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I n t r o d u c t i o n
In the last several months, issues of workers' rights at Harvard have received a considerable 
amount of attention. In October 2006, four Latino employees at Harvard's biological laborato-
ries were notified that their work was unnecessary and that they would be laid off, although they 
had seniority over other, non-Latino, workers. In November, security guards and their supporters 
rallied for the right to form a union for the first time since Harvard outsourced their jobs to Al-
liedBarton, a security contractor. Now, in April, as the newly unionized guards are entering into 
contract negotiations, Harvard students are fasting and organizing protests in support of the 
guards. At the same time, Harvard claims to be one of the best employers in the Boston area, 
touting its generous benefits packages and friendly work environments in attempts to attract new 
employees.

Like most other students and student organizations on campus, the Harvard College Democrats 
have heard these competing claims about employment at Harvard. Because of the grave nature 
of many of these allegations, and because we feel that we as an organization should always adopt 
positions based on the best information available, we felt it was only right that we did some re-
search of our own in an attempt to answer the question: ÒAre workers happy here?Ó To find out, 
we conducted interviews with a broad range of employees, from dining hall workers to animal 
technicians in the biolabs, about issues including wages, benefits, working conditions, discrimi-
nation, and job stability.

The workers we interviewed gave us a diverse array of answers. Certainly, some workers at 
Harvard are very happy with their positions; many praised the benefits package and said that 
they received highly competitive wages. However, our interviews also confirmed many of the 
concerns that other student groups and unions have expressed. We spoke with an animal tech-
nician in the biolabs who told us that the environment there was hostile to Latino workers long 
before the eruption of controversy over the layoffs in October. We spoke with several security 
guards who told us that AlliedBarton treated guards unfairly and inconsistently, cutting their 
hours at random, initiating disciplinary measures without following a clear procedure, and even 
firing workers without just cause. We also heard a number of concerns that did not rise to the 
level of abuse or breach of contract, but that nonetheless make work at Harvard less pleasant. In 
sum, while some workers were more than happy to work at Harvard, others felt that the Univer-
sity could provide more benefits or higher wages, and some felt that their employers were out-
right abusive.

As one of the best and most prestigious institutions of higher education in the world, Harvard 
has an obligation to set a moral example for all of its peers. Harvard has acknowledged this obli-
gation in many ways, from its decision to partially divest from Sudan to its ongoing commitment 
to ensure excellence in undergraduate teaching. However, Harvard has not yet fulfilled this ob-
ligation with respect to its non-faculty employees. Although Harvard does not need to pay its 
workers exorbitantly high wages, the University should ensure that fair contracts are honored, 
that workersÕ rights to organize are upheld, and that the compensation workers receive ade-
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quately reflects our respect for their contributions to our community. Failing to immediately ad-
dress the most pressing concerns of abuse and discrimination would be a gross oversight on Har-
vardÕs part and a stain on its public image.

Some may question the importance of those concerns raised by workers that do not rise to the 
level of racial discrimination or illegal firing. It is true that Harvard has no legal obligation to 
make its employees as comfortable as possible. Many of the concerns raised in this report are 
not outright violations of the law, and it would be a mistake to treat every discomfort with the 
same urgency as blatant breaches of contract and federal law. However, we do believe that 
Harvard has a responsibility to provide a higher standard of treatment for its workers, and that it 
has a pragmatic interest in doing so. The benefits for Harvard of addressing workers' concerns 
are numerous. As one Harvard employee told us, a work environment characterized by mutual 
respect and cooperation between employers and employees is vastly more productive and effi-
cient than one in which employees feel as if they are being mistreated. The experience of 
Harvard students and faculty, and HarvardÕs image in the rest of the world, are compromised 
when Harvard employees are subject to unfair working conditions. But more importantly, 
Harvard students' very comfortable lives are made possible by the Harvard employees who clean 
our buildings, cook our meals, and keep our campus safe, and we owe them the highest possible 
standard of respect and fair treatment.

Students at Harvard are directly affected by the work done by these employees, and if Harvard 
fails to mediate labor disputes and to ensure our workers the compensation they deserve, stu-
dents must speak up and advocate on their behalf. The workers here are essential to our quality 
of life; our actions must reflect this fact. Many of the workers we spoke to emphasized that with-
out the activism of Harvard students, they would likely have lower wages, fewer benefits, and 
less favorable working conditions than they do today. The fact that the greatest gaps in account-
ability for employers are in departments where employees have little interaction with students is 
not merely a coincidence. It indicates that when Harvard students are aware of working condi-
tions for Harvard employees, they can advocate for those workers and create change in a way 
that unions alone sometimes cannot. We believe that Harvard students are perfectly placed to 
make sure that Harvard's reputation as a place to work matches its reputation as a place to study. 
Further, we believe that the Harvard College Democrats can make a significant change in work-
ing conditions for Harvard employees if we commit ourselves as an organization to addressing 
the concerns raised in this report. As students who rely on HarvardÕs non-faculty employees, and 
as Democrats who embrace the principle that the most well-off members of society should never 
profit at the expense of the least, we have a responsibility to exercise that leverage and make sure 
that our administration treats those employees with the highest possible standard of respect. We 
therefore issue this report in the hope that the Harvard College Democrats and the student body 
at large will take action to address the concerns expressed here.
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M et h o d o l o g y
 We conducted nine separate interviews of Harvard workers between February and April 
2007. Before conducting each interview, we explained the project to the subject and requested 
permission to record the interview. Several subjects preferred not to be recorded; in those cases, 
we took notes on the interview, and we have paraphrased their comments as closely as possible 
in the report that follows. To protect the workers' confidentiality we have omitted all names and 
as many other identifying details as possible. All interviews were conducted from a standard list 
of questions. All interviews were conducted by members of the Harvard College Democrats.

