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Introduction 

 
In 2008, the AFL-CIO will hold Labor Day events under the theme of “Turn Around America,” 
spotlighting our fight in this crucial election year for good jobs, an economy that works for all, 
health care and the freedom to form unions.  
 
This year, Labor Day has an added twist: It is the opening day of the Republican National 
Convention, giving us a unique chance to highlight the do-nothing approach of the Bush 
administration on workers’ issues and to call for a new direction.   
 
By holding special events for the media and using strategic messages at traditional Labor Day 
gatherings, we have a chance to talk about key working family issues and use this once-a-year 
platform to get out our message loud and clear.  For those already planning Labor Day events, 
please incorporate the “Turn Around America” theme into your work. 
 
We should have a wave of events in the days leading up to and on Labor Day that intensify our 
Labor 2008 outreach and highlight the importance of this year’s elections.   
 
Please also consider holding a press briefing or workers’ roundtable the week before Labor Day 
(early in the week of the Democratic convention).  This will allow you to speak to local media 
about issues affecting workers going into this election.  A workers’ roundtable would be 
especially effective on Labor Day itself.  Wouldn’t it be great to have roundtables of workers 
talking about the economy all over the country as the Republican convention gets under way?    
 
Our outreach is made all the more important this year, given the stepped-up Big Business efforts 
to attack the Employee Free Choice Act through ads, op-eds and press conferences.  Labor Day 
is our chance to show why working people need to be able to freely form unions in this economy 
and to support candidates who are supporting this legislation.   
 
In this Labor Day 2008 Toolkit, you will find message points, suggestions for events, materials 
to help organize workers’ roundtables and press conferences, sample media advisories and letters 
to the editor—and more.    
 
For more information on Labor Day, please feel free to contact the AFL-CIO Media Outreach 
office at 202-637-5018 or Alison Omens at aomens@aflcio.org. 
 
This is the year when we will turn our country around, and Labor Day marks the day we will step 
into our highest gear.  Let’s make this Labor Day one for the history books!  
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Labor Day 2008:  Turn Around America Message 
 

• This Labor Day, the union movement will put into highest gear our efforts to turn 
around America.  Our country is headed in the wrong direction—more than 80 
percent of the public agrees.   

 
• That’s why across the country—during this Labor Day week—working families are 

coming together in events like this one today to “Turn Around America.”  
 

• If ever working families needed change we can believe in, it is now.  People are 
working too hard for too little.  We’re worried about paying for health care, 
mortgages, college tuition―and we just can’t believe our eyes at the gas pump.  We 
see that the freedom to bargain for better wages and benefits has been stolen from 
working people.  We’re watching our nation sell out America's middle class, and 
we’re deeply worried about our children’s futures. 

 
• Since President Bush took office, we’ve lost more than 3 million good manufacturing 

jobs. Poverty has increased 25 percent. The price of gasoline has risen from $1.50 to 
$4 a gallon. Forty-seven million of us are without health insurance. And we're almost 
bankrupt from financing tax breaks for the wealthy that never should have been given 
and a war that never should have been started—a war that’s costing $10 billion a 
month. 

 
• Corporations are making record profits and CEO salaries are out of sight.  They don’t 

respect workers and they ignore our basic rights—yet they continue to get all the 
breaks from the Bush White House.    

 
• America’s voters are faced with a fundamental choice: Continue down the low road 

we've taken and end up in a swamp of inequality where corporations and the wealthy 
always get more….  

 
 ....or turn around America and head back up to higher ground—where there’s health 

care for all, fair trade deals, the freedom to improve our lives through unions and 
where working people get to keep a fair share of the wealth we help create. 

 
• This year, there’s historic energy and enthusiasm around this election. 

 
• Sen. Barack Obama has a record of putting communities—not corporations—first and 

helping average people get our fair share. He has voted with working families and our 
unions 98 percent of the time, is committed to creating "good middle-class jobs” and 
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wants to end tax breaks for corporations that send jobs overseas.  He would make 
health care available to all, lower costs and make sure no one can be denied care.  He 
strongly supports the freedom of workers to form unions and bargain for a better life 
and has been side by side with workers on picket lines and in organizing and 
bargaining campaigns again and again.  

 
• Sen. John McCain plans to continue the Bush record of putting corporate profit over 

working families’ needs.  A centerpiece of his “economic plan” is $175 billion a year 
in tax cuts for corporations.  McCain is a self-proclaimed free-trader who has voted 
for agreements that shipped jobs overseas. He wants to tax our health care benefits 
and cut back employer-provided health care, leaving workers to fend for themselves 
in the private insurance market.  McCain voted to kill the Employee Free Choice Act. 
He tried to repeal the minimum wage, and he continues to support tax breaks for Big 
Oil.  

 
• McCain voted with President Bush 95 percent of the time last year and 89 percent of 

the time since Bush took office. 
 

• America needs an economy that works for all, not the few—including universal 
health care, fair trade and guaranteeing that the freedom to form unions is available to 
all under the Employee Free Choice Act.  There is no more powerful way to 
transform our economy and our nation than to make sure every worker who wants to 
form a union can do so.   

 
• AFL-CIO union families are in the midst of the broadest grassroots voter mobilization 

effort ever.  More than a quarter of a million union volunteers will knock on doors, 
make phone calls and talk to their co-workers. 

 
• Already, volunteers have gone to 300,000 union voters’ homes, made more than 

300,000 phone calls and distributed more than 2 million fliers. 
 

