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Introduction

In this paper we trace the 
interconnected strands of  
capacity-building and field-
building in the workers center  
field. By “capacity-building,” 
we mean the development of 
specialized skills like legal 
advocacy, policy analysis, 
lobbying, internal organizational 
management, and strategic 
communications. Worker centers 
have gained access to these 
capacities through an evolving 
array of strategies. In the early 

years, outside organizations or 
intermediaries usually provided 
missing skills to emergent 
organizations in the form of 
technical assistance. Later, as 
worker centers organized into 
regional or sectoral federations, 
the networks accumulated 
enough resources to develop 
some sophisticated capacities 
internally, which they could 
then offer to individual worker 
center affiliates. In another 
variant, groups of worker centers 
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pooled their resources to invest in shared staff or a joint contract 
that enabled them to develop capacities collectively (in Chicago, for 
example, eight worker centers shared a communications department). 
Finally, as individual worker centers grew sufficiently large and 
better resourced, some have been able to internalize these skills and 
build their own legal, lobbying, or communications expertise. All 
four of these capacity-building strategies continue to coexist across 
the range of worker centers and their networks and alliances.

“Field-building” refers to the development of relationships, alignment, 
and infrastructure among worker centers—the construction and 
strengthening of connective tissue (both formal and informal) that 
helps individual centers operate in tandem as a movement rather 
than as isolated organizations. Worker centers typically emerge in 
very specific, local contexts, such as a group of employees in a single 
industry in one city or region. When worker centers form partnerships 
to cultivate relationships, share lessons, plan joint strategies, run 
campaigns together, and create durable networks, they are building 
the field. Field-building goes hand-in-hand with capacity-building: 
as mentioned above, sectoral alliances and regional and national 
networks are often able to master capacities that individual worker 
centers lack the resources to develop. But building the field is more 
than just collecting resources for the sake of improving technical 
skills. It helps to build the broader movement. As the field develops, 
worker centers are expanding their power and scope. With this growth, 
leaders and staff widen their perspective and have the institutional 
foundation to think more broadly, imagine more dramatic shifts in 
power, and begin to enact a more transformative vision of change.

Before we begin to outline the historic arc of field-building and capacity-
building among worker centers, we want to note that it is impossible 
to accurately document the complicated and variegated development 
of the decentralized field of worker centers in a piece a short as this, so 
we will focus our attention on very broad patterns and national-level 
trends. We are grateful to the leaders in the field who spent time with 
us to share their insights, which was crucial in helping us to sketch out 
this broad arc of history. But we will inevitably make generalizations 
that imperfectly represent the field as a whole and that we will leave 
out important organizations and efforts. We beg the reader’s indulgence 
for these incongruities, and encourage readers to engage in longer 
and more detailed historical examinations, some of which are cited 
below. That said, we will now offer a broad overview of this history.
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Background

Since the late 1980s, worker centers 
have grown in number, power, and 
sophistication. According to Fine and 
Narro (2018), “The number of worker 
centers in the United States has 
been growing steadily. In 1992, there 
were five centers nationwide; by 
2005, there were 142 organizations; 
by 2012, there were 214 centers; 
and today there are an estimated 
266 of them.” As the number and 

sophistication of workers centers 
has grown, efforts have proliferated 
to support them, build capacity, 
and establish a coherent field. This 
developmental arc can be divided 
into four phases, summarized briefly 
here, to be followed by a more 
detailed exploration of the core 
organizations and networks that 
played central roles in each phase:
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We will now explore each of these phases in greater 
detail. In each period, we have chosen a representative 
organization or alliance to illustrate the broader trends.

Decentralized organizing (1980s and 1990s): When worker centers 
first emerged and the model itself was developing, most worker 
center organizing was local and decentralized. Field-building, to the 
extent that it occurred, often took place within particular economic 
sectors, bringing together organizations that supported day laborers, 
garment workers, and domestic workers, for example. There was 
limited capacity-building support for these emergent worker centers, 
but early partners played a crucial role. In particular, immigrants’ 
rights groups, faith-based organizations, and unions provided early 
support for worker centers, and progressive legal organizations 
and law clinics assisted with cases of worker mistreatment.

The emergence of national alliances (2000-2010): As the field 
matured, individual worker centers came together to form 
national alliances representing different sectors of low-wage 
workers, such as domestic workers, day laborers, and taxi drivers. 
Worker centers needed help with legislative advocacy, research, 
fundraising, and organizational development, and they often relied 
on external organizations to provide these critical capacities.

The United Workers Congress (2010-2015): In 2010, nine sector-
based worker centers and alliances came together to form the 
Excluded Workers Congress, a cross-sectoral partnership that 
aimed to represent and strengthen the broader field of low-wage 
and immigrant worker organizing. This new formation, which later 
changed its name to the United Workers Congress, helped strengthen 
relationships with the labor movement and with institutional 
funders. A new layer of capacity-building organizations stepped 
in to support worker centers and the worker center movement 
in the realms of research, legal support, and communications.