In most cases we found workers to interview by approaching them randomly on the Harvard 
campus and either arranging an interview time or conducting one on the spot. There are three 
exceptions. The first is a group of three security guards. We originally approached an on-duty 
guard to attempt to arrange an interview; he declined to speak with us but led us to three off-
duty guards, who were meeting at the time to discuss a class-action complaint against one of 
their supervisors. We have quoted from their explanation of the complaint as well as from our 
standard interview. The other two exceptions are an animal technician from the biological labo-
ratories and an accounting assistant in the admissions office who had previously worked as a 
professorÕs staff assistant. The animal technician was one of several on a panel arranged in 
March by the Harvard Coalition for Respect and Equality at the Workplace to raise awareness of 
the allegedly discriminatory layoffs at the biolabs, which had received substantial attention on 
campus during the fall, including a rally of students and workers in December. The accounting 
assistant was not on the panel but introduced herself to the audience at the event as being active 
in the Harvard Union of Clerical and Technical Workers, which includes animal technicians. 
Both interviews were arranged at that meeting.

In total we conducted nine interviews, including the following subjects: a worker at an upper-
class house dining hall; a security guard in one of the upperclass houses; a group of three 
security guards in Harvard Yard; a janitor in one of the upperclass houses; two chefs at a 
Harvard-run cafe (separately from each other); a chef at Annenberg; an animal technician at the 
biological laboratories; and a woman who had worked as a staff assistant to a professor for thir-
teen years, then left that job in 2007 to become an accounting assistant in the department of 
admissions and financial aid. The janitor is employed through a contracting agency, and the 
security guards are contracted through AlliedBarton. The other workers are employed directly 
by Harvard.

We do not claim to provide a broad or statistically representative sample of Harvard workers 
with this report. We simply attempted to speak with workers in as many job categories at possi-
ble, in the hopes that we would come across some mention of most major concerns. When pos-
sible, we asked workers to refer to the experiences of their coworkers as well, both positive and 
negative, in order to get a better sense of the whole work environment. Although the workers we 
spoke to generally seemed to feel similarly to their coworkers about their work environment, the 
sentiments expressed here are not necessarily representative of every worker in every 
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department; they simply illuminate certain employees' feelings about their jobs. While we have 
no reason to disbelieve any of the comments made to us, we have no guaranteed way of substan-
tiating the allegations made in this report. It should therefore be read with that caution in mind. 
We are certainly aware of the particular difficulties of interviewing workers whom we met be-
cause they were actively speaking out about their concerns about Harvard as an employer. How-
ever, we again offer the stipulations that these interviews are not meant to be taken as a repre-
sentation of the overall labor situation at Harvard; they are meant to illuminate as many con-
cerns as possible in order to inform the advocacy of the Harvard College Democrats and other 
student and community organizations.

With these considerations in mind, we present the findings of our survey of Harvard workers.

Ar eas o f  C o n c er n

Living Wage and Benefits

Wages

While some workers were uncomfortable disclosing their wages, those that specified their pay 
rates are compensated as follows. The upperclass dining hall worker makes a little over $15 per 
hour. The animal technician makes $17.80 per hour. The janitor makes $15.50 per hour. The 
accounting assistant is salaried and makes $39,000 per year. The house guard makes $11.50 per 
hour. The Yard security guards start at $12.67 per hour. All of the workers who disclosed their 
wages work full-time.

Overtime

Most of the workers we spoke to said that Harvard had a clear policy for paying overtime at a 
time-and-a-half rate, and that Harvard was fair and consistent about paying those extra wages. 
Opportunities to work overtime did vary across departments The animal technician mentioned 
that when he had originally started as a part-time worker, the department offered enough oppor-
tunities to work overtime that he and another part-time coworker were able to move up to full-
time status. Now, he said, the department is much more reluctant to provide opportunities to 
work extra hours.

The significant departure from this pattern was in the case of the three Yard security guards. 
They had no problems with receiving overtime pay for working over forty hours per week. How-
ever, they told us that AlliedBarton had initially promised to pay overtime rates on holidays and 
weekends when it took over the contract to provide Harvard security services from SSI. Two 
months later, they told the guards that they couldn't pay double-time because they weren't re-
ceiving money to pay those wages from Harvard. ÒBut we found out that Harvard was paying 
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time-and-a-half for Saturdays and Sundays... and we were just getting regular pay for weekend 
shifts.Ó

Raises

The workers we spoke to generally indicated that Harvard was fair and consistent about giving 
them wage raises. The accounting assistant told us that all employees in her job received auto-
matic raises yearly. The animal technicians receive a raise negotiated by the union every year 
that typically amounts to two or three percent of current wages. Dining hall workers receive a 
raise of about eighty cents per year. Janitors Òget a couple of raises in a year.Ó The house guards 
receive raises, though the guard we interviewed told us that the amount of those raises was Ònot 
great.Ó The Yard guards specified that their contract mandated a raise of three percent per year, 
which they felt was insufficient.

