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I sat down at a long brown table, four feet away from a man and woman sipping coffee 

out of Styrofoam cups and then overheard my first Labor Ready conversation.   

“He fucked my girl, and I knew it was him. I knew where he worked. I knew where he 

walked to get home at night, so I hid a gun in the alley, and I followed him.  I grabbed the gun 

and was following him for a few blocks, but a friend saw me walking and yelled for me. I went 

over to him, and he found out what I was up to.  He got me to stop. Goddamn I woulda killed 

him if he hadn’t stopped me.”   

“Shit your lucky,” the woman said earnestly.   

“I am. You know, my life’s been hard, but I’m gonna make it.”  

“You’re doin’ it, you’re doin it,” she said after she took another sip of coffee.  

The company Labor Ready, now traded on the stock market as TrueBlue, Inc., knows just 

how powerful and profitable the blue collar worker can be. They have spent the last two decades 

making big profits off them and the most disenfranchised and desperate of society, including the 

homeless, recovering and current drug addicts, and those with mental illness. The catchy slogan 

“Work Today, Paid Today” in big red letters outside of their dispatch offices has given millions 

of the unemployed whip lash, a knee jerk reaction to walk in and get saved from empty 

stomachs, empty wallets, and empty days. This last summer I was one of them. 

Years ago, while I was happily employed at the Teen Recovery Center making $10 an 

hour, I had driven by the “Work Today, Paid Today” sign on South Higgins Avenue. I had seen 

the haggard looking men, and the occasional woman, through the glass windows sitting in rows 

of white plastic chairs.  I read the types of jobs that they offered posted on the glass: 

manufacturing, assembly, industrial, processing, construction. It read like a hit list of all the jobs 

I dreaded the most. But, I thought that one day I would try it out as a sociological experiment, 

just to see what it would be like. Months went by, and I could never muster the willpower to go 

in until finally the idea was forgotten, that is until this last June.  

With my Wells Fargo checking account in the negative, $35 overdraft fees mounting, and 

no savings left after six months without working, I remembered the Labor Ready building and its 

promise of cash in hand by the end of the day.  I decided I would go in and give it a try, not out 

of some smug experiment but out of necessity. I was broke, with no groceries in the fridge, and 

more and more bills on the way. So, I made up my mind. I was going to work for Labor Ready, a 

company that, according to the National Alliance for Fair Employment, boasts a 25% chance of 

injury for its workers, a company whose workers are “five times more likely to get hurt than a 

miner”.   

With high unemployment rates and businesses often unable to afford the permanent staff 

they need, the day labor industry in the United States is growing.  Labor Ready is the nation’s 

leader in this field, providing temporary, unskilled labor to businesses in need, and at the same 

time providing jobs to thousands looking for a paycheck. Glen Welstad founded Labor Ready in 

1989. He was a businessman who had previously made millions owning numerous Village Inn 

and Hardees franchises.  From that initial Labor Ready office in Tacoma, WA, the company has 

swelled to over 700 branches in the U.S., Canada, and the United Kingdom. Along the way, they 

have changed their name and bought up other staffing companies, expanding services to include 



trucking and transportation, aviation mechanics, and skilled labor to meet the needs of the 

residential, commercial, industrial, and even governmental sectors.  

In the 1990’s, while many entrepreneurs were riding the financial boom of tech 

businesses and dot coms, Glen Welstad was busy making money in a decidedly old fashioned 

way. Think Great Depression old fashioned, where hordes of homeless wait in line just hoping 

their names get called for a job, willing to do almost anything for any amount of pay. Glen 

suddenly held the power of a never-ending supply of laborers, ready and willing to be at his beck 

and call.  Within a decade, Labor Ready was topping a billion dollars in revenue every year 

while paying substandard wages, tacking on fees for transportation, safety equipment, and check 

cashing along with exposing workers to high risk jobs without adequate training. With this 

growth came accusations by many that their business practices violated state law, and a trail of 

lawsuits, both individual and class-action ensued.  

When I told my sisters about my decision to work for Labor Ready, they related their 

brief encounter a year earlier.  They were in a similarly desperate time, and were also lured in by 

the promise of cash. In a matter of minutes though, their ambitions were shot down, and they 

were banned nationally from working with Labor Ready for an entire year.  In order to be hired 

by Labor Ready you first have to pass a 73 item behavioral screening, designed to eliminate 

those who are angry, violent, drug addicts, and thieves.  Both my sisters failed the test. Not 

because they were any of those things, but because the test involves looking at a questionnaire 

book, then inputting your answers into a small antiquated electronic box with no numbers on the 

screen to correlate with the question you are on in the book. So, if by chance your mind lapses in 

attention as you’re contemplating the horrors of industrial cleanup to come and you skip a 

question, you will find yourself inputting the wrong answers for the rest of the test, being labeled 

unfit for temporary labor, and blacklisted by Labor Ready offices. 