• Meanwhile, Working America, the community affiliate of the AFL-CIO, has 
expanded to 11 states and will have more than 2.5 million members nationwide by 
Labor Day.  In Ohio alone, Working America has nearly 800,000 members. 

 
• This Labor Day, from [NAME OF RALLY CITY] to [NAME OF OTHER CITY IN 

STATE], working people are ready to turn out in droves coast to coast to work for 
candidates who are ready to turn around our economy…to turn around our health care 
system…to turn around the decline of the middle class…and to turn around America.   
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Sample Ideas for Labor Day Press Events 

 
• Hold a press conference under the theme of “Turn Around America” to talk about 

plans for mobilizing and educating members for the elections.  Invite workers, union 
leaders and allies.  (If you invite candidates, remember that you need to hold a union-
member only event, such as a worker roundtable.  Elected leaders can only appear in 
their role as elected officials, not as candidates.)  Talk about actions you will take in 
your community to ensure that voters go into the 2008 elections armed with the 
knowledge they need to create meaningful change.  As spokespersons, invite the 
activists who are dedicating countless hours, the uninsured or underinsured, workers 
who’ve been laid off or are struggling to make ends meet and workers currently in an 
organizing campaign. (See sample agenda, timeline, advisory and remarks for press 
briefing.)  

 
• Host a media roundtable with union workers. Invite workers and, if possible, 

candidates or public office holders to discuss the issues facing working people in your 
community and the need to turn around America.  Hold the roundtable at a local 
diner, congregation hall, workplace, union hall or a union member’s front porch or 
living room.  This would be a great event on Labor Day or during the prior week. 
(See basics on organizing a roundtable, timeline and media invitation.)   

 
• Take the message to regular Labor Day events—picnics, parades and other events. 

Use AFL-CIO stickers and placards at the event.  (See order form.)   
 
• Ask activists to place letters to the editor in your local paper.  (See samples.)   
 
• Collect signatures on the Million-Member Mobilization petition supporting the 

Employee Free Choice Act at all your events, including Labor Day rallies, picnics 
and parades. (A copy of the petition is enclosed at the end of this toolkit.) 

 
For more information, call the AFL-CIO’s Media Outreach office at 202-637-5018. 
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Sample Labor Day Press Conference Media Advisory 
 
 
 
Media Advisory for [DAY, DATE]  Contact: [NAME AND NUMBER] 
 

Labor Day Week Press Briefing:   
 [STATE/CITY] Union Movement to Announce Drive to 'Turn Around 
America' 
 
Leaders and local members of the [STATE/CITY] union movement will gather on  
[DATE] to talk about the state of the economy for [STATE] workers and other 
pocketbook issues this Labor Day, and to discuss plans for the largest union member 
mobilization ever in an election year in [STATE].  The briefing will address:  
 
• Who's getting ahead and who's getting left behind this Labor Day? 
• What's the jobs picture? 
• How are working families coping with gas prices and health care costs? 
• What are the biggest concerns of working people?  The biggest hopes? 
• What are voters going to do about it? 
 
 
[OTHER GUESTS, SUCH AS ELECTED LEADERS OR COMMUNITY LEADERS] 
will join the briefing.  
 
The national AFL-CIO's effort to “Turn Around America” this year will reach more than 
13 million voters and mobilize more than 250,000 union volunteers to knock on doors, 
make phone calls and talk to their co-workers during this election season. 
 
 “We simply cannot afford four more years of a Bush-style economic agenda,” said 
[UNION LEADER’S NAME].  “This Labor Day, we are telling everyone who wants to 
represent working people that it’s time for a new direction on jobs, health care, trade and 
respect for workers’ freedom to form unions and bargain for a better life.  From the 
White House to the workplace, we are going to fight with our voices and our votes to 
change the way business is done in America.”  
 
[INSERT DETAILS OF GATHERING] 
 
WHO: Working families from [CITY; ANYONE WELL-KNOWN SHOULD BE 
NOTED BY NAME] 
WHAT: [GATHERING TYPE: PICNIC, RALLY, ETC.]  
WHEN: [DATE AND TIME] 
WHERE: [ADDRESS]  
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Sample Labor Day Press Conference Agenda 

 
A Labor Day press conference is your time to tell the media what’s happening with 
workers in your area and to publicize your plans for the 2008 elections. 
 
When setting the agenda, the most important point to remember is that "longer is not 
better."  So don’t pad the program. Bear in mind that most speakers will go longer than 
their allotted time—remind them in advance of their time limit and allow for a little 
overage in your planning.  If many people really want to participate, see if you can find a 
role for them other than speaking.  For example, have one speaker represent multiple 
community groups and only one labor person speak for the local unions—but at the 
beginning or end of the program, acknowledge everyone who has a role in the effort.   
 
• Leader provides opening remarks (see sample script) (4-5 minutes) 

 
• Local worker who has lost his/her job or is struggling to make ends meet (2-3 

minutes) 
 

• Local resident offers personal story on experience with the broken health care system, 
the cost of health care or the fear of being uninsured/underinsured (2-3 minutes) 

 
• Activist union member who can talk (without endorsing a specific candidate) about 

why he/she is spending so much time educating fellow union members about 
candidates (2-3 minutes) 

 
• Worker trying to form a union who can describe how difficult it is under current labor 

law (2-3 minutes) 
 
• Community leader gives local angle on the bad economy, notes that communities are 

stronger when workers can bargain for better living standards (2-3 minutes) 
 

• Question-and-answer period  (15 minutes)   
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Timeline for Organizing a Labor Day Press Conference 

 
Unlike a worker roundtable, a press conference is a scripted event where everyone should 
have a very clear idea of what they will say and their role. The press will be the audience, 
so allow ample time for questions at the end.  Please see the previous page for examples 
of participants and an agenda. 
 