Benefits

Almost all of the workers we interviewed cited their benefits package as one of the best aspects of 
working at Harvard. Generally, employees receive health, dental, and life insurance, as well as 
paid sick leave and vacation time. The upperclass dining hall employee mentioned that she was 
enrolled in a 401(k) retirement plan through Harvard; other workers did not mention provisions 
for retirement. The janitor described his benefits package as Òsort ofÓ comprehensive. A number 
of employees cited the benefits package as a major reason why many people choose to work at 
Harvard, even though similar jobs elsewhere may offer higher pay.

The house security guard told us that he received basic health care coverage and less compre-
hensive dental coverage. He reported that the size of the benefits package had been reduced 
after Allied-Barton took over the contract with Harvard.

The work hours required to qualify for benefits packages vary across departments. In most de-
partments, receiving full benefits requires full-time status, which begins at thirty-five or forty 
hours per week. Part-time dining hall workers who work twenty or more hours per week qualify 
for the full benefits package.

The accounting assistant felt that Harvard provided a generous benefits package because of 
pressure from the union. The house security guard told us that student activism had been cru-
cial to preserving guards' eligibility for benefits after Harvard began employing guards through 
AlliedBarton, and that Harvard guards received better benefits and higher pay than other Al-
liedBarton guards outside of Harvard.

Living wage

While the workers we interviewed were generally satisfied by Harvard's consistency in providing 
raises, overtime pay, and generous benefits, they were much less unanimously positive about the 
sufficiency of their compensation. The accounting assistant, salaried at $39,000 yearly, told us:
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I'm... one of the better-off workers Ð I make a higher wage. But I'm in that kind of 
slot or category where there's two incomes in my family and we're about equal 
incomes for my husband and myself, but it's very hard to still pay the bills, to 
have a mortgage, to have one child in college and then still pay your bills. We 
squeeze by every month, and I don't go around with any pocket money for two 
weeks.

When we asked the animal technician, who works full time at $17.80 per hour, ÒAre you making 
enough to support yourself?Ó, he replied:

Yeah, I am. At least for my case, I can't speak for my other co-workers. I am cur-
rently a student and I'm working and I'm using whatever money I get to pay for 
my bills and my college tuition, so for me it's fine. I don't have a family so it's 
fine. I can't say that much for my other co-workers, they do have families and 
they don't go to school, but they have mortgages and so forth. But as for myself, 
it's good enough.

The dining hall employee described her pay as Òa decent living wage,Ó but told us that she had 
difficulty making ends meet without summer employment. The janitor we interviewed, who is 
his family's sole source of income, told us that although he worked full-time, he didn't have 
enough hours to make a decent living for his family; he has another job in Wakefield (about 
half an hour away from Cambridge). The house security guard told us that he would not be able 
to make ends meet without working eight hours of overtime every week.

Child care

Most of the workers we spoke to did not use Harvard's child care services, either because they 
had no young children, had made alternate arrangements, or could not afford Harvard's serv-
ices. The accounting assistant (whose youngest child is nine) told us that Harvard's on-site child 
care services were priced for Òfaculty salaries, not for staff salaries.Ó The animal technician also 
mentioned Harvard's child care center at Vanserg Hall, but said, ÒThey've never brought it up to 
us, like, 'Oh, if you have any children, there's a daycare... you guys can bring your kids over.' 
Nothing like that's ever been mentioned.Ó

Harvard does provide other forms of assistance for child care. The accounting assistant told us 
that Harvard recently began to offer backup child care in case of emergency, though she had 
never used it. She did, however, take advantage of Harvard's dependent care reimbursement 
program, which allows workers to pay for child care with before-tax dollars, allowing them some 
tax savings. The dining hall employee told us that Harvard provides scholarship vouchers for 
child care service on a first-come, first-served basis.
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Unions

All of the workers we interviewed were union members. Except for the security guards, none of 
them reported having any difficulty with Harvard because of their union membership. The An-
nenberg chef had been actively involved with his union for a long time and told us that Harvard 
had never illicitly or inappropriately interfered with the functioning of the union, despite occa-
sional disagreements between Harvard and the union.

In a well-publicized struggle, Harvard security guards won permission to form a union from Al-
liedBarton two years after that firm took over the contract to provide security services to Harvard. 
The three Yard guards told us, ÒThey have divided us up [among guards in Holyoke Center, the 
houses, and the Yard] so that we cannot get together. Because there were too much problems 
going on in this area, we got together and formed a union... it took three years to get to this 
stage.Ó Further, they reported that after the guards unionized, management treated union mem-
bers differently than non-union members, and that they particularly singled out the guards who 
had been most vocal in the movement to organize.