Forewarned with this information, I took the test more carefully and passed, despite the 

questions designed to entrap me into bragging about the goods I’ve stolen from past employers, 

or my solid resolve not to snitch, or how I can settle disputes with impressive fighting skills.  

“I’m glad I passed,” I said to the receptionist, somewhat distracted by her over 

application of makeup.  “I didn’t know if I was going to, because my sisters said they failed, and 

there’s nothing wrong with them.”   

“Yeah, it’s strange. You can never tell who’s gonna pass this thing or not, not by looks, 

not by anything.”  

“Huh,” I replied, sure there was a good lesson in what she said, but equally sure that the 

testing apparatus was prone to human error, especially when many people take the test bleary 

eyed at 5:30 in the morning.   

After completing the ‘behavioral screening’, I completed a safety quiz, which was a 

multiple choice pen and paper test. Designed to make sure I knew how to properly use basic 

safety equipment like ladders and goggles. It also delved into the darker side of temporary labor, 

like teaching me to recognize the signs of being poisoned by chemicals or what to do if I come 

into contact with asbestos. It showed graphic pictures of hands missing fingers and men being hit 

by garbage trucks. One part that stuck out to me was the detailed instructions on recognizing the 

levels of heat exhaustion and when to seek medical attention.   

“This is going to be great,” I thought, imagining myself passed out with my hard hat in 

the dirt, body temperature approaching critical levels.  



I turned my test in though and passed this one too. I was officially ready to work as a 

Labor Ready employee, but all the dispatching was over for the day. The receptionist told me I 

would need to return in the morning. 

My alarm was set for 4:45 AM in order to make it to the 5:30 opening.  When my alarm 

sounded, I thought to myself, “There’s no way in hell I can do this.”  I shut it off and wrapped 

the blankets tightly around my head, vowing that I would try again the next day. I did, and drove 

through the cold morning air down to Labor Ready on my scooter, the only transportation I had 

after selling my car months earlier. At 5:40 AM I signed in and was one of seven beleaguered 

men and one damn tough looking woman, all waiting, just hoping for our names to be called so 

we could get a job and fill our empty pockets and fill our empty day.   

 More laborers came in after me between 6 and 8 AM. If you are fortunate you work for a 

company and they can request Labor Ready to keep sending you back.  Then, you can pick up 

your work ticket and go right to the job without having to wait around for hours in uncertainty. 

By 7 AM, some calls started coming in, and some names started to be called.  A Native 

American man wearing a black Nike t-shirt and sneakers with holes was the first to get a job. His 

sneakers stood out to me as he moved past signs warning everyone to wear steel toed boots for 

protection. He walked by an older man sitting at a table with a stocking cap and a mustache 

stained brown. With his 12 oz. bag of tobacco he rolled cigarettes by the dozen to pass the time. 

The Native man continued on past a guy reading a book.  Out of all of us, well over a dozen by 

now, only one person brought a book, only one person reading. The rest of us just sat staring into 

space, mostly in silence. It was too early to talk, too early to think.  After about five or six names 

were called, I was starting to get nervous.   

“Please God,” I thought, “let my name be called, just nothing with toxic chemicals or 

jackhammers.” Finally, it came.  

“James. James Michael.”   

I grabbed my work gloves and sack lunch and walked up to the counter, feeling like I was 

about to be served a prison sentence.   

“We got a job for you if you want it. You’ll be loading mattresses today.”   

I must have given a sigh of relief, like a defendant hearing a plea of not guilty. The 

qualification was that I needed to be able to lift 75 to 150 lbs. repeatedly and over long distances. 

I graciously accepted. No chemicals, no special safety equipment, no tool belts, just my hands 

and my back.  

“It’s hard work, but there’s a lot of glass time too. You may not get done ‘till eight or 

nine tonight.”  

“Glass time?” I asked.  

“I mean drive time, hauling loads to the dump, making deliveries, that sorta thing.”   

“Got it. That’s fine.” 

 I wrote down directions and walked out of the office with my work ticket in hand. I was 

to report to my supervisor at the warehouse by 8 AM. I went outside into the chill morning air 

with the others to smoke and talk about the jobs we got.   

“This your first time with Slaver Ready?” An older guy with a crew cut asked me.  

“Slaver Ready? I never heard that one before.”  