As soon as possible: 
• Pick a date and time the week before Labor Day—between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. are the 

best times for media. 
• Scout out a good place for the press conference.  It could be a congregation’s 

basement, a union hall or worksite, for example.  Be sure parking is available and is 
accessible for people with disabilities. 

• Identify participants and workers of different backgrounds, unions, ages, races, etc.  
Pre-screen them to identify workers who have good stories to tell.  

• Identify other participants, such as a candidate, a community activist, a union leader, 
a member of the clergy or an elected official. 

• If any participants will be speaking languages other than English, arrange to have 
translators. 

• Update your news media list for print, Associated Press, newswire, radio, television 
and web reporters including bloggers—get phone numbers, faxes and e-mail 
addresses. 

 
One week before: 
• Invite reporters in your area. Send out the media advisory and follow up with an 

initial call to explain the event and ask them directly if they would be interested in 
coming.  If reporters say they won’t cover this type of event, ask if they’d be 
interested in meeting with workers or the union leaders one on one.  

• Send a media advisory to TV news assignment desks and follow up with a phone call. 
• Call morning drive-time radio shows to see if they’d be interested in interviewing 

workers and/or community and union leaders the morning before the press 
conference. 

• Pull together background materials.  Create an agenda for the event with workers’ 
names and short bios.  Gather news clippings and other background material you 
want to use, such as information on the event, short bios of participating workers, 
statistics on the economy, information on the AFL-CIO’s political program, a list of 
speakers, your newsletter, etc. 

• Speak to all participants and go over their ideas for remarks with them.  Everyone 
should have a clear idea about which point or issue he or she will be covering. 
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Three days before: 
• Get final commitments from reporters to attend.  
• Send media advisory to TV news assignment desks again. 
• Speak to all participants.  Make sure they all have their remarks complete and are 

comfortable with them.  
 
One day before: 
• Make reminder calls to reporters. 
• Finalize any worker arrangements (e.g. transportation, conference call-ins, etc.).  
• Call TV news assignment desks to confirm they have the advisory. 
• Get on the Associated Press Daybook—a listing of local media events that is seen by 

almost all editors. The deadline is 24 hours before the event. 
• Assign a staffer or volunteer to work with media at the press conference itself (to 

make sure reporters sign in, distribute press packets and to steer reporters toward 
spokespersons). 

 
Day of event: 
• Set up the room to include signs (union signs, not candidate signs) and other colorful 

visuals for television. 
• Go over the agenda with all participants. 
• Call TV news assignment desks in the morning, before 9 a.m., and speak to an 

assignment editor.  
• Meet and greet all reporters—have them sign in with their contact information.  Give 

reporters your background packet, which includes names and titles of all speakers. 
Ask them what else they need. 

 
Day after event: 
• Follow up with any reporters who said they would attend but didn’t. Tell these 

reporters that arrangements could be made to set up interviews with speakers after the 
event. 
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Sample Local Union Leader Statement 

For Press Conference Announcing 'Turn Around America' 
 
This year, Labor Day is especially important for us in [STATE]. The stakes have never 
been higher for working people—and we’re ready to mobilize as never before for 
November’s elections because we are ready to turn around America. 
 
In [STATE] and across the country, working families are being hit hard in this economy. 
A jaw-dropping 84 percent of people now say our country is headed in the wrong 
direction. And it’s no wonder. All of us know people who are on the verge of losing their 
homes, people who have lost jobs or are afraid they will lose them, people who can’t 
afford to get the health care they need even if they have insurance.  
 
[DESCRIBE WHAT’S GOING ON IN THE COMMUNITY—HAS A FACTORY 
CLOSED? IS THERE A HOSPITAL THAT CAN’T TAKE CARE OF EVERYONE?  
FEEL FREE TO ADD ADDITIONAL STATE STATISTICS.] 
  
Since President Bush took office, we’ve lost more than 3 million good manufacturing 
jobs nationally. In [STATE], we’ve lost [INSERT STATE NUMBER FROM 
'MANUFACUTIRNG JOB LOSS' CHART].  The price of gasoline has risen from $1.50 
to more than $4 a gallon. Forty-seven million of us nationally have no health insurance, 
including [INSERT STATE NUMBER FROM 'NUMBER OF UNINSURED PEOPLE' 
CHART] right here in our state.  Instead of creating jobs by building roads and schools 
here in America, we’re building them in Iraq—spending $10 billion a month on a war 
that never should have been started. And we're almost bankrupt from financing tax cuts 
that never should have been given to the rich who never needed them to start with.  
 
The wealthy, CEOs, multinational corporations and insurance companies are doing just 
fine in today’s economy, raking in the dough while the rest of us are left behind.  
 
