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Executive Summary 
A growing share of American workers with full time employment rely on 
secondary income to maintain basic financial stability. This reliance is not 
driven by ambition or entrepreneurship. It is driven by the widening gap 
between wages and the cost of living. 
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, approximately 5.7 percent of 
employed Americans held more than one job in late 2025, representing 
roughly 9.3 million workers. 
Source: BLS via Federal Reserve Economic Data S1 / S2 
Broader survey based research suggests that this figure understates the scope 
of secondary income reliance. The Federal Reserve reports that in 2024, 13 
percent of adults earned money by selling goods, and 9 percent earned 
income through short term tasks such as delivery driving or on demand work, 
even when not classified as multiple jobholders. 
Source: Federal Reserve Board 
These figures do not reflect a cultural shift toward entrepreneurship. They 
reflect a structural erosion of economic margin. The normalization of secondary 
income signals that full time employment alone increasingly fails to cover 
essential living costs. 
This brief examines the forces that produced the shadow workforce, the risks 
created by widespread reliance on secondary income, and the implications for 
economic stability when full time employment no longer provides security. 
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https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/LNS12026620
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/LNS12026619
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024-employment-and-gig-work.htm


Defining the Shadow Workforce 
The shadow workforce consists of individuals who maintain full time 
employment while relying on additional income streams to meet essential 
living costs. This labor is defensive rather than aspirational. It is designed to 
preserve stability rather than advance economic position. 
Workers in the shadow workforce include delivery drivers ride-share operators 
freelancers contract workers caregivers weekend laborers and individuals who 
supplement income through informal or platform based work. Most already 
work standard or extended hours in their primary roles. The second income 
stream functions as a buffer against rising expenses rather than discretionary 
spending. 
Official employment statistics capture only a portion of this activity. Research 
from the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston indicates that informal and 
intermittent work is likely undercounted in traditional labor surveys, meaning 
the actual scale of secondary income reliance is higher than reported. 
Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston Working Paper 

The existence of this workforce challenges traditional assumptions about 
employment and stability. A job no longer guarantees security. A paycheck no 
longer ensures margin. Employment data that does not account for income 
adequacy fails to capture the lived reality of millions of households. 
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https://www.bostonfed.org/-/media/Documents/Workingpapers/PDF/2023/wp2315.pdf


Structural Drivers 
Wage growth has failed to keep pace with inflation adjusted living costs. 
According to the Economic Policy Institute, real hourly compensation for typical 
workers has grown far more slowly than productivity over the past forty years, 
while the costs of housing healthcare childcare and education have risen 
sharply. 
Source: Economic Policy Institute  
Housing costs illustrate this divergence clearly. Between 2019 and 2024, 
median rents increased by double digit percentages in most metropolitan 
areas, while wage growth lagged behind. Food prices rose more than 20 
percent between 2020 and 2024, outpacing most salary adjustments. 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI data  
The erosion of margin is central to the growth of the shadow workforce. 
According to the Federal Reserve, nearly forty percent of adults report that they 
would struggle to cover an unexpected four hundred dollar expense without 
borrowing or selling something. 
Source: Federal Reserve Board 
Gig platforms did not create this gap. They expanded rapidly because they 
offered immediate access to supplemental income at the moment households 
lost margin. Platform availability normalized reliance on secondary labor by 
allowing workers to offset shortfalls without long term security or institutional 
reform. 
Flexibility is often cited as a benefit of gig work. In practice flexibility benefits 
platforms more than workers. Income fluctuates. Benefits are absent. 
Protections are minimal. Rules change without notice. Workers continue 
participating because the alternative is falling behind. 
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https://www.epi.org/productivity-pay-gap/
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024.htm


Economic and Social Effects 
Reliance on secondary income reshapes daily life. Time compresses. 
Community engagement declines. Participation in civic and local institutions 
weakens. These effects stem from exhaustion rather than disengagement. 
The psychological impact is significant. Workers increasingly distrust stability. 
Even those with solid earnings maintain side income streams because they do 
not trust systems to remain steady. Layoffs price increases and corporate 
restructuring occur without warning. One income feels insufficient in an 
environment defined by volatility. 
Household balance sheets reflect this strain. Total U.S. household credit card 
debt surpassed one trillion dollars in 2023, driven largely by rising costs rather 
than discretionary spending. 
Source: Federal Reserve Bank of New York 
Savings trends reinforce the same pattern. The Federal Reserve reports that 
nearly half of U.S. adults have less than twenty five thousand dollars saved for 
retirement, reflecting limited capacity to absorb shocks. 
Source: Federal Reserve Board 
This dynamic shifts risk downward. Households absorb instability that wages 
and public systems no longer cover. Overwork becomes a stabilizing 
mechanism. The economy continues functioning because people extend 
themselves further. 
This creates a misleading appearance of strength. Employment numbers 
remain high. Services continue. Productivity persists. The strain is hidden inside 
longer hours and reduced margin. Overwork masks structural weakness. 
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https://www.newyorkfed.org/microeconomics/hhdc
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024.htm


Implications for Policy and Research 
Employment alone is no longer an adequate indicator of economic health. Full 
time work without margin does not constitute stability. Metrics that focus 
exclusively on job creation obscure underlying pressure. 
Policy frameworks must account for income adequacy and cost alignment 
rather than employment status alone. Wage stagnation combined with rising 
living costs produces fragility even when labor participation appears strong. 
The widespread reliance on secondary income signals weakening household 
resilience. Economic systems that depend on overwork to maintain equilibrium 
are vulnerable to disruption. Burnout debt accumulation and reduced long 
term savings increase systemic risk. 
Addressing wage growth without addressing cost drivers will not restore 
stability. Treating gig work as a lifestyle choice rather than a structural response 
misdiagnoses the problem. 
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Indicators to Monitor 
Growth in multi jobholding among middle income workers 
Source: BLS Table A 36 

Expansion of gig participation among full time employees 
Source: Federal Reserve employment and gig work survey 
Household debt relative to wage growth 
Source: Federal Reserve Bank of New York 
Regional disparities in housing and essential costs 
Source: BLS CPI regional data 
Declines in household savings rates 
Source: Federal Reserve Board 

Conclusion 
The shadow workforce is not a temporary adjustment. It is a structural response 
to an economy where full time work no longer covers full time life. Workers 
adapted quietly. They filled the gap. They absorbed the risk. 
This adaptation keeps the system functioning while concealing its fragility. 
Overwork is not resilience. It is compensation for imbalance. The shadow 
workforce signals a country asking more of workers while offering less 
protection in return. 
Understanding this workforce requires moving beyond surface indicators and 
acknowledging that stability has been redefined downward. The question is 
not whether people are working. The question is whether work still provides 
security. 
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https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cpseea36.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024-employment-and-gig-work.htm
https://www.newyorkfed.org/microeconomics/hhdc
https://www.bls.gov/cpi/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/2025-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2024.htm
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