A new period of decentralization (2015-2021): After five years of 
work, the United Workers Congress dissolved, ushering in a new 
period of more decentralized field building, though with far more 
sophistication. Worker centers again connected with each other, 
either within sectors through national networks or between sectors 
within specific regions. The national worker center networks 
provided much of the capacity-building support, and a new 
generation of intermediary organizations emerged to respond to the 
challenges facing worker centers in the realms of communications, 
opposition attacks, organizational development, and resourcing.
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DECENTRALIZED ORGANIZING: 1980s-90s
The history of the early days of the worker center field has been well 
documented in Janice Fine’s Worker Centers: Organizing Communities at 
the Edge of the Dream (2006), but we will review some core aspects here 
to set the stage for later developments. Worker centers first appeared 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s to confront the challenges facing low-
wage workers, most of whom were undocumented immigrants and 
African American workers, that were not being addressed through 
traditional union organizing models. But growth was slow. As Fine 
and Narro (2018) note, there were only five worker centers nationwide 
in 1992. The field grew over the course of the 1990s, as more and 
more worker centers emerged around the country, predominantly 
(although not exclusively) among low-wage immigrant workers in 
urban areas. Many of these early experiments in worker organizing 
were seeded by more established organizations, primarily unions 
and organizations that served immigrant communities. Early worker 
centers sought out peer organizations that were organizing low-wage 
workers in the same sectors in other cities and shared organizing 
models and built relationships. They were supported by grassroots 
legal advocacy groups and two early worker center networks.
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Day Laborer Organizing: The development of day laborer organizing 
provides a helpful example to represent the broader trends of this 
moment. Victor Narro, project director at the UCLA Labor Center, told 
us about the history of day laborer organizing in Los Angeles, in which 
he participated during his time at the Coalition for Humane Immigrant 
Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA) in the 1980s and 1990s. In 1989, CHIRLA 
founded the Day Laborer Project, supporting Pablo Alvarado, a part-time 
staff member at CHIRLA and one of the earliest day laborer organizers, 
to organize Latino day laborers on street corners across the city. Drawing 
on his organizing experience in El Salvador, Alvarado incorporated 
popular education, literacy programs, and direct action into his work 
with day laborers, while CHIRLA provided legal support for laborers with 
wage theft claims. In partnership with IDEPSCA (the Institute of Popular 
Education of Southern California), CHIRLA won a city contract to take 
over two of the city’s neglected day laborer hiring sites. That contract, 
along with support from local foundations, provided CHIRLA with the 
resources to expand day laborer organizing in Los Angeles and develop 
an organizing model that attracted the attention of fellow organizers in 
other cities. When organizers and leaders from the Bay Area and New 
York City came to Los Angeles and spent time with CHIRLA’s day laborer 
program between 1998 and 2000, they forged relationships that would 
later serve as the foundation of the National Day Laborer Organizing 
Network (NDLON). CHIRLA also helped spur the development of worker 
centers in other sectors and communities in Los Angeles, including the 
Pilipino Workers Center and the Garment Worker Center, which laid the 
foundation for a strong network of worker centers in Los Angeles. Thus, 
CHIRLA’s success spurred both sectoral and regional connections. Other 
partners played a central role in supporting these emergent day laborer 
organizations as well as in supporting their further growth in cities 
across the country. Coalitions fostered by Jobs with Justice mobilized to 
overcome resistance from local unions and helped to seed the formation 
of day laborer organizing committees in Chicago and Washington, D.C. 
Amy Sugimori and Luna Yasui, two attorneys on the staff of the National 
Employment Law Project (NELP), provided crucial support for NDLON’s 
work as it grew, as did the National Immigration Law Center (NILC).

Seeding New Organizations: The origin story of day laborer organizing 
played out in similar ways in other cities and sectors. Following 
CHIRLA’s model, the Central American Refugee Center (CARECEN) in 
Long Island, New York launched an organizing campaign focused on 
domestic workers and helped launch the Workplace Project in 1992. 
The Committee Against Anti-Asian Violence (CAAAV) in New York City 
incubated the New York Taxi Workers Alliance in 1998 and Domestic 
Workers United in 2000. The Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees 
(HERE) union was involved in early restaurant worker center organizing 
in New York City, which contributed to the emergence of the Chinese 
Staff and Workers Association in 1980 (an organization that was 
also supported by the International Ladies Garment Workers Union 
(ILGWU)) and the Restaurant Opportunities Center in 2001. Veterans 
from the Civil Rights movement supported the development of worker 
centers in the South, along with Interfaith Worker Justice (IWJ), which 
helped birth new organizations in the Midwest, South and Northeast. 
In most cases, established organizations funded staff organizers and 
helped fledgling groups connect with funders to support their work.
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Capacity-Building: During this period, there was little systematic 
capacity-building being undertaken. Organizations typically 
networked with each other informally; organizers heard about 
others operating in the same sector and sought them out to 
share experiences and learn new approaches. Jobs with Justice, 
Interfaith Worker Justice, ENLACE, and the Center for Community 
Change helped cultivate relationships and networks among 
worker centers and provided training and fundraising support.