We’re working harder, longer and more productively than ever—but we can’t make ends 
meet. Why? Because under the Bush administration, corporations and the rich have all 
the power and we’re left to struggle. And when working people want to join together to 
form a union so they can bargain for better wages, benefits and working conditions, they 
have to do it in a totally company-dominated system in which CEOs can harass, 
intimidate and even fire them. Although 60 million workers say they would join a union 
right now if they could, they’re blocked from attaining the best ticket into the middle 
class America has ever had—a union. [DISCUSS LOCAL ORGANIZING EFFORT]  
 
In [STATE] and around the country, working families face a fundamental choice. Do we 
continue down the low road of inequality where corporations and the wealthy always get 
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more than their fair share? Or do we turn around America and head to higher ground—
where there’s health care for all, fair trade, the freedom to improve our lives through 
unions, and where working people get to keep a fair share of the wealth we help create. 
 
[STATE’S] working families have made the choice. This Labor Day, we’re setting out to 
turn around America. Thousands of us are pledging to vote, to educate fellow union 
members on pocketbook issues, to ask candidates their positions on working family 
concerns—but even more, to create a grassroots swell of families who will advocate for 
real changes to economic and social policy that will create an America that works for all. 
 
Together, we are engaging in the broadest grassroots mobilization effort ever to elect 
leaders who will work for working people. Nationwide, more than a quarter of a million 
union volunteers will knock on doors, make phone calls and talk to their co-workers 
about candidates’ records and the stakes of the election. 
 
And we’ve never seen this kind of energy and enthusiasm for taking part in our union 
movement’s political program. For good reason. 
 
Sen. Barack Obama puts communities—not corporations—first, and has helped average 
people get our fair share. He has voted with working families and our unions 98 percent 
of the time. He is committed to creating "good middle-class jobs,” and he wants to end 
tax breaks for corporations that send jobs overseas.  He will make health care available to 
all, lower costs and make sure no one can be denied care.  He strongly supports the 
freedom of workers to form unions and bargain for a better life and has been side by side 
with us on picket lines and in organizing and bargaining campaigns again and again. 
 
Sen. John McCain plans to continue the Bush record of putting corporate profit over 
working families’ needs.  A centerpiece of his “economic plan” is $175 billion a year in 
tax cuts for corporations.  McCain is a self-proclaimed free-trader who has voted for the 
trade deals that have shipped jobs overseas. He wants to tax our health care benefits and 
cut back employer-provided health care, leaving workers to fend for themselves in the 
private insurance market.  McCain tried to repeal the minimum wage, and he continues to 
support tax breaks for Big Oil. 
 
And so, from now through November, AFL-CIO union families are going to be doing 
what it takes to turn around America. 
 
In our community alone, [NUMBER] people will talk to their co-workers, neighbors and 
family members about the candidates and call for specific reforms to create an America 
that works for all. 
 
This Labor Day, from [NAME OF RALLY CITY] to [NAME OF OTHER CITY IN 
STATE], working people are ready to turn out to vote for candidates who are ready to 
turn around our economy…to turn around our health care system…to turn around the 
decline of the middle class…and to turn around America.   
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How to Host a Turn Around America 

Labor Day Workers’ Roundtable 
 
Hosting a Turn Around America Workers’ Roundtable in the days leading up to Labor 
Day is a great way to get the reality of what workers are facing out through the media.  It 
is likely to work best in small to medium-size media markets.   
 
It should have an informal, homespun feel.  A group of six to eight workers and a union 
leader will meet with an elected leader or candidate and reporters, perhaps over lunch or 
breakfast, in someone’s home, a diner, a congregation’s basement or a union hall. 
Workers will discuss the issues surrounding our nation’s economic crisis from their 
perspective.  It can cover jobs, health care costs, housing and the credit crisis, energy 
costs and our failure to invest in energy, the lack of a priority on schools or on rebuilding 
crumbling roads and bridges—whatever issues are touching your members most deeply.  
Definitely cover the stacked deck workers face when trying to organize unions, and how 
this is damaging living standards.  You can even bring in the lack of good jobs and 
adequate health care for returning vets, or the twisted priority of rebuilding Iraq but not 
America.   
 
How to Reach Out to Reporters 
A sample memo to reporters is included in this toolkit. Or you can develop a media 
advisory somewhat like the press conference media advisory, if you think that would 
work better in your community.  Rather than just faxing or e-mailing an advisory or 
invitation and waiting for reporters to show up, you’ll need to do one-on-one work to get 
reporters to cover this. You may end up with only a few print reporters—from the local 
daily newspaper and the Associated Press, perhaps—and possibly one radio and one 
television reporter. Or you may generate much more interest, and you should be prepared 
to accommodate more reporters at your roundtable. Be sure to include ethnic and 
specialty press in your outreach efforts, such as African American and Hispanic 
newspapers and radio outlets. 
 
Who Should Participate in a Roundtable Discussion?  
 
Union leaders: A staff member, elected union leader or very savvy community leader 
should facilitate the discussion. 
 
A “famous listener”: Having a “famous listener” such as a political candidate or elected 
leader there to hear about workers’ priorities may help draw in reporters.  (Remember, 
these are NOT campaign events.  No campaigning or political signs, stickers, 
endorsements, etc.  It’s about the issue.)   
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If you do invite a candidate or an elected leader in his or her candidate capacity, for 
legal reasons you should have union members (including members of Working 
America, the AFL-CIO’s community affiliate) almost exclusively present at the 
roundtable, though you may invite some workers who are still trying to organize.  If 
you are not inviting candidates, then you might have a group that includes both workers 
who have a union and some who do not without concern about the mix. 
 