Work Environment and Management

The people we interviewed had a wide range of opinions about their work environment and 
their interactions with managers and Harvard students. In some positions, the atmosphere is 
pleasant. One of the cafe chefs told us, ÒI enjoy my work very much... All my interactions with 
students here have been pleasant.Ó Relative to his nine years of experience working at various 
restaurants, he told us, working for Harvard was a Ògreat experience.Ó The house security guard 
told us that he loved his job because of the students; he considers the house community Òinclu-
siveÓ and noted that he had been invited to staff dinners and the house formal. The upperclass 
dining hall worker said that the supervisors treated workers ÒfairlyÓ and that she had very few 
problems with Harvard students. Because of illness in his family, the Annenberg worker moved 
to part-time work in Annenberg after 28 years of working full time in upperclass houses. The 
transition went smoothly, and he said that Harvard was understanding and that he has had a 
good experience at Annenberg. The janitor described his relationship with his managers as Òso-
so,Ó but did not elaborate.  He did complain that students sometimes ignored janitors - Òsome, 
you know, not all.Ó In general, he described working at Harvard as Òbetter than [working at] 
other places.Ó And the accounting assistant told us that her job at the admissions and financial 
aid office was Òa very collegial environment,Ó with Òpeople on an equal level doing their jobs... 
there's a lot of camaraderie, and people have fun and they talk and they relax but they also 
work.Ó
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However, the same worker also expressed deep dissatisfaction with her former job as a professor's 
assistant. While she said her relationship with her employer was pleasant for most of the time 
she spent working for him, she said the professor Òstarted changing psychologically in the last 
two years and began to micromanage, be hypercritical. He's a terrible manager. He doesn't 
know how to manage Ð you know, when something goes wrong, he doesn't know how to manage 
people, so his solution was to hypercriticize, um, micromanage, all that kind of stuff.Ó For in-
stance, she had initially been allowed, under a flexibility clause in her contract, to leave work at 
four o'clock in the afternoon to pick up her children from school. The professor had accommo-
dated this for over ten years, but suddenly changed his mind. She told us, ÒMy son is only nine 
now, and this professor started saying, 'No, you have to work till five, period, and that's it. Can't 
your son walk home?' É And he was just extremely rigid, so I called in the union, and they 
couldn't Ð he wouldn't budge.Ó She said that her relationship with her employer had become an 
Òelitist kind of professor-and-secretary thing.Ó This was particularly evident in the difficulties she 
had holding the professor accountable for his erratic behavior. She approached the human re-
sources department, but said that the department Òwon't do anything since they're professors... 
So because he's tenured, there's no recourse except to get out of there. You can't complain 
about him.Ó

The animal technician also criticized the atmosphere at the biolabs, saying, ÒIt's not a good 
work environment down there at all.Ó He described the university's attempt to gradually elimi-
nate four animal technicians' jobs, including his own, saying:

The work responsibilities that we [the four laid-off workers] used to share to keep the whole 
work cycle going downstairs, things are Ð our duties were taken away, responsibilities passed on 
to the other co-workers. They have to now share a work burden, a heavier overload. So they 
can't finish all the work. They complained to the supervisors, saying, ÒWe don't have enough 
time,Ó and they said, ÒNo, you should have enough time.Ó And it's quite obvious that they don't 
have enough time to complete all their duties, especially when they have four other workers' 
responsibilities distributed.

He disputed Harvard's claim that the automated cage-washing machines made the four workers 
unnecessary, repeating the claim that Òa lot of people aren't finishing their work,Ó particularly 
because of the uneven distribution of responsibilities.

The animal technician shared two other examples of managers' insensitivity toward employees. 
In one case:

There was one time one of the workers Ð a Latina Ð We push heavy loads on carts, approxi-
mately between a hundred and three hundred pounds, on the carts, up a ramp into this cage-
washing machine. She's had a problem with her wrist, and she had a wrist brace on. My shift 
started and I saw the manager come in and tell her, ÒWhy aren't you doing all your work?Ó She 
was like, ÒMy hand hurts.Ó Her English wasn't great or anything. She was starting to raise her 
voice. That employee Ð obviously, there's the fact of the language barrier, and the fact that that's 
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your boss, you know? She felt very intimidated. And I stepped in and I said, ÒI can serve as an 
interpreter. What's going on?Ó You have other people, other employees that can work with that 
equipment, so why put that on that person who has something wrong with their wrist? And she 
[the manager] was like, ÒWell, she needs to bring me a doctor's note.Ó 

He said that the worker concerned cried after the manager left. He also told us about another 
incident, publicized during the initial controversy over the biolab firings, in which a manager 
walked into a lunchroom where several Latino workers were eating. The manager complained 
about the strong smell of their food and sprayed a cleaning solvent into the air, which landed on 
the workers' food, rendering it inedible. The animal technician expressed a strong sense that 
managers consistently displayed an attitude of disregard for their employees' well-being, a situa-
tion exacerbated by racial tensions and language barriers.

The house security guard said that the switch from SSI to AlliedBarton brought with it a much 
different style of management. The SSI managers, he said, were generally caring and friendly; 
in contrast, AlliedBarton managers are remote and care only about profit.