The worker center model is known for combining service provision 
with organizing and deep leadership development. Particularly in these 
early years, much of the service provision revolved around supporting 
individual workers with struggles regarding their immigration status, 
wage theft, and other forms of abuse in the workplace. Worker centers 
would take on particularly egregious cases of worker abuse that could 
be elevated in broader advocacy campaigns, but in order to do this, they 
had to develop internal legal capacities or seek out external legal support. 
There were many worker centers that were founded, in whole or in part, 
by attorneys, and these organizations tended to conduct their legal 
work in-house. Other worker centers found legal support through social 
justice advocacy organizations like the Urban Justice Center in New 
York City, the National Employment Law Center (NELP) and the National 
Immigration Law Center (NILC) in Los Angeles. Law schools also offered 
legal help, like the Immigrant Rights Clinic at New York University and 
legal clinics at Yale Law School and University of California, Irvine.

Relationships with Labor Unions: Relationships with the labor 
movement were weak and sometimes tense, a reality that made sense 
given significant differences in organizing models and organizational 
cultures, the residue of anti-immigrant politics in the labor movement, 
the broader anti-labor political climate, and significant power 
differentials between unions and worker centers. But important seeds 
were planted during this period that allowed for the development 
of stronger collaborative relationships in later years, particularly 
through the work of Jobs with Justice and the 2003 Immigrant Worker 
Freedom Ride (IWFR). The IWFR—which was sponsored by a coalition 
including UNITE HERE, the AFL-CIO, and worker centers—featured 
20 buses of immigrant workers traveling through more than 100 
cities throughout the US. This effort highlighted the dire need for 
immigration reform and helped make visible at the local level the 
important relationships between worker centers and labor unions.
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COMING INTO THEIR OWN: 2000-2010
In the years that followed, the worker center field evolved in significant 
ways. Numerically, the field grew much more rapidly in this decade, 
with the count of worker centers nearly doubling by 2010. The forms 
of work undertaken by worker centers also matured in this period. 
While some worker centers had been engaging in legislative work 
for years, it took time for many others to move beyond their initial 
focus on individual worker claims that had characterized their work 
up to that point. Organizations began to advocate for local and state 
policy changes to improve the conditions of workers, an evolution that 
demanded many new capacities, including the ability to undertake 
policy analysis, carry out systematic research, lobby elected officials, 
and build alliances with social movement partners to advance a 
mutual agenda. The most significant field-building development of 
this period was the emergence of national sector-based networks.

Domestic Worker Organizing: The organizing of domestic workers 
exemplified the growing partnerships between worker centers and 
supportive allies during this period. Domestic Workers United (DWU) 
was one of the early flagship groups, based in New York City. In 2004, 
after years of advocacy on behalf of individual workers, DWU took 
up a statewide legislative campaign for a Domestic Workers Bill of 
Rights intended to end the exclusion of domestic workers from existing 
employment protections and raise the floor for basic workplace rights. 
During the six years of the campaign, DWU developed a number of 
new capacities, some through trial and error and others with the help 
of allied organizations. Students in the NYU Immigrant Rights Clinic 
drafted the original policy plan, drawing on the vision of DWU leaders, 
and worked closely with the worker center to write amendments and 
devise lobbying strategies. The DataCenter in Oakland, CA, a non-
profit research organization, collaborated with DWU to research and 
write a report titled Home is Where the Work Is: Inside New York’s 
Domestic Work Industry (DataCenter 2006), making the case for the 
Bill of Rights. The New York chapter of Jobs with Justice worked 
closely with DWU to build support from labor leaders around the state, 
which proved crucial in overcoming legislators’ concerns that unions 
would be upset if “special protections” were provided to domestic 
workers. Jews for Racial and Economic Justice began educating and 
organizing those who hired domestic workers, and their first project 
was to win employer support for the Bill of Rights. Over the course 
of the campaign, partnerships were forged with important allies and 
an infrastructure that would prove useful for future campaigns was 
built. The bill ultimately passed the New York state legislature in 
2010, providing a model for legislative campaigns in other states.
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During this same period, domestic worker organizations across the 
country were building relationships and sharing organizing models. 
Twelve such groups came together at the first United States Social Forum 
in 2007 to found the National Domestic Workers Alliance. Founding 
organizations included the Women’s Collective of La Raza Centro Legal, 
Mujeres Unidas y Activas, and People Organized to Win Employment 
Rights (POWER) in Northern California; CHIRLA and the Pilipino 
Workers’ Center in Southern California; the Women Workers’ Project 
of CAAAV Organizing Asian Communities, Damayan Migrant Workers 
Association, Domestic Workers United, Haitian Women for Haitian 
Refugees, Unity Housecleaners Cooperative of the Hempstead Workplace 
Project, and Las Señoras de Santa Maria in New York; and CASA de 
Maryland. The Alliance grew quickly, hosting national worker-to-worker 
gatherings, advancing Domestic Worker Bill of Rights campaigns in states 
around the country, engaging in joint lobbying with the Department 
of Labor to advocate for more effective enforcement, and participating 
in international efforts with the International Domestic Worker 
Federation to advocate for the first International Labor Organization 
convention on domestic work. By building a shared organizational 
infrastructure for their sector, domestic workers developed the capacity 
to move politics at a larger scale than had previously been possible.

