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Labor Movement Background 
Labor unions are integral to United States history. The American Federation of
Labor (AFL) was founded in 1886, providing workers with increased wages,
reasonable working hours, and improved workplace safety. The union
membership rate in 1983 – the first year data is available – was 20.1%, meaning
one in five workers were unionized in the United States. Membership
maintained firm as the labor movement gained more traction, where there was
a collective demand to protect worker interests. However, according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, membership has declined throughout the years,
reaching 10.3% in 2021.

However, the United States is seeing one of the most extensive unionization
efforts in recent memory, catalyzed by the alignment of every pro-labor star
imaginable (Tarasov, 2022). A post-pandemic work environment reignited the
collective desire to advocate for the best working conditions after facing the
daunting reality of jobs not adequately providing for employees, prompting the
push for better wages. Additionally, several factors go into the rise of the new
found labor movement. For example, “the U.S. has seen four decades of stagnant
wages, large companies made even more profits after the pandemic lockdowns,
and there are lots of jobs available without enough applicants to fill them.”
(Tarasov, 2022). In addition to the Biden administration’s strong pro-labor
stance, the culmination of these factors mobilized workers from Amazon, Apple,
Microsoft, and Starbucks.

Food and drink establishments are historically the least unionized workplaces,
with only 1.2% of all workers unionized in 2021 (Hsu, 2022). This makes the
surge in union efforts within Starbucks a unique case. In eight months,
Starbucks grew from three unionization efforts in Buffalo, New York, to 250+
unions across the country, with more joining the movement at an exponential
rate (Hsu, 2022).  An NPR analysis looked into the timeline for this wave of
unionization, and all signs prove that this trend will continue late into 2022 (and
potentially longer). Starbucks Workers United (SWU), supported by Workers
United, is the union collective leading the organization's efforts and has
implemented an intricate public relations campaign to gather support for
unionization.
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The Unionization Process 

 
The unionization process starts with workers organizing with the idea of
better working conditions. Every store has to set up a separate election but
Starbucks Workers Union sets the infrastructure and information to serve as
catalysts for a successful election. While there are multiple ways for stores to
begin the unionization process, going through the National Labor Relations
Board for certification is the most traditional path. According to the NLRB, the
union process begins when 30 percent of workers sign cards petitioning to
have an election. Elections, conducted by the NLRB, then take place over the
ensuing weeks as workers debate the benefits and conditions of the union.
Once the votes are tallied, the store needs a simple majority for the NLRB to
certify the union as a representative for collective bargaining. The
representatives can then meet with their employers and begin contract
negotiations for improved worker benefits in a process that takes months. The
contract negotiations are unique because the Starbucks corporation won’t
negotiate nationally, so each store has to negotiate its separate contract.

In the case of Starbucks unions, they have been tremendously successful in not
only propelling elections to take place but winning them as well. While this is
due to a combination of motivated employees and support from Workers
United, Starbucks has done little to mend the relationship between them and
their employees. They have been under constant fire for legal anti-union
practices and unfair labor practice charges, with 67 being filed in May alone
(Bruenig, 2022). According to Union Election Data, the culmination of these
factors has led to Starbucks unions winning a shocking 83% of their elections.
A high win rate is considered an anomaly in the contemporary reality of
unionizing in the United States. What makes this feat so interesting is that
they're doing it with a massive number of 307 unwithdrawn elections
(elections processes that get cancelled internally), with 44 still open as of
November 2022. 
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Source: National Labor Relations Board and Union Election Data

August, 30th, 2021 - The first three Starbucks petitioned to unionize in Buffalo,
New York.
December 9th, 2021 - The first of those "founding" petitions elected to unionize.
November 17th, 2022 - Red Cup Day where works went on strike to raise awareness causing
petitions to skyrocket in the weeks after.  

