is
“critical to the food supply chain,” to lower the change of being arrested for violating stay-at-home orders.
There were 257,667 workers on H-2A visas in 2019.
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substantial risk of infection to workers in essential industries, such as food
and agriculture, many workers may consider employment in jobs at wages
they would have considered unacceptable before the pandemic. Therefore,
it is worth examining how COVID-19 could impact workers” reservation
wage to accept essential food and agricultural jobs.

We can analyze changes in employee job standards from a job-search theo-
retic point of view. In a job-search model, an unemployed worker accepts a
job if the wage — often considered a bundle of job attributes, including wage
rate, risk, prestige, location, etc. —is above their reservation wage (defined
as the lowest acceptable wage for a given job). The reservation wage is deter-
mined by the value of unemployment benefits minus job search cost plus the
net-present expected value of receiving a wage offer greater than the reserva-
tion wage. The COVID-19 pandemic could have conflicting impacts on the
reservation wage: The increase in unemployment benefits (making unem-
ployment less painful) and higher chance of exposure to COVID-19 (enhanc-
ing health risk of employment) through work will increase the reservation
wage, implying workers will be more hesitant in accepting essential jobs. By
contrast, the enhanced risk of being laid off, severe income shock, and lower
probability of receiving a high-paying job offer will lower workers’ reserva-
tion wage, implying workers are more willing to accept essential jobs. The
longer the pandemic continues to stymie the food-service industry, to cause
wide-spread outbreaks at meatpacking plants, and to decimate workers’
income and the overall economy, the more likely workers’ reservation wage
will fall. Next, we gain insight into how the pandemic has impacted past, cur-
rent, and potential low-skilled food-supply-chain workers by assessing their
attitude toward food production, guest workers, and the government’s
response to COVID-19.

Survey Results

Through surveys administered before and during the spread of the corona-
virus, we assess the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on low-skilled
domestic workers’ attitudes toward food production, agricultural guest
workers, immigration policy, level of concern of a food shortage, and whether
shelter-in-place orders and economic damage are justified by comparing
these two surveys. The surveys were administered online within the US using
Dynata, which has a country demographic-balanced representative sample
(Lorch, Cavallaro, and van Ossenbruggen 2010). The surveys targeted low-
skilled domestic workers that are most likely to compete with H-2A workers
for agricultural field jobs by restricting the sample to respondents with
income below $50,000, without a college degree, and who are below the retire-
ment age of sixty-five.

The survey was conducted in two rounds. The first round of surveys was
collected before the first known case of COVID-19 between November 18 to
November 22, 2019. Of the 612 total respondents, 322 were in the control
group and 290 were given additional information regarding the need for agri-
culture field workers and the use of H-2A visas to fill this need when domestic
workers are not available (see Supplemental Material for information set 1 in
Appendix S1). The second round of surveys was collected in the middle of the
pandemic between April 8 and April 13, 2020. Of the 1,036 total respondents,
345 were in the control group, 345 were given the same information set on
agriculture field workers and H-2A visas as in the first round, and 346 were
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given an information set on the impact of COVID-19 on agricultural produc-
tion (see Supplemental Material for information set 2 in Appendix S1).°
Table 1 reports the questions administered in the surveys. Questions 1-4
are not specific to COVID-19 and ask if food is a national security issue,
degree of empathy toward H-2A workers, political bias toward immigration
policy, and level of knowledge of the H-2A guest-worker program. Questions
5-9 are related to COVID-19 and ask about the importance of food production
amid the crisis, level of concern of a food shortage, whether the shelter-in-
place orders are an under-reaction or over-reaction, if the economic damage

Table 1 Questions Asked in the Survey

Questions Answer range

Both pre- and post-COVID1-19 survey

Q1 Do you consider food production a Yes; No; Unsure
national security issue?

Q2 Interms of immigration policy, with 1
having a very liberal bias and 7
having a very conservative bias,
what is your political leaning?

Q3  With 1 being no empathy and 7 being
extremely empathetic, what is your
level of empathy toward H-2A
workers (foreign workers on a
temporary visa to work in
agricultural fields)?