Field-Building: The development trajectory from isolated local 
organizations to growing national networks played out again and 
again in different sectors. National networks emerged, like the 
National Day Laborers Organizing Network in 2001 and the National 
Taxi Workers Alliance in 2011. Some national organizations emerged 
from local organizing efforts, like the Restaurant Opportunities 
Center United (ROC-United), which grew out of ROC-NY and 
was founded in 2008, and the National Guest Workers Alliance 
(NGA), which grew out of the Alliance of Guest Workers in the 
Gulf Coast and was founded in 2006. As in the case of NDWA, 
these national formations played a number of crucial roles:

Facilitated peer-to-peer learning. Local organizations that would 
have been otherwise isolated and left to develop effective organizing 
models on their own now had a dedicated space to come together to 
share best practices and problem-solve together, whether through 
national gatherings or organizational exchanges.

Supported the emergence of new local organizations, which occurred 
differently depending on the structure of the network. In some cases, 
as with NDWA and NDLON, newly emergent organizations would 
affiliate with and receive support from the national alliance. In other 
cases, like ROC-United and NGA, the national alliance would seed new 
organizations in cities and regions where none existed.
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Alongside the formation of national sector-based alliances, 
metropolitan alliances also emerged to build cross-sectoral 
relationships between worker sectors. In Los Angeles, the UCLA 
Labor Center facilitated these kinds of connections, while 
similar networks took shape in New York City and Chicago.

During this period, a number of national community and labor 
organizing networks that mostly represented emergent organizations 
based in communities of color came together to build a network 
called Unity, whose original members included Jobs with Justice, the 
Pushback Network, Right to the City Alliance, Grassroots Global Justice, 
the National Day Laborers Organizing Network, and the National 
Domestic Worker Alliance. As with several broader movement-building 
efforts over the years, Unity was sponsored by Jobs with Justice. It 
was intended to serve as a space where member organizations could 
build political alignment as well as amass enough influence to contend 
for foundation grants that were otherwise going to larger, more 
established organizing networks. Members of Unity worked together 
to help to convene the United States Social Forums, and the inter-
organizational relationships built in this phase provided the groundwork 
for the formation of the Excluded Workers Congress years later.

Experimented with new cross-cutting organizational tools. National 
alliances had more resources and bandwidth to address broad, sector-
wide questions, including, for example, technological innovation or 
research on national trends in particular industries.

Strengthened the ability of member organizations to engage in 
organizing at a national scale. Local organizations were impacted by 
national political trends but they lacked capacity to meaningfully 
weigh in. The national alliances provided a vehicle for national-
level efforts, like NDLON’s organizing to challenge anti-immigrant 
legislation at the federal level or multiple alliances that engaged 
with the U.S. Department of Labor to strengthen workers’ rights and 
worker health and safety. Relatedly, the alliances pushed for their 
members to have a stronger voice in the national media.

Provided a vehicle for international engagement, such as the cross-
border relationship built by ENLACE and NDWA’s work with the 
International Domestic Workers Federation.

Helped worker centers build stronger relationships with the wider 
labor movement. The intentional relationship-building between 
worker centers and unions at the national level allowed for joint 
strategizing to improve those relationships at the local level (the 
example of NDLON and the AFL-CIO is described below).

Enabled the worker center field to seek funding from national 
foundations, which would not have been impossible for smaller, local 
organizations whose budgets and reach did not match the scale of this 
tier of philanthropy. In many cases, national alliances would receive 
grants from large foundations, which would be used in part to cover 
the expenses of the national alliance and in part to re-grant funds to 
local affiliates.
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Capacity-Building: As worker centers took on more ambitious 
campaigns, they needed more skills and expertise. If they had 
primarily needed legal support when they advocated on behalf of 
individual workplace grievances, many worker centers now needed 
policy research to support legislative advocacy. They continued to 
receive legal and legislative assistance, including significant support 
from NELP and NILC, and some university labor centers took on 
important research projects. For example, the flagship report Broken 
Laws, Unprotected Workers: Violations of Employment and Labor 
Laws in America’s Cities (2009) resulted from a collaboration between 
NELP, the UCLA Labor Center, and the Center for Urban Economic 
Development at the University of Illinois Chicago. The DataCenter also 
played a helpful role to a number of worker centers in this period.

Relationships with Labor Unions: Relationships between worker 
centers and the traditional labor movement also grew closer in this 
phase. Jobs with Justice continued to broker relationships and knit ties 
between labor unions and worker centers at the local level. Building 
on these connections, the AFL-CIO made a formal commitment 
to build relationships with worker centers in 2006, evident in the 
statement by the AFL-CIO’s Executive Council, “A National Worker 
Center - AFL-CIO Partnership.” According to Eddie Acosta, the primary 
AFL-CIO staff person focusing on worker centers at the time, it 
wasn’t easy to identify cities where positive relationships could be 
formed between union leaders and worker centers to grapple with 
the misperceptions that many union members held about immigrant 
workers or to advance their shared interests. But over time the work 
paid off. Local partnerships emerged and grew stronger; worker 
centers and unions launched joint organizing experiments.