Workers: You need six or so workers representing a diverse cross section of 
occupations, income levels, ages, races and ethnicities.  Rank-and-file workers are best.  
You may want to include a number of nurses or health care workers at your roundtable.  
You might include a union member who fought to maintain health care in a recent 
contract battle.  
 
Pre-screen workers to find out who is articulate and has a good story to tell. You will 
want people who had a variety of different and compelling experiences.  Every 
community is different, but you want to put together a group of individuals who can 
speak to what local working people are going through.  
 
Preparing the Workers 
• Have one-on-one conversations with each of the workers in the days before the event 

to help them think about the issues they should highlight in their stories. Let them 
know the kinds of questions the discussion leader will ask (see script) and which 
questions you’d like to hear about from them.  

 
• The workers should arrive at least an hour before the event. The discussion leader 

should facilitate a conversation among them so they get to know one another’s stories 
and are able to hold a real conversation rather than just giving their own speech. That 
pre-discussion should end by the time reporters begin to arrive, which may be a half 
hour before the event.  

 
Setting Up Your Roundtable 
• Use a table that can seat at least 10 people or set up chairs in a circle. Have extra 

chairs available.  
• Don’t have workers “on stage” and reporters in “the audience.” Everyone should be 

sitting down together. Depending on how big a space you have, you can put workers 
and reporters at the same table. Just keep the workers generally in the same area. 
They should be able to see one another so they can have a real conversation. 

• Any union staff accompanying workers should be in the background and not active 
participants in the discussion with reporters. 

• If cameras are expected, set up the table so there is a place where cameras can shoot 
without filming the back of someone’s head. Leave some seats empty and seat people 
in a u-shape. Bright lighting always helps with cameras.  

 
Roundtable Discussion Script 
The roundtable discussion leader welcomes everyone and gives a brief outline of the 
event. He or she explains that the purpose of the roundtable is to give workers a chance to 
tell the elected leader or candidate their belief that we must use this election season to 
turn around America, especially in light of the decline in good jobs, the incredible 
squeeze on middle- and low-income working families today, the difficulty workers have 
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organizing in the workplace to bargain for benefits such as health care and—especially—
the loss of confidence in a better future for our children. 
 
• The discussion leader asks each worker to briefly introduce himself or herself, 

providing name, workplace (or former workplace) and place of residence. (3 minutes)  
• The discussion leader works through questions (see the following list for 

suggestions), first asking each worker to explain his or her top concerns about the 
disappearance of family-supporting jobs, the lack of high-quality affordable health 
care, the difficulties organizing at the workplace and the soaring costs of living, 
relating the applicable issues to their own lives. The discussion leader fosters 
discussion among the participants when needed, asking a worker to comment on what 
another worker just said, for example. (30-40 minutes) 

 
Suggested Questions  
 
The discussion leader can ask this question of all the workers: 
• What are your top concerns about our nation’s economy? How has it affected your 

life?  
 
The discussion leader may choose to direct these questions to one or two workers:  
• What’s happening to the middle class in our community in terms of making ends 

meet? To your family and friends?  
• Do you believe it is easy for people to form unions to lift their living standards if they 

want to? What do you think needs to be changed about our nation’s labor laws? 
• As you think about the future for your children and grandchildren, what concerns 

would you like to hear candidates address when it comes to health care? 
• Have you found that it has become easier or harder to find a well-paying job? 
• Have your health care costs risen? What has been the impact of that? 
  
The discussion leader also may choose to invite the “famous listener” to react briefly to 
the workers’ stories. (3-5 minutes)  
 
Following the workers’ discussion, the discussion leader will open the floor for questions 
from reporters. The reporter Q&A session will last about 20 minutes.  
 
For more information on worker roundtables, please call the AFL-CIO Media Outreach 
office at 202-637-5018. 
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Timeline for Organizing a Labor Day Workers’ Roundtable  

 
As soon as possible: 
• Pick a date and time the week before Labor Day—between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. are the 

best times for media. 
• Decide the atmosphere of your roundtable.  Will it be a larger, more public gathering 

or a smaller, more private get-together?  Will you serve refreshments?   
• Scout out a good place for the event.  It could be a diner, a congregation’s basement, 

a union hall or in someone’s home, for example.  Be sure parking is available and is 
accessible for people with disabilities. 

• Identify six to eight workers of different backgrounds, unions, ages, races, etc.  Pre-
screen them to identify articulate workers who have good stories to tell.  

• Identify other possible participants, such as a community activist, a union leader, a 
member of the clergy or an elected official. 

• If any of the participants will be speaking languages other than English, arrange to 
have translators. 

• Decide who will be the moderator—responsible for opening the roundtable and for 
moving the discussion along by asking the workers questions. 

• Update your news media list for print, Associated Press, newswire, radio, television 
and web reporters including bloggers—get phone numbers, faxes and e-mail 
addresses. 

• Let us know what you are planning. Please contact Alison Omens at 202-637-5018 or 
aomens@aflcio.org. 

 
One week before: 
• Invite a reporter or group of reporters. Send out the media advisory and follow up 

with an initial call to explain the event and ask them directly if they would be 
interested in coming.  If reporters say they won’t cover this type of event, ask if 
they’d be interested in meeting with workers one on one.  

• Send a media advisory to TV news assignment desks and follow up with phone calls. 
• Call morning drive-time radio shows to see if they would be interested in inter-

viewing workers and/or community and union leaders the morning before the 
roundtable. 