Q4 Whatis your level of knowledge about
the H-2A Guest Worker Program?

Only in the post-COVID1-19 survey

1 (very liberal) to 7 (very conservative)

1 (no empathy) to 7 (extremely
empathetic)

1 (very unfamiliar) to 7 (very familiar)

Q5 How important is agriculture food 1 (Less important than before the
production amid the coronavirus crisis) to 5 (More important than
crisis? before the crisis)

Q6  Please rate how concerned you are 1 (Not concerned at all) to 5
about the US having a food shortage (Extremely concerned)
due to the effect of COVID-19 on
agricultural food workers?

Q7  With shelter-in-place orders in most 1 (Extremely underreacting) to 5
states, is the US government (Extremely overreacting)
overreacting or under reacting to the
crisis?

Q8 Please rate your level of agreement 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly
with the following statement, “The agree)
economic damage caused by the
shelter-in-place orders is justified to
keep hospitals from becoming
overwhelmed and to save as many
lives as possible.”

Q9 Have you experienced a loss of income  Yes, Permanently; Yes, temporarily;

due to COVID-19?

Yes, hours reduce; No

®This survey was administered as part of a larger research project analyzing the impact of nonpecuniary
benefits on US domestic workers’ willingness to accept agricultural field jobs, see Luckstead et al. (2020).
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from shelter-in-place orders is justified to save lives, and whether income loss
occurred due to COVID-19.

Table 2 reports and compares mean responses of the pre-COVID-19 respon-
dents to those of the post-COVID-19 respondents (those surveyed during the
pandemic) for the full sample, the control group subsample with no addi-
tional information, and the subsample that viewed information set 1. The
analysis shows that, for the full sample, only 33.8% (=100 x 0.338) of respon-
dents consider food a national security issue (question 1 in table 1) before the
crisis, but this number jumped to 40.8% (=100 x 0.408) amid the crisis; this dif-
ference in means is statistically significant. This finding suggests that, even
though COVID-19 did increase respondents” overall concern, the majority
of working-class Americans do not find food a national security issue. It is
worth noting that the survey was administered in early April as meat proces-
sing plants started to close due to coronavirus outbreaks. However, for the
control group and information set 1 subsamples, while the percent of respon-
dents that consider food a national security issue is similar to the full sample,
the difference in mean before and during COVID-19 are no longer statistically
significant. This lack of significant differences in means for these subsamples
is expected because these subgroups were not provided any additional infor-
mation on food or national security.

The survey indicates that respondents generally had a slight conservative
bias toward immigration policy. Specifically, with 4 indicating neutral politi-
cal views on a 1 to 7 scale, respondents” average ranking for question 2 in
table 2 was just on the conservative side of the midpoint, ranging between
4.038 to 4.208 for all three groups and for both before and after the pandemic.
As anticipated, the coronavirus outbreak did not impact respondents’ politi-
cal biases on immigration policy, as the differences in means before and dur-
ing COVID-19 are not statistically different.

Focusing on guest workers, despite a general lack of familiarity with the H-
2A program both before and during the pandemic (i.e., the average scores
were below the mid-point for question 4 in table 2, ranging from 2.451 to
2.723),” respondents showed sympathy toward agricultural guest workers,
with average scores above the midpoint, ranging from 4.742 to 5.100. Further-
more, the coronavirus outbreak increased respondents’ sympathies toward
H-2A workers, as the mean responses are slightly larger, though statistically
significant, after COVID-19 for the full sample and control group. These
heightened sympathies are likely due to agricultural workers being classified
as essential workers —which puts them at higher risk of exposure to COVID-
19 —to keep the food supply chain functioning.