Important dates:
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Messaging and Tactics

Since the unionization discussions began,
Starbucks has released a number of press
releases on their website, aimed at
communicating changes being made for the
benefit of their partners. Firstly, Starbucks
announced its new, “Unparalleled
Reinvention Plan” in September 2022,
highlighting the new rededication to
Starbucks partners in its own section. The
plan includes “wage and recognition
innovation,” “new well-being benefits,”
“personalized career mobility,” and
“investments in store managers,” (Starbucks
Stories, 2022) all designed to address the
needs communicated by partners.
Additionally, other press releases have
included efforts to broaden racial and social
equity, student loan savings and
management programs for partners, a $2
billion investment in uplifting partners and
the store experience, and more (Starbucks
Stories). These press releases have been
published every three to four months on
their website, however Starbucks has not
actually mentioned the word “unionization”
in the press releases, website, or social
media. Starbucks has opted to focus on a
narrative of company improvement and
collaboration, shifting focus to the future.
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Messaging and Tactics
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Factors

INFLATION COVID-19

OTHER
UNIONIZATION

EFFORTS
THE UNION BOOM

Inflation rose to 7% during the COVID-19
pandemic - a 40 year high. Starbucks
raised the wage floor to $17.00 an hour in
October 2021 before the first store
unionized with Starbucks Workers United.
Despite the wage increase, alongside pre-
existing benefits, some partners argued it
wasn't enough and others felt that other
concerns weren't being addressed.

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted many
parts of everyday life. Although Starbucks'
COVID-19 safety protocols were
exceptional and following CDC guidelines
across all stores in the United States,
partners often faced customers who
refused to follow protocols, very angry
and outraged in some cases, and had to
put in a lot more physical and emotional
labor to create a safe customer
experience. 

Starbucks partners were not the only
workers who were looking to unionize at
the time. As discussed on the next page,
Amazon had a large unionization and
striking movement that gained a lot of
attention. Along with Amazon, Kelloggs,
Kroger, John Deere, nurses, teachers, and
many other organizations and workers
were engaging in efforts to unionize
around the same time. Out of all of those
companies, Starbucks provides the most
comprehensive benefits and pay, but
partners resonated with their efforts and
rhetoric despite that.

As mentioned previously, many other
organizations had began engaging in
unionization efforts in 2021. Union
membership dropped significantly since
the 1930's and hadn't spiked up again
until 2021. Many of these factors listed
had big roles to play for everyone, along
with other factors like having an openly
pro-union president, and other unions
collaborating together, like the Teamsters
union offering support to Amazon, or
UFCW supporting the new Starbucks
union (CNBC, 2022).
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Comparison to Other Companies

On April 20, 2021, the Staten Island Amazon branch
not only voted to unionize, but voted to unionize
under a brand new labor union called the Amazon
Labor Union. Similar to Starbucks Workers United,
the Amazon Labor Union was formed by current
and former Amazon workers, meant to be a union
exclusively for Amazon. The Amazon Labor Union
and Starbucks Workers United are unique in their
situations, especially during the time of the union
boom. Most unionizing efforts were involved with
national unions like UAW, SEIU, UFCW, and others.

The Amazon Labor Union was formed by Christian
Smalls as his experience with labor organizing
started with Amazon. Smalls was fired from
Amazon and promptly moved to organize the new
Amazon Labor Union. Union elections in Staten
Island were successful, but further warehouse
unionization efforts have failed. Although Starbucks
has several unionized stores, Amazon's approach to
avoiding unions has been effective only in the short-
term. Starbucks has made efforts to correct
concerns from partners and creating long-term
positive relationships with their stores. Amazon, on
the other hand, has built a poor reputation of
harmful "union-busting" efforts and not addressing
concerns from employees (New York Times, 2018).
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National Media Coverage
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National Media Coverage

Starbucks Stories & News
Press Release on new CEO

Media Coverage from NYT
on Starbucks new CEO
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Social Media Coverage
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Social Media Coverage
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Message Map
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Business Impact
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Business Impact

Conclusion
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