• Pull together background materials.  Create an agenda for the event with workers’ 
names and short bios.  Gather news clippings and other background materials you 
want to use, such as information on the event, short bios of participating workers, 
statistics on the economy, a list of speakers, your newsletter, etc. 

• Speak to all participants—including workers—and go over with them their ideas for 
remarks.  They should have an idea of what messages they want to deliver and what 
topics will be discussed. 
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Three days before: 
• Get final commitments from reporters to attend the roundtable.  
• Send the media advisory to TV news assignment desks again. 
• Speak to all participants.  Make sure they know when and where they’re supposed to 

be, are prepared with the agenda and know what topics will be discussed.  
 
One day before: 
• Make reminder calls to reporters. 
• Finalize any worker arrangements (such as transportation or conference call-ins).  
• Call TV news assignment desks to confirm they have the advisory. 
• Get on the Associated Press Daybook—a listing of local media events that is seen by 

almost all editors. The deadline is 24 hours before the event. 
• Assign a staffer or volunteer to work with media at the roundtable itself (to make sure 

reporters sign in, to distribute press packets and to steer reporters to spokespersons). 
 
Day of roundtable: 
• Set up the room. 
• Have the moderator come by early to get familiar with the setup. 
• Prepare workers an hour before the event begins. 
• Call TV news assignment desks in the morning, before 9 a.m., and speak to 

assignment editors.  
• Meet and greet all reporters—have them sign in with their contact information.  Give 

reporters your background packet, which includes names and titles of all speakers. 
Ask reporters what else they need. 

 
Day after roundtable: 
• Follow up with any reporters who said they would attend but did not. Tell these 

reporters that arrangements could be made to set up interviews with speakers after the 
event. 

• Let us know how it went. Please contact Alison Omens at 202-637-5018 or 
aomens@aflcio.org and tell us how many people participated and how the discussion 
went. 
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Sample Invitation Memo to Reporters for 
Labor Day Workers’ Roundtable 

 
To: [NAME OF INDIVIDUAL REPORTER]  
 
From: [LOCAL CONTACT] 
 
Date: [DATE] 
 
Re: Labor Day Roundtable Discussion with Local Workers 
 
 
As Labor Day approaches, I’d like to offer you a unique opportunity to hear what issues 
working people in your community really care about and how that will affect their votes.  
 
I would like to invite you to join a group of local workers for a frank, informal discussion 
[OVER LUNCH/BREAKFAST] to explore their hopes and concerns for their jobs, 
families and futures. [NUMBER OF] local workers will gather at [PLACE] at [DATE 
AND TIME] to discuss what they think are top issues for working families in our area 
this Labor Day and what they would most like to see elected leaders and candidates 
prioritize.  
 
Included in the group will be workers with a broad range of employment experience—
white, blue and pink collar and public- and private-sector workers.   
 
In addition, [NAME OF UNION LEADER AND FAMOUS LISTENER] will be joining 
to listen to the workers’ concerns and talk about how those concerns might be addressed.  
[IF TRUE] 
 
This event promises to be a wonderful opportunity to participate in a lively discussion 
with local working people as they share their thoughts on the upcoming election cycle 
and what it means for their families.  I hope you will be able to be part of this event. 
 
Please RSVP by calling: [LOCAL CONTACT INFORMATION]. 
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What is a union? 
A union is a group of workers who  
form an organization to gain:
•	 Respect on the job,
•	 Better wages and benefits,
•	 More flexibility for work  

and family needs,
•	 A counterbalance to the  

unchecked power of  
employers, and

•	 A voice in improving the quality 
of their products and services.

How do people form a union? 
When workers decide to come  
together to improve their jobs, they 
work with a union to help them form  
a local chapter. Once a majority of 
workers shows they want a union, 
sometimes employers honor the 
workers’ choice. Often, the workers 
are forced through a government  
representation process to hold an 
election. If the workers win their 
union, they negotiate a contract with  
the employer that spells out each 
party’s rights and responsibilities in 
the workplace.

Does the law protect workers 
joining unions? 
It’s supposed to, but too often it 
doesn’t. Under the law, employers 
cannot discriminate against or fire 
workers for choosing to join a union.
For example, it’s illegal for employers  
to threaten to shut down their busi-
nesses, fire employees or take away 

benefits if workers form a union.  
However, employers routinely  
violate these laws, and the penalties 
are weak or nonexistent. 

What kinds of workers are 
forming unions today? 
A wider range of people than ever 
before, including many women and 
immigrants, is joining unions— 
doctors and nurses, poultry work-
ers and graduate employees, home 
health care aides and wireless  
communications workers, auto parts 
workers and engineers, to name a few.

How do unions help working 
families today? 
Through unions, workers win better  
wages, benefits and a voice on the 
job—and good union jobs mean 
stronger communities. Union workers  
earn 28 percent more than nonunion  
workers and are more likely to receive  
health care and pension benefits 
than those without a union. In 2004, 
median weekly earnings for full-time 
union wage and salary workers were 

$781, compared with $612 for 
their nonunion counterparts. 
Unions lead the fight today for 
better lives for working people, 
such as through expanded fam-
ily and medical leave, improved 
safety and health protections 
and fair-trade agreements that 
lift the standard of living for 
workers all over the world.

What have unions 
accomplished for all workers? 
Unions have made life better for all  
working Americans by helping to pass  
laws ending child labor, establishing 
the eight-hour day,  protecting workers’  
safety and health and helping create  
Social Security, unemployment  
insurance and the minimum wage, 
for example. Unions are continuing 
the fight today to improve life for all 
working families in America. 