In August of that year, the AFL-CIO and NDLON established a formal 
partnership, and the federation turned to developing relationships 
between day laborer organizations and local building trades unions 
and labor federations. NDLON formalized a similar partnership with 
the Laborers International Union of North America (LIUNA) in 2008. 
National labor delegations visited flagship day laborer organizing 
efforts like the Proyecto Defensa Laboral/Worker’s Defense Project in 
Austin, Texas. Unions supported NDLON to defeat local anti-day laborer 
ordinances, and several local experiments in joint organizing grew 
out of these partnerships. Similar partnerships were signed between 
the AFL-CIO and Interfaith Worker Justice and ENLACE in 2007. As 
the collaborations progressed, alliances between unions and worker 
centers began to take root at the local level without the direct mediation 
of the national AFL-CIO, and the national labor movement began to 
connect more frequently with national worker center networks.
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A NEW NATIONAL WORKERS 
MOVEMENT: 2010-2015
In 2010, the momentum of the worker centers movement was 
palpable, as more and more worker centers came into the field and 
as organizations across the country won local and statewide policy 
victories that improved wages and workplace conditions for millions 
of low-wage workers. This period was also characterized by one of 
the most significant field-building developments in the history of 
the worker center movement: the formation and dissolution of the 
United Workers Congress (originally named the Excluded Workers 
Congress), a national cross-sectoral worker center federation.

From the Excluded Workers Congress to the United Workers Congress: 
The second U.S. Social Forum took place in Detroit in 2010. At the 
gathering, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, Jobs with Justice, and 
the National Day Laborers Organizing Network convened representatives 
from nine sectors excluded—by law or in practice—from established 
labor and employment protections. More than four hundred workers 
came together to share the workplace conditions they faced and swap 
stories about the campaigns they were waging to improve their lives.

Domestic workers, farm workers, taxi drivers, restaurant workers, 
day laborers, guest workers, workers in Southern right-to-work 
states, workfare workers, and formerly incarcerated workers found 
they had a lot in common. That day, they founded the Excluded 
Workers Congress, a federation of worker centers and national 
alliances designed to give these historically excluded workers a more 
powerful voice in the labor movement and in public debates.

The Excluded Workers Congress (which later changed its name to 
the United Workers Congress (UWC)) enabled the worker center 
field to leverage its power and capacities in new ways. It provided 
a space for cross-sectoral learning about organizing methodologies 
and strategy, ranging from reflections on best practices and 
structural challenges to structured dialogues between worker 
centers and union organizers about organizing models.



13Building the Field and Capacity of Worker Centers

These were optimistic times, and the Congress participated in heady 
discussions about the “future of work” with members of the Obama 
administration, philanthropy, and labor leaders. Over time, it became 
clear that the founding mission of the Congress—to build power and 
end the exclusion of workers from labor and employment protections—
was just the beginning of its aspirational role. Inclusion in current 
labor law was necessary but not sufficient. According to an article 
on the Excluded Workers Congress, “Labor laws must be reshaped to 
reflect changes in the structure of workplaces and the composition 
of the workforce in the 21st century. Rather than limiting workers’ 
rights to organize to the restrictions of the National Labor Relations 
Act, the Excluded Workers Congress believes that new frameworks for 
workers’ rights to organize must be rooted in human rights and that 
they must be international in scope” (Goldberg and Jackson 2011).

With this broader mission, the Excluded Workers Congress renamed 
itself the United Workers Congress. The federation convened a series 
of internal dialogues and external discussions to re-imagine work, 
workplace organizing, and worker power in the 21st century, including 
conversations with labor scholars and worker organizers from around 
the world who were engaged in an imaginative rethinking of the 
economy. Some of the leaders from the United Workers Congress 
partnered with labor leaders from the Service Employees International 
Union (SEIU) who were grappling with similar questions; they held 
a series of strategic dialogues on worker organizing for the 21st 
century through the lens of new forms of worker power, new ways 
to attain scale, and new revenue sources that went beyond the 
structure of the National Labor Relations Act. These dialogues did 
not produce consensus, but they asked critical questions, deepened 
relationships, and laid the groundwork for exciting joint organizing.

Predictably, the growing prominence of the United Workers Congress 
led to opposition from employers and their political allies. Business 
associations, namely the Chamber of Commerce and the National 
Restaurant Association, lobbied legislators against policies like 
minimum wage increases, founded public relations firms like the Worker 
Center Watch to smear worker centers, and forced worker centers to 
defend themselves against lawsuits alleging they were functioning 
as unions rather than as 501(c)3 organizations and should thus be 
restricted in their organizing methods. The UWC provided space for 
its members to strategize about how to respond to these attacks. 
Roadmap Consulting helped worker centers launch the Weathering 
the Storm project, which offered organizational development tools 
and practices to survive legal assaults. These attacks challenged the 
worker center field with strategic questions with which it is still 
grappling. For example, should worker centers reject union classification 
and defend their 501(c)3 status, or claim union status, with all of 
the potential power and challenges that union status presents?
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Internal challenges emerged within the Congress as well; many of 
them, paradoxically, were expressions of the Congress’ success. In 
its early years, the Excluded Workers Congress had been a necessary 
vehicle for worker centers to have a voice in the world of national 
politics—with the labor movement, national funders, the Department 
of Labor, federal elected officials, and mainstream media. Its success 
enabled many of the sectoral alliances to develop their own national 
platforms and relationships, reducing their reliance on the UWC.