“Damn, it is your first time. That’s what it is, just waitin and waitin so we can make shit 

for pay.” I later learned that a website with that name was created to collect and record worker 

complaints, only to quickly be shut down by Labor Ready on the pretense of copyright 



infringement. Our conversation continued for another minute before I had to leave for my 

assignment.  

After I arrived at the mattress warehouse and checked in with my supervisor, the last 

words I heard him say were shouted to the assistant manager. 

 “You keep those temps busy today, were paying for them, I want them working. If you 

have any downtime you get them sweeping floors.”  

Later I was told by the assistant manager that Labor Ready charges them $17 an hour for 

my services, in comparison to the minimum wage I was receiving. An article in the Journal of 

Labor and Society calls this the “shifting of business costs onto the working poor.” By charging 

fees for safety equipment, transportation, and check cashing, and paying temp laborers a wage 

far less than the money they charge the businesses who use their services, Labor Ready has 

maximized its profits at the extent of its workers.  

I worked until 9 PM that day, loading and unloading mattresses, taking beds apart and 

putting them together, from mansions to mobile homes, to the dump to the warehouse, and back 

again.  The mattresses would go up wheelchair ramps and spiral staircases, to the top floor in the 

elevators of apartment buildings or down to the kid’s room in the basement. They were dragged 

past expensive vases and quaint family portraits, bent through tight doorways and snaked down 

hallways, all the while my co-worker barking orders on how careful I should be. But, after I 

ended that night, with sore back and sore neck, I had earned the golden ticket. They wanted me 

to return the next day. No waiting in line at 5:30 AM.  At least for another day I had job security. 

By the time I was done with work the Labor Ready office was closed. I worked today, but my 

pay would have to wait until tomorrow.  

The next day I went in to get my dispatch ticket for another days work and collect my pay 

from the day before.  The Labor Ready secretary explained that I could either receive my pay as 

a check or get cash directly from the CDM, or cash dispensing machine in the office. Going to 

my bank would be useless as they wouldn’t even cash it since my account balance was negative, 

so I opted to use the CDM. The CDMs in Labor Ready dispatch offices charge a dollar fee. They 

also conveniently do not dispense any change, and they automatically round any change down to 

the lowest dollar, so if you are owed 44.95 for the day, you will only be paid $43 dollars. This 

doesn’t seem like much, but it is a deduction of up to 5% of a worker’s average daily wage, and 

if you find yourself working for Labor Ready, every dollar counts. Labor Ready knows just how 

much it can add up: In the year 2000 alone they raked in 8.3 million dollars from their cash 

machine fees.  An amount which far surpasses the 2 million dollars they boast about donating to 

community development projects cumulatively since 2003 on their “social responsibility” 

webpage.  This check cashing fee led Janet Napolitano, now the current Secretary of Homeland 

Security under Barack Obama and former Governor of Arizona to file a lawsuit against Labor 

Ready in 2002. She contended that their check cashing fees violated state law.  She won, 

recouping $150,000 for workers and non-profits in her state.    

“An honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay” is one of Labor Ready’s slogans. It 

infuriated me as the cash machine spit out a thin stack of bills onto the tray. Not factoring in any 

of my wait time at the Labor Ready office or travel time to the job, I made exactly six dollars an 

hour after taxes and fees. Factoring in wait time, I was in five dollar an hour territory.  But I 

fared better than most, due to the number of hours I worked and the relative safety of my job. No 

grease traps, no chemicals, no masks, no garbage trucks, no missing fingers. 

I put the money in my wallet and thought the same thing that every Labor Ready 

employee must think when they see a little green: It’s better than nothing. This simple thought is 



the power that has given Labor Ready its success the past two decades. It’s the power they wield 

over those in desperate times. I talked to men and women there who were working hard day after 

day for Labor Ready, yet they were sleeping in the woods just trying to scrape together what they 

earned and save some of it up. Labor Ready does provide a necessary service to this community 

and to the unemployed, but it is also exploiting them as it seeks maximum profits at the expense 

of worker rights, safety, and dignity. They know that there will always be people who cannot 

afford to withhold their labor, who cannot afford to exercise their power and make demands. It is 

doubtful that Labor Ready, the dominant corporation in the temporary labor industry, will ever 

change, though some action has been successful against them.  One can only hope that 

something else might rise up in its place, right here in Missoula, a non-profit hiring hall to rival 

Labor Ready. It would network with community social services and work to treat poverty and 

unemployment rather than focusing on profiting from it. It would be an organization that actually 

pays an honest day’s wage for an honest day’s work, honors worker rights and protects them 

from situations that lead to working in dangerous conditions. Then this community and this 

country would really have something.  It would give some power back to the blue collar worker 

and the working poor.    