What challenges do workers 
face today when they want to 
form unions? 
Today, millions of workers want to 
join unions. Wise employers under- 
stand that when workers form 
unions, their companies also benefit. 
But the law actually encourages most 
employers to fight workers’ efforts 
to come together by intimidating, 
harassing and threatening them. In 
response, workers are reaching out to 
their communities for help exercising 
their freedom to improve their lives.

Unions 101

A Quick Study of How
Unions Help Workers Win a



 
 

The Union Advantage by State: Median Hourly Wages in 2007* 
 

How to read this table: 
Taking Nebraska as an example, the median union wage is $17.91 an hour—37.2 percent 
more than the state's median nonunion wage of $13.06 an hour.  On a yearly basis, union 
members in Nebraska earn $9,703 more than nonunion workers. 
 
                  Union       Nonunion            Union Advantage 
      Wage Wage           Percent             Per Year  
Alabama $18.14 $13.06 38.9% $10,170
Alaska $22.08 $15.95 38.5% $12,275
Arizona $19.56 $14.60 33.9% $9,910
Arkansas $17.29 $12.70 36.1% $9,167
California $21.04 $15.16 38.8% $11,754
Colorado $17.44 $16.34 6.7% $2,203
Connecticut $22.95 $17.14 33.9% $11,613
Delaware $19.88 $15.59 27.5% $8,582
Florida $19.57 $14.44 35.6% $10,268
Georgia $19.09 $14.69 29.9% $8,794
Hawaii $18.49 $14.26 29.6% $8,456
Idaho $18.87 $13.60 38.8% $10,538
Illinois $19.08 $14.90 28.1% $8,362
Indiana $19.69 $13.98 40.8% $11,421
Iowa $17.68 $13.56 30.4% $8,241
Kansas $19.80 $13.68 44.7% $12,241
Kentucky $17.17 $13.23 29.7% $7,865
Louisiana $15.98 $13.37 19.5% $5,226
Maine $18.55 $13.66 35.8% $9,784
Maryland $20.55 $17.66 16.3% $5,769
Massachusetts $21.74 $17.27 25.9% $8,952
Michigan $19.11 $14.82 28.9% $8,579
Minnesota $19.59 $15.51 26.3% $8,169
Mississippi $17.09 $12.58 35.9% $9,023
Missouri $19.11 $13.87 37.8% $10,482
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The Union Advantage by State: Median Hourly Wages in 2007* 
(continued) 

 
 
                 Union        Nonunion           Union Advantage: 
      Wage Wage          Percent              Per Year 
Montana $17.57 $12.43 41.3% $10,278
Nebraska $17.91 $13.06 37.2% $9,703
Nevada $17.83 $14.25 25.1% $7,150
New Hampshire $19.84 $16.64 19.2% $6,399
New Jersey $21.62 $17.48 23.7% $8,273
New Mexico $17.39 $13.48 29.0% $7,828
New York $19.03 $15.19 25.2% $7,671
North Carolina $18.61 $13.67 36.1% $9,878
North Dakota $18.42 $12.78 44.1% $11,275
Ohio $19.08 $14.12 35.1% $9,923
Oklahoma $17.98 $13.00 38.3% $9,969
Oregon $19.14 $14.28 34.1% $9,731
Pennsylvania $18.87 $14.59 29.3% $8,555
Rhode Island $20.72 $14.79 40.1% $11,856
South Carolina $17.33 $13.57 27.7% $7,522
South Dakota $17.07 $12.74 33.9% $8,650
Tennessee $17.99 $13.08 37.5% $9,807
Texas $18.89 $13.08 44.4% $11,610
Utah $19.80 $13.82 43.2% $11,954
Vermont $19.26 $14.91 29.2% $8,699
Virginia $20.68 $15.74 31.4% $9,883
Washington $20.32 $16.10 26.2% $8,452
West Virginia $18.94 $13.08 44.8% $11,709
Wisconsin $19.31 $14.36 34.4% $9,881
Wyoming $20.67 $14.17 45.9% $13,005
 
 
*Wage figures are for 2006-2007, in 2007 dollars 
Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data;  
Union Advantage calculated by AFL-CIO 
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Number of Uninsured People by State (in thousands) 

State 2000 2006 

# Change 
from 2000 to 

2006 

% Change 
from 2000 to 

2006 
Alabama 557 689 132 23.7 
Alaska 114 109 -5 -4.4 
Arizona 834 1,311 477 57.2 

Arkansas 367 521 154 42 
California 6,154 6,791 637 10.4 
Colorado 598 826 228 38.1 

Connecticut 313 325 12 3.8 
Delaware 69 105 36 52.2 

District of Columbia 75 66 -9 -12 
Florida 2,727 3,828 1,101 40.4 
Georgia 1,145 1,659 514 44.9 
Hawaii 110 110 0 0 
Idaho 194 227 33 17 
Illinois 1,632 1,776 144 8.8 
Indiana 650 748 98 15.1 

Iowa 239 307 68 28.5 
Kansas 274 335 61 22.3 

Kentucky 521 639 118 22.6 
Louisiana 755 921 166 22 

Maine 135 122 -13 -9.6 
Maryland 511 776 265 51.9 

Massachusetts 527 657 130 24.7 
Michigan 838 1,043 205 24.5 

Minnesota 368 475 107 29.1 
Mississippi 361 600 239 66.2 

Missouri 511 772 261 51.1 
Montana 146 160 14 9.6 
Nebraska 140 217 77 55 
Nevada 336 496 160 47.6 