Success also revealed gaps between workers who were farther 
along in developing cohesion and clout, like domestic workers 
and restaurant workers, and those who were still struggling to 
ramp up their organizing, such as workfare workers and formerly 
incarcerated workers. Notably, most of the worker centers that 
were still in the early stages of development were primarily based 
among Black workers. These disparities created tensions around 
the role of the Congress: Was its primary purpose to amplify the 
strategic impact of sectors with more momentum or to foster 
the development of emergent sectors? This question resonated 
with an oft unspoken tension between worker organizations that 
supported immigrant bases and those that supported Black bases.

Another area of discord emerged in disagreements between Congress 
members about the best strategic approach on immigration reform 
during the second term of the Obama administration. The UWC had 
strengthened the collective power of the worker center movement, 
which allowed worker centers to help shape the language of the 
immigration reform bill. But there were real differences about how to 
push the administration. Some members, particularly the NGA and 
NDWA, wanted to focus on broadening qualifications for citizenship to 
include civic engagement and organizing work, in order to incentivize 
workers to join worker organizations as a way to get citizenship. Other 
organizations, particularly NDLON, believed that the primary goal 
should be to push the Obama administration to stop deportations. 
Erica Smiley, Jobs with Justice Executive Director, reflected that, 
while these were not inherently contradictory positions, these 
strategic differences combined with competing tactical approaches 
to “fuel tensions that ultimately made them feel irreconcilable.”
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Still other questions emerged about the function of the federation, and 
organizational members began pulling in different directions. Did the 
UWC exist to create a neutral space for worker centers of all shapes and 
sizes to convene, to provide guidance and vision around some of the big 
emerging questions about labor and the economy, or to pursue collective 
campaigns for federal policy change or challenge big corporations 
directly? The role of the Congress was also complicated by the emergence 
of parallel formations—like OUR Walmart and the Fight for $15—
which used similar strategic approaches to worker centers but were 
not members of the Congress. Under the weight of these accumulated 
differences and strategic questions, the United Workers Congress reached 
an impasse, and its leaders decided to dissolve the federation in 2015.

Some of the field-building efforts dissipated in the wake of the 
dissolution of the Congress, but cross-sectoral relationships survived in 
national-level collaborative campaigns. For example, Jobs with Justice 
and the National Domestic Workers Alliance created Caring Across 
Generations to connect the struggles of care workers with the interests 
of families grappling with the burdens of caring for elders. The National 
Guestworker Alliance collaborated with Jobs with Justice, the NDLON, 
and the National Immigration Law Center to advocate for the POWER 
Act, which would have provided visas for workers subject to workplace 
violations. ROC-United has collaborated with Jobs with Justice to 
advance the One Fair Wage campaign. Many Congress members remain 
engaged in shared strategic dialogues on big-picture questions about the 
future of workers, pushing the boundaries of worker organizing models 
and reshaping the safety net in the United States. Another outgrowth 
of the United Workers Congress was Global Labor Justice, which 
continues to support relationship-building between worker centers 
and other “alt-labor” formations and international labor institutions.

While the United Workers Congress did not survive as a formation, 
it played a core role in bringing the worker center field to 
broader recognition among philanthropy, government agencies, 
and the labor movement. The UWC provided an important 
vehicle for shared campaigns and highlighted fundamental 
strategic questions that continue to animate the field.
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Other Field-Building Work: New worker centers and alliances blossomed 
during this phase. Two notable examples are the Food Chain Workers 
Alliance and the Los Angeles Black Worker Center. The Food Chain 
Workers Alliance was founded in 2009, spearheaded by the Restaurant 
Opportunities Center, to bring together workers who labor in different 
locations within the food system in the United States, including 
farmworkers, food-processors, truck drivers, and restaurant workers.

An important development in this period was the emergence of 
more worker centers based among Black workers, most notably 
the Los Angeles Black Worker Center, which would go on to play a 
leading role in the formation of the National Black Worker Center 
Project. Parallel to the more formal world of worker centers, 
labor unions were initiating organizing projects that used similar 
organizing methodologies and which were based primarily among 
Black workers, including the Fight for 15 and OUR Walmart.