The Yard security guards echoed these sentiments, complaining of a pattern of favoritism and 
double-standards in management behavior. They told us about one guard who frequently 
worked nights. The guard overslept and came to work late one day, and was written up by her 
supervisor. One of the guards who had previously worked the night shift under the same super-
visor told us, ÒThe supervisor who wrote her up... used to come one and a half hours late. I used 
to sit there waiting for my super. Nobody wrote him up then.Ó They told us, ÒThe operative 
word is, 'Do as we say, not as we do...' This is a big problem. Too much favoritism. There's a 
disparity in how people are treated.Ó

The guards also told us that AlliedBarton maintained an overly restrictive sick leave policy. One 
of the guards told us that his son fell sick one morning; his wife took their son to the emergency 
room, and the guard stayed home to take care of their daughter. He called in to notify his super-
visor that he would be absent. When he came to work the next day, the supervisor told him he 
would be written up for calling in less than four hours before the start of his shift. It appears that 
AlliedBarton has no exception to the policy demanding that employees give four hours' notice 
before missing a shift, even in an emergency. ÒWhen they need us, they say, 'Come right away...' 
and then when [someone] falls sick, they have to call four hours before.Ó Additionally, the 
guards told us that employees scheduled to work overtime who took sick leave would not be 
paid, since they were working overtime, although Òthe contract says that if you are scheduled to 
work whatever hours, you should get compensated for the sick time.Ó

The guards complained of other disparities in treatment. They told us that guards in Holyoke 
Center, who are hired under the same AlliedBarton account as other Harvard guards, are better 
compensated than guards in the Yard; ÒThere are guards who have been working there for 
eighteen years. They're getting $12.67. There are guards who joined this year. They're getting 
$13.80... They can negotiate a different wage or contract based on where you are.Ó In general, 
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they told us that management did not follow the discipline procedure laid out in its own hand-
book, and that there was no clear procedure by which guards could challenge an administrative 
action.

Stability and Promotions

Job stability

The workers we spoke to were all working under union contracts. Most felt that their jobs were 
relatively stable, with a few significant exceptions. The animal technician, as one of the workers 
who had been slated to be laid off, had the most direct experience with sudden termination. (He 
did tell us that he hadn't witnessed any sudden or unjustified firings other than the four layoffs 
in the fall.) The accounting assistant also told us that staff assistants in her department were tied 
to their respective professors. Staff assistants are left without a guaranteed job if their professors 
retire, and although the department tries to inform them first of any new openings, they are es-
sentially left on their own. 

The Yard security guards had complaints about both sudden termination and unstable hours. 
They told us about a guard who had called his manager at home. The manager fired the guard 
for calling his home. Shortly thereafter, AlliedBarton circulated a memo to its Harvard guards 
listing the daytime contact information for three Allied managers working at Harvard and 
threatening termination or other disciplinary action if guards tried to contact those managers at 
home or at night.

The guards also told us that some had had problems getting stable or fairly allocated hours. The 
contract stipulates that AlliedBarton must schedule all of its full-time guards for at least forty 
hours of work each week. ÒAt one time, they weren't even doing that. There were full-timers 
who were getting eighteen hours a week, while others were getting ten shifts... And the supervi-
sors are doing nine shifts! They are getting money, while we are struggling.Ó

Promotion opportunities

The availability and fairness of promotion opportunities varies widely between staff positions. 
The accounting assistant knew of no opportunities for promotion in her previous position. 
There are opportunities for advancement at the admissions office where she now works, though 
she said she had not been there long enough to know whether they were advertised and offered 
fairly. 

The animal technician told us that for most animal technicians, ÒThere's no job advancement 
opportunities at all, never stated, just given to whoever [the managers] like... they don't promote 
that much building within.Ó Positions are not advertised widely, but rather offered Òto people 
who don't even have correct credentials for it. For example, they have a system lab technician Ð 
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she was a regular worker, just like any one of us there. And then it turned out one of the other 
assistant technicians was leaving, and so that opportunity was given to her, even though there 
are many of us that have credentials or even service with the animals. And that opportunity was 
given to none of us, to even apply.Ó He cited another case in which a worker who had had full-
time status for three or four years Òwas given a job advancement over all the other animal techs 
workers, who all have seniority there.Ó

The dining hall worker and the janitor (who had been promoted to a supervisor position during 
his time at Harvard) both considered promotions fair. The dining hall worker told us that all 
promotions among her coworkers were made on the basis of seniority alone.

Discrimination

Biolabs

The issue of discrimination against Latino and Latina employees in the laboratories of the 
Department of Molecular and Cellular Biology exploded in October 2006, when Harvard noti-
fied four Latino animal technicians that their jobs would be eliminated. Harvard alleged that 
the purchase of automatic cage-washing machines made those workers unnecessary. The work-
ers, including the animal technician we interviewed, contended that the layoffs were based on 
race only, because the dismissed workers had seniority over other, non-Latino workers and be-
cause they were qualified to perform animal husbandry as well as cage washing. Harvard sus-
pended the layoffs, in part because of student protests, and the four workers are still employed at 
the biolabs. Harvard has denied any racial discrimination and established a committee to inves-
tigate the layoffs, but biolab workers have said that the committee has never appropriately ad-
dressed the issue. The worker we interviewed echoed this sentiment:

A lot of people have spoken up to all these issues and they've been quiet for all these years be-
cause they've brought issues to the department, which is our bosses, and nothing's ever been 
done. Everything's always been overlooked, nothing ever taken seriously. Recently Harvard has 
started investigations in this department, and always we hear, ÒThings are going to get better.Ó 
But there's a lot of instances that are obvious, that even break the union contract and Harvard 
policies, and even state policies. And nothing's really been done. And a lot of issues in this 
department haven't really gone public, just for the sake of having good faith in the administra-
tion of Harvard, doing what's right.