Table 3 reports the mean responses for the survey conducted during the
spread of the coronavirus and compares differences in means for the control
group and information set 1 and for information set 1 and information set
2. As previously mentioned, information set 2 was only given to respondents
in the 2nd round survey (i.e., during COVID-19). For questions 1-4, the mean
responses are largely consistent in magnitude with those reported in table 2.
Apart from a statistically higher mean for information set 2 compared to that
of information set 1 for question 1, information sets 1 and 2 did not lead to

”As would be expected, COVID-19 generally did not impact respondents’ knowledge of the H-2A program
as the mean values before and after the pandemic are statistically insignificant for the full sample and the
information set 1 subsample, though the control groups does show a slight increase in mean after the
pandemic.
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statistical differences in means for these first four questions. Thus, since infor-
mation set 2 contained information on the impact of COVID-19 on agricul-
tural production, it would be expected that this information might increase
concern of food as a national security issues, but have no impact on immigra-
tion outcomes unrelated to the pandemic. However, it is striking that the food
and COVID-19 related information set 2 only increases the mean by 5.5%,
which further confirms that over half the respondents do not view food as a
national security issue, even amid a global pandemic that created extensive
disruptions to the food supply chain.

With a midpoint of 3 on a 1 to 5 scale, the survey indicates that, for the full
postoutbreak sample, with an average response of 3.970, respondents gener-
ally found food production to be an important issue since the coronavirus out-
break (question 5 in table 1). Interestingly, information set 1 on H-2A workers
did lead to a slight, but statistically significant, increase in means from 3.870 to
3.991 relative to the control group, whereas information set 2 on the impact of
COVID-19 on the food supply chain did not lead to a statistically significant
difference in means relative to that for information set 1. Respondents also
indicated concern that COVID-19 will result in a food shortage (question 6)
with mean responses in the range of 3.687 to 3.873, above the midpoint. How-
ever, neither information set led to statistically significant differences in
means.

Our survey results also indicate that respondents generally agree with the
stay-at-home or shelter-in-place orders given by state governors. Specifically,
when asked if the shelter-in-place orders are an over- or underreaction (ques-
tion 7), the mean responses in the range of 2.957 to 3.055 envelop the mid-
point. These results are consistent with national polls that about 80% of
Americans approved of the shelter-in-place orders on a bipartisan basis
(Chappell 2020). Corroborating the shelter-in-place results, respondents also
generally agree that, with mean responses ranging between 3.777 and 3.942
greater than the midpoint, the economic damage caused by the shelter-in-
place orders is justified to keep hospitals from becoming overwhelmed and
to save as many lives as possible (question 8). For both questions 5 and 8, infor-
mation set 1 increased the mean relative to the control group, while informa-
tion set 2 did not lead to a statistically significant difference in the mean
relative to information set 1. This finding could be a result of the substantial
media coverage on the importance of agricultural workers in keeping the food
supply chain running since the start of the pandemic, which made informa-
tion set 2 superfluous. Thus, this suggests that working-class Americans are
responsive to clear and concise communication of the impact of this pandemic
on food production. Finally, our results indicate that about half of the respon-
dents have experienced income loss (either permanent, temporary, or reduc-
tion in hours) because of the pandemic.

Next, we analyze how various factors (e.g., gender, political leaning, infor-
mation set 1 and 2, income, etc.) impacted respondents” answers to questions
1, 3, 5-8 in the survey. For this analysis, we run ordered Logistic regressions
with answers to the questions as the dependent variable and the various fac-
tors as independent variables. Based on the regression results, we calculate
the marginal effect for each factor. Table 4 reports the marginal effects for
questions 1 and 3 that were asked in both the pre- and post-COVID-19 sur-
veys. The second column in table 4 reports the marginal impacts on the prob-
ability of answering “Yes” to question 1 (is food a national security issue). Key
factors that significantly influenced respondents’ answers include gender,

391



Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy

YSIE] a4V [/£7G) puv “WnIPaN a4v (G'g] ‘007 Sv panfissvpo auv (§°T) a8uv4 ayg u1 g3 pa4amsup Juyj Spuapuodsay] | ‘sjaea) ouvdfiusis 4100 > PUv ‘10°0°S0°0
T°0 Y} 10 QOUDIIUSIS DJVIIPUL g’ sene”s " 'SISAYF UV UL 24D S10449 pAvpUD]S "AJa01300dS24 ‘SU01S5248a.4 01351807 AaPAD) PUD DYSISOT ayj 1oL paguinous aav €73 puv 17 40f spovduiy [purSIvp 90N