Capacity-Building: As the worker center movement grew increasingly 
ambitious, a new layer of capacity-building organizations stepped in to 
support them, bringing more skills and national reach. The National 
Employment Law Project’s relationship with the worker center world 
deepened significantly in this period; the organization brought on staff 
with close connections to the movement and offered help with research, 
policy, and legal cases. The Institute for Policy Studies, the UIC Center for 
Urban Economic Development, and the Roosevelt Institute also provided 
research and policy support to worker centers. The United Workers 
Congress offered its members a vehicle for joint communications work, 
most of it by outsourcing communications needs to public relations 
firms like BerlinRosen. To a lesser extent, the UWC helped build the 
capacity of organizers and leaders to do their own communications 
work: for example, the Congress hosted narrative strategy trainings 
with the Center for Story-Based Strategy to cultivate shared 
narrative strategies about the challenges facing low-wage workers.
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Relationships with Labor Unions: Relationships with the labor 
movement continued to strengthen. There were a number of worker 
centers that built direct relationships with unions affiliated with 
the AFL-CIO in sectors in which they organized. Day laborers 
continued to build connections with building trades unions, the 
National Guestworkers Alliance explored connections with the 
Ironworkers, and the UFCW and workfare workers launched efforts 
to build relationships with Transport Workers Union in New York 
City. These exploratory relationships served as the basis for more 
formal relationships that solidified in this period. In 2011, the National 
Domestic Workers Alliance and the National Guestworkers Alliance 
signed partnership agreements with the AFL-CIO, and the National 
Taxi Workers Alliance affiliated directly with the AFL-CIO. These 
partnerships spawned local relationships and strengthened national 
legislative and advocacy campaigns to improve wages and working 
conditions for low-wage workers. The AFL-CIO became more invested 
in supporting worker center organizing, manifesting most clearly in 
the formation of the LIFT Fund (Labor Innovations For the Twenty-
First Century) in 2011. The LIFT Fund, a partnership with the Ford 
Foundation and a group of allied funders, has disbursed more than $1.5 
million in grants in support of innovative approaches to labor organizing 
that foster collaborations between worker centers and unions.

This period marked a tidal shift in enthusiasm for partnerships between 
unions and worker centers, and collaborations flourished at the local 
level. While there remains work to do to strengthen relationships 
between worker centers and unions, collaboration became the norm,  
not the exception.
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DECENTRALIZED FIELD 
BUILDING: 2015 - PRESENT
In the wake of the dissolution of the UWC, connections among worker 
centers proliferated in new configurations. Organizations came together 
in a range of ways that were more specific and bounded than had been 
the case with the United Workers Congress. Local networks in particular 
took on new significance after the national arena for strategy and 
relationship-building dissolved. In Chicago, Raise the Floor brought 
together low-wage workers without union representation across different 
sectors, and we will use it as our prototypical example for this period.

Raise the Floor Chicago: Raise the Floor (RTF) in Chicago exemplifies 
the power of a regional structure to support worker centers. As a 
united voice for eight local worker centers, RTF advocates for policy 
changes that benefit low-wage workers and builds capacity in research, 
communications, policy advocacy, organizing, and legal representation. 
Part backbone organization, part space for collective action, RTF provides 
infrastructure that individual worker centers often lack, so its members 
can deepen their analysis, strengthen their craft, test new membership 
models, and bring about an economy that works for everyone.

Raise the Floor also showcases just how much impact can be achieved 
by combining specialized skills with the organizing activity of worker 
centers. The alliance grew out of two predecessor organizations: 
Working Hands Legal Clinic and Just Pay for All Coalition. Working 
Hands Legal Clinic, founded in 2007, provided free legal services to 
workers facing employment abuse, legal support to worker center 
campaigns, and legal expertise to campaigns for public policy reform. 
During its tenure, the clinic recovered over $10 million dollars in 
stolen wages. The Just Pay for All Coalition brought together the 
skills of community-oriented employment attorneys with the on-the-
ground organizing efforts of three worker centers, and their combined 
clout helped pass seven Illinois laws benefiting workers, including 
the strongest anti-wage theft law in the country at the time.

Recognizing the value of shared resources across organizations, 
Raise the Floor has innovated in the realm of capacity-building for 
worker centers. Perhaps most importantly, RTF subverts the dynamics 
of competition that plague the worker center field by creating a 
space for worker centers to act together and fundraise jointly.
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Field-Building: In addition to Raise the Floor in Chicago, other 
regional alliances were thriving in Los Angeles, New York, and 
San Francisco. These federations fused joint campaigns with 
shared efforts to build capacity including, for example, sharing 
administrative work and pursuing joint fundraising.

In addition to regional aggregation, other networks have 
sprung up among worker centers based in the same 
constituency, having similar capacity-building needs, or 
aligned on broader economic justice strategies:

Black Worker Organizing: The National Black Worker Center Project, 
founded formally in 2014, grew out of the work of the Los Angeles 
Black Worker Center, in partnership with the work of Steven Pitts 
at the UC Berkeley Labor Center, to nurture worker centers based 
in Black communities and address specific challenges facing Black 
workers: racialized exploitation, concentration in low-wage jobs, high 
unemployment, and the state of collective power among Black workers 
today. The Los Angeles Black Worker Center came together with other 
groups organizing Black workers across the country, most of which were 
in the South, including: Black Workers for Justice in North Carolina, 
the Mississippi Worker Center for Human Rights, ONE DC, New Orleans 
Workers’ Center for Racial Justice, and the Workers Center for Racial 
Justice in Chicago. Many of these organizations worked with Black 
workers in construction industries, who tend to work on larger and more 
formal construction projects than their day laborer counterparts. The 
affiliate groups share information about their local campaigns and base-
building work, while the national organization advances Working While 
Black, a shared agenda to shift the narrative around the Black jobs crisis.