This pattern of discrimination applies to more than the four workers who were laid off; it also 
translates into an uneven distribution of responsibilities at work. ÒSixty or seventy percent of the 
employees in the animal facilities are Latinos. They get much of the workload. There's people 
that fly by through the day doing Ð we have an eight-hour day, I'd say three or four hours, that's 
their whole day Ð and everybody else has a work overload.Ó He told us that managers consis-
tently assign Latino instead of non-Latino workers to fill in for absent workers. He also told us 
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that there are racial tensions between coworkers at the biolabs. ÒWe get the sense, with [the] 
other non-Latino employees, when we say hi or try to carry on a conversation, they don't carry 
it... We just get the cold shoulder. They don't say anything to us.Ó

This attitude of exclusion appears to be fostered by management. In part, in several incidents 
recounted in this section and in the section on work environment, managers directly acted in-
appropriately towards Latino employees, treating them with condescension and giving them an 
unfair share of work. In part, managers have also acted without sensitivity for language barriers. 
In one incident, when a worker with poor English had to meet with a manager, the manager 
refused to let a bilingual supervisor translate for her:

There was a supervisor [at the meeting between the manager and the worker] who was also La-
tino. He can serve as an interpreter. That's their way of communication if language is a barrier... 
And the manager basically said, ÒYou know, I don't understand Spanish. Speak to me in Eng-
lish.Ó But yet there was a Spanish[-speaking] supervisor to interpret for them, but basically he 
wasn't given the opportunity to interpret, and that person was left to fend for themselves. So 
whatever they said, the manager could turn it around on them and say that they're wrong. That's 
not fair at all, given that they have the resources there to be able to understand each other.

In another incident, a manager's comment to a non-Latino employee perpetuated hostility to-
wards workers who spoke Spanish to each other on breaks. According to the technician we in-
terviewed, four Latino workers were having breakfast before their shift started and conversing in 
Spanish, both about the day's work and about matters not related to work. Then, Òone of the 
other [non-Latino] workers came in, and he said, 'Oh, don't you understand? This manager said 
that you guys can't speak Spanish, it's English only. I want to know what you're talking about.'Ó 
Although the management had issued no written policy regulating languages in the biolabs, and 
although the Latino employees spoke English to the best of their ability when not doing so 
would have impaired their work or their interactions with non-Latino coworkers, management 
still perpetuated the belief among non-Latino employees that it was acceptable to impose an 
English-only ÒpolicyÓ in the workplace.

Staff assistants

The accounting assistant told us about the case of a Latina maintenance worker at her office 
who was sexually assaulted by a male worker. The maintenance worker's union did not involve 
itself in the case, while the union that represented the male worker stood up for him. As a result, 
management Òtried to sweep it under the rug and kind of placate her, but nothing was done to 
the guy.Ó The man accused of assault Òdisappeared for two months,Ó and she and many of her 
co-workers suspected he had been sent to a drug or alcohol rehabilitation program. When he 
returned, Òyou could tell that he was off whatever he was on, but he was back in his position.Ó 
She and the maintenance worker felt that Harvard Òdidn't take [the incident] seriously, and [the 
maintenance worker] feels very strongly that it was because of racism.Ó She described it as Òthis 
placating thing. 'Oh, we're so sorry,' and 'Go see the ombudsman,' and things like that, but 
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nothing's really ever done. Same thing with the professor, there's nothing clearly done.Ó In gen-
eral, while Harvard distributes a booklet about its sexual-assault policy every year, she felt that 
there was no clear procedure that would actually hold offenders accountable.

Other workers

The janitor we interviewed indicated that he has ÒsometimesÓ experienced discrimination be-
cause English was not his first language, but he declined to elaborate. None of the other work-
ers we interviewed reported experiencing discrimination on the basis of race, age, gender, physi-
cal disability, or sexual orientation.

Other Concerns

Both of the dining hall workers we spoke to expressed concern that Harvard offered limited op-
portunities for dining hall employment during the summer, when typically only Annenberg is 
open.  For the upper-class house dining hall worker, this was a difficult financial situation; she 
said that Harvard offered no delayed-payment mechanism (in which the university would with-
hold some part of each paycheck and pay that money out over the summer), leaving dining-hall 
employees who did not have summer work to fend for themselves financially. She told us that 
Harvard offered summer employment first to Annenberg workers and then to other workers on a 
seniority basis; since she had worked at Harvard for a relatively short time (about six years), she 
could not find Harvard employment over the summer. The Annenberg chef we spoke to agreed 
that finding summer jobs was difficult. He said that the union had made summer employment 
an issue of concern several years ago, and that Harvard had responded with efforts to offer more 
summer employment. He believed that the situation had substantially improved. The security 
guards, in both the Yard and the upperclass house, also told us that opportunities for employ-
ment were reduced during the summer.