(++1000°0) T000°0 (+%1000°0) T0000— (+0000°0) T0000—
(+x900°0) €10°0— (++¥00°0) 800°0 (++200°0) S00°0
(++%600°0) 0£0°0— (+%x900°0) 610°0 (++x%00°0) T10°0
(110°0) 2T0°0 (£00°0) 800°0— (%00°0) S00°0—
(+T10°0) TTO'0 (+800°0) ¥10°0— (+500°0) 800°0—
(++x800°0) 0F0°0 (+x500°0) STO'0— (+x€00°0) STO'0—

(+xT000°0) TOO0'0

(£+900°0) €10°0—
(#x600°0) 920°0
(210°0) 010°0
(210°0) T10°0

parenbs a8y

a3y

uonerdrurwr o} 30adsar yaim Surresy (ednIoJ
USIPIYD JO IquIinN

awodur [

werdord Y] Yim Ajrrerrure

(++800°0) 920°0 s12I0M Y¢-H 10§ Ayredug
(££0°0) 1000 (€20°0) 100°0— (%10°0) $000°0— (++26€0°0) 90T°0 7 19S UOTjeuLIoju]
(¥8€0°0) 890°0 (x€20°0) TFO'0— (xS10°0) 920°0— (0%0°0) €20°0 as[duresqns p1ao) 1504
(¥50°0) 1€0°0— (€€0°0) 610°0 (220°0) 2100 (£80°0) €10°0 uondeIRIUL qIAQD-1S0J Pue T 39S o]
(6£0°0) S¥0°0 (S20°0) 820°0— (#10°0) £10°0— (2¥0°0) 020°0 T 195 UOT eULIOJU]
(190°0) 0£0°0 (T¥0°0) 9%0°0— (610°0) ¥20°0— (€90°0) TOT'0 [eUOISS2J01]
(8%0°0) 1000 (0£0°0) 100°0— (810°0) T00°0— (150°0) 890°0 [ooYyos aperD)
(920°0) 910°0— (910°0) 010°0 (010°0) 900°0 (920°0) T10°0— [exny
(0€0°0) 8€0°0— (610°0) ¥20°0 (110°0) ¥10°0 (1€0°0) 810°0 9AT}EAIISUOD)
(£€0°0) T2O0 (#20°0) ¥10°0— (€10°0) 800°0— (+++8€0°0) €FT0 PR 3V 1sed
(€50°0) 0€0°0— (1£0°0) 8100 (120°0) T10°0 (++27S0°0) 9020 pRId 8y jua1m)
(+4x520°0) 00T°0— (+%x910°0) 2900 (++010°0) 8€0°0 (x920°0) 0500 SN
YSiH wnipay Mo EEN
Apmdag 10

LJD[IOM VZ-H premo], Ayjedwy jo 33183 €0

¢ pue T suonsang) J0J 10953y [eursIe|N § d[qeL

392



Labor Issues in the Food Supply Chain Amid the COVID-19 Pandemic

current and past experience working in agricultural field jobs, information set
2, degree of empathy for H-2A workers, political bias in immigration policy,
and age. The results show that for males, the probability of considering food
a nonnational security issue increased by a modest 0.05. Respondents with
current or past experience in agriculture were substantially more likely to find
food production a national security issue: those employed in field work at the
time of the survey had the strongest marginal impact of 0.21, while those
employed in agriculture before the survey had a lower marginal impact of
0.14. However, the novel coronavirus pandemic alone did not alter respon-
dents’ view on this issue (the indicator variable identifying respondents from
the post-COVID survey is statistically insignificant), while more information
on the impact of COVID on the food supply is associated with an increase in
respondents’ concern of food as a national security issue (marginal impact of
0.106). Empathy for H-2A workers and conservative political leaning both
have small, yet statistically significant, impacts of 0.026. Finally, age has the
smallest significant effect of —0.013, indicating older respondents are less
likely to see food as a national security issue.