New Hampshire 99 150 51 51.5 
New Jersey 985 1,341 356 36.1 
New Mexico 426 445 19 4.5 

New York 3,001 2,662 -339 -11.3 
North Carolina 1,046 1,585 539 51.5 
North Dakota 66 75 9 13.6 

Ohio 1,191 1,138 -53 -4.5 
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State 2000 2006 

# Change 
from 2000 to 

2006 

% Change 
from 2000 to 

2006 
Oklahoma 624 661 37 5.9 

Oregon 417 665 248 59.5 
Pennsylvania 963 1,237 274 28.5 
Rhode Island 74 91 17 23 

South Carolina 473 672 199 42.1 
South Dakota 77 91 14 18.2 
Tennessee 585 809 224 38.3 

Texas 4,650 5,704 1,054 22.7 
Utah 259 442 183 70.7 

Vermont 50 63 13 26 
Virginia 747 1,006 259 34.7 

Washington 772 746 -26 -3.4 
West Virginia 247 245 -2 -0.8 

Wisconsin 398 481 83 20.9 
Wyoming 74 75 1 1.4 

United States 38,426 46,995 8,569 22.3 
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Table HIA-4. Health Insurance 

Coverage Status and Type of Coverage by State—All 
People: 1999 to 2006, 
www.census.gov/hhes/www/hlthins/historic/hihistt4.html;  
and Table HI05. Health Insurance Coverage Status and 
Type of Coverage by State and Age for All People: 2006, 
pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032007/health/h05_000.htm 
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Sample Letter to Editor:  Employee Free Choice Act 
 
Even though Labor Day is a national holiday, the state of America’s workers is nothing to 
celebrate. As a member of [UNION] for [NUMBER OF YEARS], I know the value of 
having a union.  Unfortunately, American labor law doesn’t seem to.  
 
Unions are our nation’s single best ticket to the middle class.  Workers who have a union 
make 30 percent more than those who don’t, and they are much more likely to have 
health and retirement benefits.  More than half of workers who don’t have a union say 
they would join one tomorrow.  Too few will ever get the chance.   
 
Every day, companies fight to deny workers the freedom to decide for themselves 
whether to form unions to bargain for a better life. Corporations routinely harass, coerce 
and even fire union supporters, and our broken labor laws are helpless to stop them.   
 
That is why we should honor this Labor Day by joining together to work for passage of 
the Employee Free Choice Act. This act supports workers in [STATE] and across the 
country who are fighting to improve their lives. Only by passing the Employee Free 
Choice Act can we fix our broken laws and give all in America a chance at a middle class 
life.  
 
Name 
Address 
Phone Number 
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Sample Letter to Editor:  Health Care 

 
Health insurance company CEOs had an average income of $8.7 million in 2006, while 
8.7 million children went without health care.  This Labor Day, [NUMBER] people in 
[STATE] will be celebrating without health care, worrying that something will happen to 
them or their loved ones.  
 
Even those who are lucky enough to have insurance must face down the demons of rising 
premiums and co-pays and the very real possibility that they will lose their coverage 
altogether.  
 
There is no reason why, in the richest country on the planet, that so many people should 
live without health care. Millions more are losing it every year, while insurance 
companies rake in record profits.   
 
However, too many of our elected officials have pursued policies that have worsened, 
rather than alleviated, the pain for working people.  It is time to develop a health care 
policy that works for all.   
 
We need a health care system that reins in out-of-control costs that are devastating 
working families and delivering untold riches to CEOs.  We need to protect the benefits 
people have won and ensure that everyone in this great country has access to care for 
themselves and their families.  
 
We need to elect leaders in November who will stand by America’s working people and 
will help fix our nation’s broken health care system.  We can, and we must, turn around 
America.  
 
Name 
Address 
Phone Number 
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Sample Letter to Editor:  Turn the Tide on Trade 
 
This Labor Day, millions of America's workers are still waiting for the benefits that “free 
trade” was supposed to bring.  But after almost two decades of failed trade agreements 
like NAFTA, the gap between the rich and the rest of us has only grown wider.  All too 
often, we hear of stories like [LOCAL PLANT CLOSING / JOB LOSSES] in [CITY].   
 
Corporate executives and their buddies in the Republican leadership are trading our 
nation’s welfare for profit.  They support a trade policy that protects corporations that 
move their production to countries where workers are routinely exploited.  They’ll take 
advantage of unfair practices such as Chinese currency manipulation.  But they won’t 
protect our children from the toxic materials that are showing up in the toys made there.   
 
It’s time to turn around America’s trade policy with fair trade agreements that recognize 
labor and environmental standards so workers worldwide don’t have to pay the price for 
the corporate race to the bottom.     
 
Good jobs lost to unfair trade will be an important issue this November.  John McCain 
hasn’t seen a trade deal he didn’t like—even NAFTA.  Barack Obama wants to end the 
big tax giveaways to the corporations that are shipping our jobs overseas. 
 
Let’s support a presidential candidate who won’t take money from the corporate lobbyists 
who manipulate the trade agenda in Washington.  From Labor Day to Election Day, we 
have to fight for a trade policy that works for working families. 
  
Name 
Address 
Phone Number 
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