C o n c l u si o n s
The state of employment at Harvard University varies greatly from job to job. Some workers had 
virtually no complaints about their work, while others had significant grievances about manag-
ers, wages, union rights, and racial discrimination. We found that in a number of areas, Harvard 
has exceeded its obligations and provides some of the best working conditions available in the 
Cambridge area. However, Harvard has also failed to address several crucial problems. While 
Harvard has made significant achievements in improving wages, benefits, and working condi-
tions for many of its employees, the University has a long way to go before its employment and 
contract policies can be considered ideal.
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Certainly, Harvard deserves praise for a number of aspects of employment at Harvard. Almost all 
of the workers we interviewed told us that Harvard provided one of the most generous and com-
prehensive benefits packages available, including a retirement plan, paid sick leave and vacation 
time, and medical, dental, and life insurance. Most felt that their wages were fair, though many 
are living paycheck-to-paycheck with little room for spending money or retirement savings. Fi-
nally, many workers, particularly security guards and food service employees, told us that they 
enjoyed their interactions with Harvard students and considered Harvard a friendly place to 
work. Harvard has done a commendable job of providing benefits and a positive environment to 
workers like dining-hall employees who represent the University's employees to its students.

However, working conditions tend to deteriorate as employees' distance from Harvard students 
and Harvard as an employer increases. Several of the most egregious violations of fair practices 
were detailed by the three Yard security guards, who painted a picture of bullying AlliedBarton 
managers making arbitrary decisions to hire, fire, and discipline workers. They were clear that 
the problem was with AlliedBarton, and that the previous contractor had treated guards in a 
much more cooperative and respectful manner. The other major area of concern was the bio-
logical laboratories. Even though allegations of racial discrimination like those discussed in this 
report began to emerge not long into the fall of 2006, the animal technician we interviewed told 
us that Harvard's reaction had been to form a committee whose discussions largely ignored the 
issue and to sweep the incident under the rug.

Some of these issues can be resolved by simple changes in procedure, such as making more 
summer job opportunities available to dining-hall workers. However, many of the problems we 
encountered point to broader issues in Harvard's behavior towards its non-faculty employees: 
particularly, a lack of accountability for management. Animal technicians in the biolabs, 
security guards working for AlliedBarton, and staff assistants to professors all face a procedural 
vacuum when they want to make a complaint about their supervisor or challenge a decision by 
management. In some cases, managers are unresponsive or inaccessible; in others, they are out-
right abusive. While the security guards, for instance, told us that there was no shortage of disci-
plinary options when they came in late or missed a shift, higher-ranking employees who repeat-
edly committed the same offenses went unpunished. More troubling, managers in the depart-
ments where workers had the most complaints allegedly engaged in racially discriminatory prac-
tices, made arbitrary decisions that significantly impacted workers, and enacted policies that 
breached union contracts, all with near-total impunity. The common thread running through 
all of these cases is a lack of accountability. In the case of AlliedBarton, Harvard treats unfair 
practices as a matter between the contractor and its employees, refusing to take responsibility for 
the manner in which AlliedBarton treats workers in Harvard's name. In the case of the biolabs, 
where animal technicians are employed directly by Harvard, the University has chosen to turn a 
blind eye to unfair and allegedly discriminatory practices, setting up a committee to discuss the 
issue Ð which has produced no results thus far Ð only after substantial pressure from employees, 
unions, and students. Similarly, staff assistants to professors also have no recourse to a higher 
authority if they encounter problems with the professor they work for. Even if that professor dic-
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tates terms of employment that violate the contract, there appears to be no management struc-
ture willing to stand up to tenured Harvard professors, leaving staff assistants at the whim of 
their employers.

When workers have legitimate complaints about their employment, particularly if those com-
plaints are as serious as racial discrimination, their concerns should not be neglected until stu-
dent activism forces the University to take action to protect its public image. The University 
cannot claim to be a fair employer until it establishes clear procedures to address workers' con-
cerns in all of its departments, even those where workers are largely behind the scenes, with lit-
tle interaction with students or the public eye. Moreover, this responsibility extends to the em-
ployment practices of agencies that contract to provide services to Harvard. While we cannot 
reasonably demand that Harvard have control over all of its contractors' operations, we do see it 
as Harvard's responsibility to step in and pressure contractors when accusations of mistreatment 
are as widespread and as serious as they are in the case of AlliedBarton's treatment of its security 
guards. Harvard can begin to address the employment situation by implementing the recom-
mendations listed below, but even after immediate concerns have been addressed, the Univer-
sity should continue finding ways to ensure that managers are held accountable and that work-
ers' rights are never again abrogated as seriously as they are today.

Rec o mmen d at i o n s
Specifically, we recommend that Harvard address the following problems.