The marginal impacts of various factors that influenced respondents’ level
of empathy toward H-2A workers are reported in the third through fifth col-
umns of table 4.8 The results show that males, the COVID-19 pandemic, H-2A
family members, income level, political leaning, and age all impact respon-
dents’ degree of empathy. Males, conservative political leaning toward immi-
gration policy, and respondents over fifty increased the likelihood of showing
a low degree of empathy by 0.038, 0.011, and 0.005, respectively, while they
lowered the probability of a high degree of empathy by 0.100, 0.030, and
0.013. As expected, the COVID-19 pandemic, having a higher degree of famil-
iarity with the H-2A program, and having a relatively higher income level
lowered the probability of a low degree of empathy by 0.015 and 0.008,
respectively, and increased the probability of a high degree of empathy of
H-2A workers by 0.040 and 0.022. Therefore, these results suggest conserva-
tive males are most likely to have low empathy for H-2A workers, whereas
higher income females that are familiar with H-2A visas are most likely to
be empathetic.

The marginal impact of factors that influenced respondents” answers to the
COVID-19-related questions 5-8 that were only in the survey administered
during the pandemic are reported in table 5. For question 5 on the importance
of agricultural food production amid the pandemic (columns 2-4),” only three
factors influenced respondents’ answers: gender, household income, and
information set 2. The results indicate that male respondents were less likely
to be concerned about food production during COVID-19. For instance, for
less concerned, the marginal impact of males was positive at 0.015, indicating
males were more likely to select this option; whereas for more concerned, the
marginal impact of —0.067 indicates males were less likely to select this
option. However, respondents that viewed information set 2 generally
showed greater concern for food production amid the pandemic, as were

8In the survey, for question 3, respondents answered on a scale 1-7. To simplify the marginal analysis and
limit the size of Table 4, we sort respondents into three groups based on their degree of empathy: low (1,3),
medium [3,5), and high (5,7].

°In the survey, for questions 5-8, respondents answered on a scale 1-5. To simplify the marginal analysis
and limit the size of Table 4, we sort respondents into three groups. For question 5, the groups are low (1,2),
medium [2,4), and high (4,5]; we used similar breakdowns for questions 6-8.
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those with higher incomes. For example, information set 2 reduced the likeli-
hood that respondents fell into the “Less” group by 0.018, while increasing
the probability that they were in the “More” group by 0.079.

For the level of concern of a COVID-19-induced food shortage (question
6, table 5, columns 5-7), seven factors — gender, working in an agricultural
field job (past or present), conservative political affiliation, information set
2, number of children, and political views on immigration —impacted respon-
dents” answers. As with question 5, male respondents were not as concerned
of a food shortage due to COVID-19 as seen by the positive marginal impact
of 0.087 for “Not” concerned and negative impact of 0.166 for “Extreme.”
Respondents with current field jobs and past field jobs are more likely to be
concerned (marginal effect of 0.144 and 0.071 for “Extreme”). Information
set 2 led to respondents becoming more concerned of a food shortage. This
enhanced concern is observed by the negative marginal impact of 0.012 for
“Not” and a positive impact of 0.024 for “Extreme.” With the addition of each
child to a household, the probability of being highly concerned increases by
0.026. Regarding political views, conservative affiliation increases the proba-
bility of being in the “Not” group by 0.012 and decreased the probability of
being in the “Extreme” group by 0.023. While these seem contradictory, the
conservative variable is binary, while the view on immigration is treated as
continuous with a range 1-7 and mean of 4.1.

