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Findings
Assess the scale and scope of impacts of the 
labor shortage on mushroom farm businesses.

Examine factors that motivate workers 
(particularly harvesters) to stay or leave a farm.

Identify similarities and gaps between worker 
and employer perspectives on the labor 
shortage. 
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Methodology

• American Mushroom Institute
• Population Research Institute (Penn State)
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• Sept-Nov, 2018
• 60 interviews 
• 6 farms
• All in Spanish
• Conducted at worksite
• 25 to 45 minutes
• Socio-demographics, 

advantages/ 
disadvantages of job, 
occupational safety, 
immigration concerns

Worker Interviews 

• Feb-March, 2019
• 20 valid responses
• Online
• 15 to 30 minutes
• Size, extent and 

impacts of labor 
shortage, retention 
and recruitment 
efforts

Farm Owner Survey

JOB Women Men All
Harvester 14 33 47
Weigher/ Packer 0 1 1
Supervisor 1 5 6
Cleaning, maintenance 0 3 3

FAMILY STATUS Total (N=60)
single - no children 17%
single - with children in US 8%
single - with children in home country 3%
married - no children 3%
married with spouse and majority of children in US 57%
married with spouse and majority of children in home country 12%

Totals 100%

Workers Farm Owners
Table 3. Role in business (N=20)

Concerns Workers Farm Owners

Raising Pay is an effective 
retention strategy.

Benefits/ Incentives: 
receives a parallel emphasis 
from both groups.
Scheduling

Stressed over early 
morning hours and long 
working days. 

Reported little success with 
scheduling changes as a 
retention strategy.

Supervisors

These relationships are a 
main concern 

Not mentioned. Merits attention

Chester County, Pennsylvania is home to an estimated 68 
commercial mushroom farms, producing two-thirds of 
all U.S. mushrooms (Holliday, 2018). Historically 
mushrooms were picked by single Latino migrant men; 
today Latinx families are settled in the area and both 
women and men work in harvesting. However, 
employers have identified a widespread labor 
shortage as the principal threat to the future of their 
businesses. 

Table 1. Job roles of interviewed workers (N=60)

Table 2. Family status of interviewed workers (N=60)

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Better pay / paid more for less working hours

Can leave early sometimes

I feel comfortable here / I enjoy it

Year-round job stability

Comfortable temperature/ indoors

Close to home

Not physically difficult

Other reason

Don't need ID / easy to get hired

No advantages at all

Trained in this / experienced

Bosses /workplace environment are good

WHY DO YOU CONTINUE WORKING  ON THIS FARM?
Figure 1. Reasons to continue working on the farm as harvesters (N=44)

Paid for effort

Flexible scheduling

Year-round job stability

Experience and confidence

Commonly Perceived Advantages
“You can earn more, depending on how much 

effort you put in.” (male worker) “Sometimes you need 
permission to go to the school, 
but here it’s more flexible. They 
give you that chance. If there’s 
an emergency, I can get up and 

leave.” (female worker)

I like to work in mushrooms because if you 
earn $500, $600 leaving by 11:00 or 12:00, 

you have a whole half day to do whatever you 
want … and in other places, like construction, 
it’s harder because you have to work … the 

whole day.” (male worker)

Common Concerns
Unstable pay

Early morning hours

Supervisor behavior

A new worker says she doesn’t earn very much 
“because I’m not a very good harvester, maybe 

$400 to $500 per week.”  (female worker) “There are many women that like 
me, like to pick mushrooms. .. But I 

can’t because sometimes I can’t 
get my children up at 5am or 4am.” 

(female worker)

“There are supervisors who don’t behave themselves. They 
don’t let you develop yourself. .. And they favor some 

people over others. (male worker)

“That they 
produce better 

mushrooms. The 
size, the quality; 
it means more 
profit for the 

workers.” (Man)

Raise pay rate 
or improve 

product quality 
(n=32)
52%

Better 
relationships and 

treatment with 
supervisors and 
employers (n=17)

27%

Offer more benefits/ 
incentives (n=13)

21%

Figure 2. Motivations to continue working on the farm as harvesters (N=44)

“They have never asked us how we 
feel about working with the 

supervisor…. There are people who 
leave because of the supervisor’s 
attitude. Imagine a new person 

hired by a labor contractor if they 
have a rude and aggressive 

supervisor, it would be very difficult 
to make a complaint. I’ve seen and 

felt it many times.” (Woman)

“For example, on 
holidays give them a 
bonus or a gift card. 

That’s how they think, 
“I’m going to stay 

here, they’re paying 
me better, they’re 

gifting me things.” Or 
even a meal. (Man)

Role n
Owner/ partner 12
General manager 6

Human resources (HR) director 4
CFO 1

10%
5%

40%

45%
non-existent
mild
moderate
severe

Figure 3. Severity of the current labor shortage (N=20)

Figure 4. Positions currently experiencing a labor shortage (N=19)

Successful Retention Strategies (N=13)

Unsuccessful Retention Strategies (N=9)

Themes Mentions Selected quotes 

Promotions 3 “Promotions.  Our top level supervisors have 
been with us a very long time.”

Change of work 
schedules

2 “the changing of schedules make people feel 
that we favor one person over another”

All worked 2 “All worked well.”

Other 2 “Helpers work but they seem to come and go 
and hurts to create good continuity”

Themes Mentions Selected quotes
Raise wages 6 “…raises helped retention”

None 2 “none that have made a real difference”

Additional benefits 1 “401k.  …” Includes a company match.

Health benefits 1 Medical/Dental Benefits
PTO Plan

Housing and 
transportation

1 “…transportation to work, housing”

Changes to work 
schedule

1 “Probably night shift differential...”

Bonus 1 “We pay an extra penny for harvesters for 
1 year tenure, it is reset if they leave and 

come back”

Social events 1 “social events make people happier…”

All above 1 “All that have been noted above.”

Many employers consider the labor shortage to be severe, 
especially for harvesting positions.

Harvesters’ motivations to stay on a farm are partly based 
upon factors that impact pay. However, 65% live with their 
families here. Therefore, flexibility with scheduling to 
facilitate childcare is perceived as an advantage, and the 
very early morning starting hours are seen as a drawback. 

Workers and farm owners agree on the importance of raising 
pay and providing benefits/ incentives to improve employee 
retention. Yet, workers put more emphasis on difficulties 
with scheduling and supervisors than employers. Similarly, 
Garcia (2006) indicates that “satisfaction with employer” is one 
factor that contributes to workers leaving or staying in the 
mushroom industry. 
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