Security Guards

1. Contract issues with AlliedBarton. As of April 2007, AlliedBarton is in contract negotiations 
with the newly formed chapter of the Service Employees International Union that represents 
Harvard security guards. We recommend that Harvard, which to date has remained neutral in 
the contract negotiations, pressure AlliedBarton to accept the following conditions, including:

2. Higher wage. Security guards complained to us that they cannot make ends meet without 
working significant overtime. They also told us that guards at MIT, who have long been union-
ized, make $18 per hour for similar work.

3. Stable hours. When even full-time guards are living paycheck-to-paycheck, it is particularly 
important that they be contractually guaranteed forty hours of work per week, without excep-
tion.

4. Due process. AlliedBarton has repeatedly failed to honor the disciplinary procedures spelled 
out in its own employee handbook, allowing it to discipline and even fire workers unexpectedly 
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and without any demonstration of just cause. The contract should include an explicit and bind-
ing disciplinary procedure that applies to guards and supervisors alike.

5. Contracting parity agreement. While AlliedBarton's employment practices are not directly 
subject to review by Harvard, its payment policies are. Contracts to provide security, custodial, 
and dining services to Harvard are all regulated by a parity agreement, which mandates that con-
tractors provide their employees Òtotal compensationÓ (including wages and benefits) greater 
than or equal to the total compensation provided by Harvard to its own, in-house, unionized 
workers in similar jobs. AlliedBarton's failure to pay promised overtime on weekends, when it is 
nonetheless receiving additional wages from Harvard for weekend hours, likely violates this par-
ity agreement. The parity agreement stipulates that Harvard has the right to terminate its con-
tract with any contractor that violates the conditions of parity; Harvard should make it clear to 
AlliedBarton that further violations of the parity agreement will lead to such measures.

6. Accountability for managers. Harvard can no longer responsibly dismiss disputes between 
security guards and their managers as an internal affair for AlliedBarton. Harvard must insist that 
AlliedBarton follow through on all obligations imposed by the new union contract and hold its 
managers accountable for any violations of established fair procedures in the workplace.

Biolabs

Investigation of discrimination. Harvard has taken an important step towards addressing allega-
tions of discrimination by forming a committee including both staff and managers. However, 
the committee has so far focused on the technical issue of whether the introduction of auto-
mated cage-washing machines reduced the workload of the animal technicians enough to justify 
the elimination of four positions; it has ignored the racial dynamics implicated in the firings and 
the ethnic tensions that pervade the biolabs. Harvard must launch a real investigation into al-
leged racial discrimination and initiate disciplinary procedures against the managers responsible 
for the firings.

Accountability for managers. To ensure that problematic working conditions in the biolabs 
never again reach the level of outright discrimination and arbitrary firing that they did in the fall 
of 2006, Harvard should implement a clear and independent system for workers in the biolabs 
and at other Harvard departments to complain anonymously about problems in the workplace. 
Moreover, Harvard's department of labor relations must take this procedure seriously, making 
itself available to hear disputes that cannot be resolved within a department and immediately 
responding to allegations of unfair, unsafe, or discriminatory working conditions.

General Concerns

Summer employment. We understand that Harvard's ability to employ workers during the 
summer is significantly reduced. However, we recommend that Harvard continue to retain as 
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many of its term-time workers as possible over the summer on the basis of seniority, as it does in 
the dining halls. Inevitably, some workers will not be able to work at Harvard over the sumer. To 
resolve this problem, Harvard should begin to offer an optional deferred payment plan, in 
which workers can choose to have Harvard withhold a portion of their paychecks during the 
term and pay it out over the summer, to guarantee workers a steady income year-round.

Child care. We recommend that Harvard take steps to make child care service more available 
and affordable for its non-faculty workers. Harvard maintains six childcare centers near the Yard; 
it should advertise those facilities to workers and offer them discounts so that the most conven-
ient childcare facilities are not used only by Harvard faculty. Harvard has made significant steps 
in providing childcare vouchers, tuition reimbursement, and on-site emergency child care serv-
ices available to some of its employees; it should expand these services to all departments, in-
cluding to workers employed through contractors, to ensure that Harvard employees never have 
to choose between arriving on time for their shifts and taking care of their children.

Ac k n o w l ed g men t s
First and foremost, I owe thanks to the workers who agreed to be interviewed, both on and off 
the record, and to all of the Harvard employees who keep the University running smoothly. 
Without them, this project would have been impossible.

Jarret Zafran, the Legislative Director of the Harvard College Democrats, conceived of this pro-
ject, conducted many of the interviews and contributed much of the writing, and saw the report 
through from start to finish; he has been essential to the project, and it would never have been 
completed without his guidance.

I also thank Patrick Behrer, Elizabeth Hadaway, Daniel Kroop, and Sahand Moarefy for con-
ducting interviews; Patrick Behrer for contributing to the writing of the report; and John Hawley 
and Alexa Howitt for their skillful editing. Jamila Martin and Jessica Ranucci provided impor-
tant feedback on the design of the project. They and the rest of HarvardÕs Student Labor Action 
Movement have been persistent, dedicated, and inspiring advocates on the issue of workersÕ 
rights at Harvard. Finally, I thank the board and members of the Harvard College Democrats, 
and particularly the Legislative Committee, for their continuing support.
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