Seven factors—gender, current agricultural field position, conservative
affiliation, no high school degree, professional degree, income level, and
political bias toward immigration policy —impacted respondents’ opinion
about whether the shelter-in-place orders were under-reactions or over-
reactions to the pandemic (question 7, columns 8-10, table 5). Males, workers
employed in an agricultural field job at the time of the survey, conservative
affiliation, no high school degree, respondents holding a professional/ techni-
cal degree, and respondents with a conservative bias in immigration policy
were all less likely to find the shelter-in-place order an underreaction (with
marginal impacts of —0.098, —0.173, —0.056, —0.112, —0.107, —0.035, respec-
tively) and more likely to find the shelter-in-place orders an overreaction
(with marginal impacts of 0.093, 0.212, 0.052, 0.125, 0.119, and 0.033). How-
ever, respondents with higher income levels were more likely to find the
order an under-reaction (0.038) and less likely to find the orders an overreac-
tion (—0.036).

For question 8 on the respondents” attitude about whether the economic
damage was justified to keep hospitals from being overwhelmed and save
lives (columns 11-13), only three factors influenced respondents” answers:
gender, current agricultural field position, and information set 1. Male
respondents were more likely to disagree and less likely to agree, with mar-
ginal effects of 0.021 and —0.057, respectively, that the economic damage
was justified to save lives. However, respondents currently working in an
agricultural field job or provided information set 1 were less likely to disagree
and more likely to agree with the statement as demonstrated by marginal
impacts of —0.30 and —0.20, respectively, for “Disagree”.

Conclusion

COVID-19-induced stay-at-home orders for nonessential workers and ill-
ness of essential workers are major factors that led to disruptions in the food
supply chain. While many food-service industry workers were deemed
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unessential, workers from field jobs picking fruit, to meat-packing plants, to
delivery and retail were all deemed essential and continued to work during
the pandemic. This inherently enhances the exposure risk of essential workers
due to the difficulties of social distancing in the shoulder-to-shoulder working
conditions. Despite attempts at social distancing, COVID-19 rapidly spread
among workers, particularly in labor-intensive agricultural production and
meatpacking (Ho 2020; Schlosser 2020). Therefore, despite the essential
workers status, the rapid spread sidelined many infected workers. This led
to difficulties in harvesting crops, reduced production capacity, and several
meatpacking plants to close, which disrupted the food supply chain.

By surveying low-skilled domestic workers before and during the spread of
COVID-19, this paper analyzed how the pandemic impacted these workers’
views on H-2A guest workers, food production, immigration policy, level of
concern of a food shortage, and if shelter-in-place orders and economic dam-
age are justified. For questions in both the pre- and post-COVID surveys, the
outbreak resulted in respondents, on average, shifting their view toward food
being a national security issue and a higher degree of empathy for H-2A guest
workers. As expected, the pandemic did not impact respondents’ political
views on immigration or general knowledge about the H-2A guest worker
program. The results also suggest that providing an additional information
set on the impact of COVID-19 on agricultural field workers did not impact
average responses to questions related to empathy toward H-2A guest
workers, to food production, to immigration policy, to concern of a food
shortage, and to whether the shelter-in-place orders and economic damage
are justified. This is likely because of media saturation on COVID-19 and food
supply chains amid the pandemic.

The regression analysis provides strong evidence that gender (a) played a
strong role in influencing the responses and (b) is the only factor that was sta-
tistically significant for all of the questions in tables 4 and 5. Men generally
showed less empathy toward H-2A workers and less concern about the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on food production and food shortages.
They are also less likely to agree that the shelter-in-place order and economic
damage are justified. Other important factors include currently working in
agricultural field jobs, which impacted respondents” answer for questions
6-8 and information set 2, which impacted responses for questions 5, 6, and 8.

Policy makers and business leaders must develop methods to protect essen-
tial workers through effective social distancing strategies or equipment that
reduces the risk of infection while keeping essential workers on the job. A
pandemic will impact workers” assessment of the minimum wage necessary
for them to accept a job: enhanced unemployment benefits and risk of expo-
sure to COVID-19 will increase the reservation wage or make workers less
willing to work. However, greater layoff risk, severe income shocks, and
lower chance of receiving a high-paying job offer will lower the reservation
wage or make workers more willing to work. Disentangling these two coun-
teracting effects on workers” employment decisions will be an important area
of research as the pandemic continues or subsides.

Supporting information

Additional supporting information may be found online in the Supporting
Information section at the end of the article.
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