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 Unions Use Corporate Campaigns to Circumvent 
Employees’ Right to Vote

 James Sherk

 Corporate campaigns have become organized
labor’s preferred tactic to recruit new dues-paying
members. In a corporate campaign, unions hit com-
panies with constant negative publicity, litigation, and
regulatory investigations that put severe financial
pressure on the firm. In most cases the company has
done nothing wrong, but the union will not let up
until it agrees to recognize the union without a worker
vote. Corporate campaigns help unions organize
workplaces where most workers oppose unionization
and put non-union employees out of work. To pre-
vent unions from pressuring companies into giving
up their workers’ rights, Congress should allow black-
mail suits against unions employing corporate cam-
paigns and act to guarantee every worker the right to
vote on joining a union in privacy.

 Unions Oppose Letting Workers Vote.  Union
membership has fallen steadily since the 1950s.
Today just 12 percent of Americans belong to a
union, the lowest number since Franklin Delano
Roosevelt’s presidency.1 Falling membership, and
thus less dues income, has put financial strains on
organized labor. 

 To recruit new dues-paying members, unions
have turned to card-check organizing instead of tra-
ditional secret ballot elections. In card checks, orga-
nizers visit a worker’s home, give a one-sided sales
pitch, and ask the worker to sign a union authoriza-
tion card on the spot.2 If workers do not sign imme-
diately, the organizers return again and again until
they do. Unions usually have little difficulty obtain-
ing signatures from a majority of workers at a com-
pany using card checks. 

 Once they do so, they present the cards to the
company and demand union recognition without
letting workers first cast a private vote. Unions
know that many workers who do not want to join a
union will sign cards just to get organizers to stop
harassing them at home but then vote against the
union in the privacy of the voting booth.3 Under the
current law, however, employers may insist that
their employees get to vote before recognizing the
union. Labor activists want to change the law to
take away organizing elections. But for now, unions
must convince a company to waive its employees’
right to vote in order to organize a firm where most
workers do not want to join.

 Financial Attacks.  Very few companies will
voluntarily take away their employees’ right to
vote.4 Consequently, unions have turned to corpo-
rate campaigns to force companies to do so. In a
corporate campaign, unions use every tool at their
disposal to put severe financial pressure on a non-
union company. The assault continues until the
company agrees to card check in place of a vote.
Bruce Raynor, President of UNITE HERE, explained
that employers “think we are out of our minds and
the result is we win…because we’re willing to do
what’s necessary. We’re not businessmen, and at the
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end of the day, they are. If we’re willing to cost them
enough, they’ll give in.”5

 Unions have many ways of putting pressure on
companies. In most corporate campaigns, unions or
union-backed front groups allege corporate miscon-
duct in order to generate negative publicity and
drive away customers. For the union, the truth of
these allegations is beside the point.1234 5

 For example, unions attempting to exert pressure
on the New Otani Hotel in Los Angeles distributed
flyers to tourists arriving at the airport alleging that the
hotel had roaches in the kitchen, served spoiled food
at its restaurants, and had received numerous health
code violation citations. These sensational allegations
were unsubstantiated and based on anonymous
employee “tips.” Virtually all the health code viola-
tions were for trivial matters such as the height of a
sneeze guard.6 Despite being highly misleading or
false, the allegations drove away customers.

Unions also bring external pressure to bear on
companies. They file charges alleging regulatory
violations and goad the government to investigate
the firm. These government investigations are
intended to both generate bad publicity and to cost
the company money to defend itself. One union
organizing guidebook explains:

Private companies are subject to all sorts of
laws and regulations, from the Securities and

Exchange Commission to the Occupational
Safety and Health Act, from the Civil Rights
Act to the local fire codes. Every law or reg-
ulation is a potential net in which manage-
ment can be snared and entangled. A
complaint to a regulatory agency can cause
the company managerial time, public em-
barrassment, potential fines, and the cost of
compliance. One well placed phone call can
do a lot of damage.7

That is exactly what happened to Sutter Health
in California, which faced union-instigated investi-
gations from the IRS, the Department of Defense,
the Department of Health and Human Services, the
Health Care Finance Administration, the Federal
Trade Commission, and the National Labor Rela-
tions Board.8 Most of the charges were baseless, but
the union succeeded in its goal of imposing finan-
cial harm.9 The unions’ ultimate goal is not good
corporate citizenship but pressing the company to
deny its employees their right to vote.

Corporate Campaigns Hurt Workers. Unions
claim that they wage corporate campaigns to stand
up for workers. Their actions, however, show that
their principle goal is signing up more dues-paying
members. Unions frequently sacrifice workers’
interests during corporate campaigns when it helps
them organize more workers.
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Corporate campaigns exist to pressure compa-
nies to waive their employees’ right to vote. Workers
strongly oppose losing their right to vote, but that
does not deter labor activists.10 Companies
attacked in an organizing campaign often ask for a
secret ballot election to determine whether their
employees want to unionize, but unions refuse
these requests.11

Unions oppose elections because they know that
card checks allow them to organize workplaces
where most workers do not want to join a union.
United Food and Commercial Workers Organizer
Joe Crump candidly stated that with a corporate
campaign and card checks “you don’t need a major-
ity or even 30 percent support among the employ-
ees.”12 “Waging economic war on an unorganized
company” obviously alienates workers, but Crump
advises organizers to do so regardless because “if
you had massive employee support, you probably
would be conducting a traditional organizing cam-
paign.”13 Many union organizers value an
employee’s views only when that worker wants to
join a union.

Sometimes corporate campaigns have a different
goal: to put non-union firms out of business so they
cannot undercut their unionized competitors.
Crump explained that the UFCW aims for

[E]ither a ratified, signed collective bargain-
ing agreement with a previously non-union
employer or a curtailment of a nonunion op-
erator’s business, including shutting the
business down…. [A]fter a three-year strug-
gle, the battle with [nonunion grocery store]
Family Foods is over. Do we represent the
employees? No. The company went out of
business.14 

Unions would rather nonunion workers lose
their jobs because of a corporate campaign than have
those workers compete against union members.

What Congress Should Do. Congress should
act to protect companies and their workers from
corporate campaigns. First, Congress should make
it clear that federal blackmail statutes do cover cor-
porate campaigns. Currently unions argue that cor-
porate campaigns are protected activities under
federal labor law. Although lawyers debate this
claim, Congress should remove the ambiguity by
clearly allowing blackmail suits against unions
engaging in corporate campaigns. 

Second, because unions use corporate cam-
paigns to pressure companies into waiving their
workers’ right to a private vote, Congress should
take this option away from employers. Congress
should pass legislation guaranteeing every worker
the right to vote before joining a union and prevent-
ing companies from recognizing a union on the
basis of publicly signed cards. Workers should not
lose their right to vote because unions put financial
pressure on their employer.

Conclusion. Union membership has fallen for
decades, and organized labor needs new members
to remain viable. Unions have turned to card check
to allow them to organize at companies where most
workers do not want union representation. But
because few companies voluntarily agree to waive
their employee’s right to vote in privacy, unions
have turned to corporate campaigns. These are
designed to force a nonunion company to recognize
a union without a vote or to put the company out of
business. Too often, companies suffer bad publicity,
litigation, and government investigations due to
union pressure tactics and not their own wrongdo-
ing. Congress should protect the rights of American
workers by clearly including corporate campaigns
in federal blackmail statutes and by passing laws
guaranteeing workers a private vote before their
workplace organizes.

 —James Sherk is Bradley Fellow in Labor Policy in
the Center for Data Analysis at The Heritage Foundation.
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