The Living Wage Movement:

A Success Story of Progressive Collaboration

Although it has not garnered a huge amount of public attention, the modern Living Wage movement has proved to be one of the most effective avenues of grassroots political activism in the United States today.  The basic philosophy and strategy of the movement is fairly straightforward: to support working-class families by working for local legislation that requires private contractors or employers who receive public money or benefits – in the form of tax breaks or regulatory exemptions, for instance – to pay a “living wage” to their employees.  (Some cities, notably Santa Fe, have also taken the next step and applied this to all private employers within their jurisdiction.)  Municipal living wage ordinances differ from federal minimum wage laws not only in setting a higher wage floor, but in being more narrowly focused and thus more immediately achievable by activists.  

Ever since a seminal victory in Baltimore in 1994-5, the Living Wage movement has grown into a loosely-knit coalition of labor, religious, and community organizations that has gained national significance through its success at the city and county levels.  At present, there are more than 130 living wage ordinances in force across the United States, with at least another 75 municipal campaigns underway.  In addition, state-level ballot initiatives are currently planned for Ohio, Michigan, Colorado, and Arizona, with Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Montana on the near horizon.  

In its ability to bring together leaders from different activist communities and to mobilize public support for specific goals, the Living Wage movement stands as an instructive model for modern progressive politics. 


The participants in a local Living Wage campaign, and in the Living Wage movement more broadly, share a basic goal – improving the economic well-being of working people, along with the general social benefits that follow from this improvement – but they hail from a variety of personal and organizational backgrounds.  A coalition in Duluth, for example, included Building and Laborers Local 1091, the Duluth Area Green Party, the Diamond Tool Retirees Club, Food not Bombs, the Catholic Diocese of Duluth, the Park Point Community Club, Low Income People Organizing for Power, Duluth NAACP, and Duluth AFL-CIO Central Labor Body, among many others.  Such diversity of background presents both challenges and opportunities.  Without effective coordination, it can lead to a diffusion of efforts and an reduced ability to apply political pressure at key points and at key moments.  The Living Wage movement’s successes depend on being able to take advantage of opportunities that appear, such as a pro-business mayor’s unpopularity, or a news story such as a strike.  At the same time, being able to draw on the energy and talents of a wide range of people gives Living Wage campaigns crucial flexibility, resources, and access to different public constitutencies.  

The diversity and fluidity of the Living Wage movement complicates the question of leadership.  Since there are overlapping organizations and interests, and since the movement embraces everything from ad-hoc local campaigns to longer-term capacity-building efforts, leadership tends to be dispersed and shifting.  There are certain patterns, however.  In a “minimal campaign,” with little organized opposition and a fairly supportive local government, a steering committee drawn from existing organizations can draft model legislation, negotiate with the city council or board of supervisors, develop testimony in support of a living wage, and encourage people to turn out for public hearings.  In a more extensive campagin, aimed at building support in a less receptive political environment, leadership may involve more complex, labor-intensive activities: scheduling public events and speakers, collecting signatures, conducting research on local employers, and organizing volunteers, often drawn from participating organizations’ membership lists.  At the highest level of Living Wage campaign mobilization, intended to foster long-term collaboration among participating organizations and/or to leverage local successes into broader support for economic justice initiatives, leadership needs to be steadier, with clear structures of communication and governance, in order to undertake such activities as outreach education and fund-raising. 

At present, the largest and most influential leadership organization in the Living Wage movement is Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), which since its founding in 1970 has built 800 chapters in 65 cities, and taken the lead on dozens of local Living Wage campaigns.  There are also a number of state- and city-level Living Wage organizations, including the Los Angeles Living Wage Movement, the Atlanta Living Wage Campaign, the Flint Hills (KS) Living Wage Coalition, and many others, along with student-run Living Wage campaigns on such university campuses as Harvard, Stanford, and Washington University.  In addition, a number of non-profit advocacy organizations and think tanks provide both information and legal and strategic advice to the Living Wage movement, including the Brennan Center for Justice, the Political Economy Research Institute, the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, and the Center for Community Change.  (“Legal advice often came out of the Brennan Center for Justice at New York University's law school, where a lawyer named Paul Sonn helped write wage ordinances and ballot measures for various states and cities.”)


In order to focus its efforts toward achieving local legislative change, and perhaps broader social change, a Living Wage campaign needs to 1) enable communication and coordination between the various groups composing the coalition; 2) translate endorsements by organizations or political figures, and public sympathy, into tangible action on the ground; and 3) have a clear system for identifying specific goals and measuring progress.  Effective leadership structures will make these goals more realizable, ineffective structures will not.  David Reynolds and Jen Kern, in their report “Living Wage Campaigns: An Activists Guide to Organizing a Movement for Economic Justice,” have identified four basic components of an effective leadership structure.  The first, general meetings, are where information and different perspectives can be shared and discussed.   The second, the steering committee, undertakes most of the hands-on leadership by setting the agenda, making concrete decisions, and formulating policy.  The third component, officers, include those people who serve as spokesmen, treasurers, meeting facilitators, recording secretaries, etc.  Finally, task forces identify and establish personal responsibility for such tasks as outreach to particular communities, organizing speakers’ events, or working with the local media.  

The coordination of Living Wage activists and organizations has been a challenge, given their diversity of background, and given the ad hoc nature of many Living Wage campaigns, but that is changing.  In particular, the Internet has greatly facilitated the distribution of information, the comparing of notes, and the sharing of effective strategies.  It has thus made for a more coherent movement with consistent patterns of tactics and influence.  Because the particular needs of each local campaign may be different, operational decision-making tends to be widely distributed, but this is actually one of the movement’s strengths, in that it allows for flexibility and for tailored communications with local constituencies.  Incresaingly, however, the ideological consistency of the Living Wage movement is being matched a strategic consistency.  Such coherence has been greatly advanced by the influential activists’ handbook, “Living Wage Campaigns: An Activists Guide to Organizing a Movement for Economic Justice,” published by the Wayne State University Labor Studies Center, which offers practical advice on everything from drafting an ordinance to conducting research to countering the opposition.  (An abridged version is available online at http://www.laborstudies.wayne.edu/research/LivingWage.html).  Practical guidance, coordination, and strategic advice is also provided by Living Wage advocacy organizations such as ACORN.  


The Living Wage movement has gained a lot of traction through the simple force of its core argument: that people who work full time shouldn’t have to live in poverty.  Polls show that this argument appeals to many Americans worried about the growing divide between rich and poor.  Increasingly, Living Wage activists and organizers have emphasized the moral dimension of the issue, not just the economic – indeed, this is what has attracted the support of religious organizations such as the National Council of Churches.  


For instance, Carol Oppenheimer, a labor attorney involved in the Living Wage negotiations in Santa Fe, recalled (in an interview with the New York Times) the turning point in their discussions with business leaders: “What really got the other side was when we said, ‘It’s just immoral to pay people $5.15, they can't live on that.’  It made the businesspeople furious. And we realized then that we had something there, so we said it over and over again. Forget the economic argument. This was a moral one. It made them crazy. And we knew that was our issue.”  

The Living Wage movement’s communications efforts have focused on bringing community pressure to bear on city councils.  It accomplishes this through a variety of means: interviews with local media, public marches and picket lines, and private negotiations with candidates and elected politicians.  The movement has proved itself rhetorically savvy, choosing a name that has a nice ring and that communicates the importance of this issue to people’s daily lives, and in devising simple slogans, such as “Massachusetts Needs a Raise,” that seem hard to argue with.  

The Living Wage movement, as already suggested, has grown steadily over the last decade.  That is largely because of its success in helping lower-income workers while avoiding the dire outcomes, such as severe job loss, predicted by its opponents.  Jared Bernstein has summarized the findings of two major studies on the impact of Living Wage ordinances, one by the Preamble Center for Public Policy in Washington D.C. and the other by the Johns Hopkins Department of Geography and Environmental Engineering.
  Bernstein reports: 

· As far as these studies could discern, the cost increase to the city after the living wage ordinance went into effect was less than the rate of inflation;

· Again, given data limitations, these studies found no evidence of job loss in response to the wage increases;

· There was a small decrease-concentrated among smaller firms--in the number of bids per contract after the ordinance went into effect; this small decline, however, did not appear to lower competitiveness or raise contract costs;

· Interviews and case studies with affected employers suggests some absorption of labor cost increases through efficiency gains, particularly lower turnover;

· While there is evidence that the ordinance raised wages for those at the bottom of the wage scale, the affected group appears to be small (less than 2,000);

· Given their low levels of hours worked, the income/poverty-reducing effect was also small; other benefits include some "spillover" increases to workers above the new wage floor.

· Non-compliance on the part of covered employers "remains a significant problem"

Another recent study by the organization Responsible Wealth reinforces these findings.  The authors conclude that “[p]aying a living wage can lead to increased profitability by positively affecting worker retention and morale. Companies can also save significant amounts of money on expensive recruitment and training efforts, leading directly to a greater profit margin and happier shareholders.”

More broadly, the Living Wage movement has helped to draw attention to fundamental questions of economic justice and economic democracy, and has played an important role in the wider fight against the Right’s deliberate abdication of governmental responsibilities to private interests.  It has also forged collaborative connections and lasting relationships among activists from different organizational and ideological backgrounds.  These relationships have led to concerted action on other economic issues and even on political campaigns.  In Little Rock, for instance, the partnership of ACORN and the Central Arkansas Central Labor Committee, begun as a Living Wage coalition and then formalized later, has since assisted the United Food and Commercial Workers union in their campaign against Walmart and has contributed to the election of four of the city’s Board of Directors. 

In coming years, look for the Living Wage movement to serve as a case study of how the building blocks of progressive activism can lead to a substantial edifice of social change.  It demonstrates how victories at local levels, with the lessons, energy, and connections that they provide, can be leveraged into broader social power – whether that’s a raise in the federal minimum wage, or a change in the public’s sense of what kind of society America should be.  
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