Capacity-Building: In a number of cases, the most effective worker 
center field-building took place through efforts that brought together 
groups for capacity-building aims. For example, United for Respect 
developed an online-to-offline organizing model that has been able 
to reach unprecedented scale with limited resources, and they have 
begun training other worker centers to utilize their model. Another 
example of capacity-building as a vehicle for field-building has been 
the Build the Bench project at Rutgers Center for Innovation in 
Worker Organization. Build the Bench brings together the deputy 
directors of national and regional worker center networks to build 
peer support and develop skills to be more effective. This practical 
focus has allowed organizations that sometimes relate to each other 
as competitors to build new, mutually supportive relationships.
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Broader Economic Justice Strategies: Some state and national 
economic justice campaigns have proactively sought the inclusion 
of worker centers in their coalitions. For example, in Minnesota’s 
Fight for a Fair Economy campaign, several key economic justice 
organizations (including SEIU Local 26, the St. Paul Federation of 
Teachers, and Isaiah, the faith-based organization) partnered with 
the local worker center, Centro de Trabajadores Unidos en la Lucha 
(CTUL). The coalition challenged the “Dirty Dozen” corporations 
that have historically shaped power relations in the state, from 
exploiting low-wage workers to defunding public services and 
schools, particularly in communities of color. Worker centers have 
also joined the Athena coalition to confront the growing power of 
Amazon. The Awood Center, another key worker center based in 
Minnesota that organizes East African workers, Warehouse Workers 
Resource Center in Southern California, and Warehouse Workers 
for Justice in Chicago are all critical players in the campaign.

The upshot is that, in this period, forms of collaboration grounded in 
specific arenas of work—whether unified by region, joint campaigns, 
shared industries, or specific constituencies—have proven more 
resilient to the many challenges facing the worker center movement 
than have some national efforts to unify the whole field. This 
may change as the field matures further, but it is clear that field-
building is easiest and most powerful when there is clarity about 
the impact and utility of the connections and relationships.

In the meantime, a refrain that echoed through our interviews is 
that, in the absence of a formation like the United Workers Congress, 
the field lacks a space for meta-level strategic discussions and field-
wide visioning. We heard a clear need for discussions that could 
fuel the development of new models for building worker power in 
the 21st century and advance the common interests of low-wage 
workers organizing outside of the traditional labor movement.
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Capacity-Building: Expanding the capacity of worker centers looks 
different now than it did in the past, when intermediaries provided 
much of the expertise. Today, much of the work of building local 
capacity among worker centers rests in the hands of the national 
sector-based networks, which have established their own tailored 
organizational development, policy, and legal support staff. 
Support from national legal and policy intermediaries like NELP 
and NILC continues, but in a narrower and more tailored form.

External capacity-building support has become increasingly specialized. 
In the wake of the United Worker Congress, several initiatives emerged 
to develop the communications capacity of worker centers. The RockStar 
program, led by Sally Kohn, supported rising national leaders in the 
field to be more powerful speakers and public figures. The Reframe 
Mentorship project aims to strengthen the communications capacity 
of workers centers and their national networks and simultaneously 
promote more coherent narrative strategies across the field. Both 
initiatives represent a shift from outsourcing communications to 
public relations firms to developing internal capacities of worker 
centers and their networks. The Build the Bench project, run by the 
Center for Innovation in Worker Organization (CIWO) at Rutgers, 
promotes organizational development, while their Build the Base 
program supports worker centers to improve leadership development 
and recruitment at a larger scale. And Roadmap Consulting’s 
Weathering the Storm project has endured and grown to support a 
broader range of organizations in dealing with opposition attacks. 
Many of these efforts employ a cohort approach, recognizing that 
capacity-building offers an opportunity to build relationships that 
promote greater cohesion and shared identity within the field.

Research support has also grown more coherent. Jobs with Justice 
launched the Labor Research Action Network to build a stronger 
bench of academics focused on contemporary worker organizing 
and to connect scholars with organizing projects. University-based 
labor and research centers, such as the Center for Urban Economic 
Development at the University of Illinois Chicago, the UC Berkeley 
Labor Center, and the UCLA Labor Center, have continued valuable 
research work, while new organizations have emerged, including 
the Labor and Worklife Program at Harvard University.
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Relationship with Labor Unions: Many interesting labor/worker 
center alignments and partnerships focused mainly at the local level 
during this period. For example, drawing on the Minnesota examples 
outlined above, SEIU Local 26 in Minneapolis-St. Paul collaborated in 
creative ways with both CTUL and the Awood worker center through 
their Fight for a Fair Economy. Recently, unions and worker centers in 
Seattle worked together to pass a municipal Domestic Workers Bill of 
Rights that gave workers a seat on the board enforcing labor standards: 
this victory embedded the voice and power of working people in laws 
raising standards for marginalized workers. At the national level, UFCW 
(United Food and Commercial Workers) invested in the founding of OUR 
Walmart, which has now spun off and become United for Respect, an 
independent non-profit organization. There was a similar relationship 
between RWDSU (Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union) and 
the Retail Action Project. The LIFT Fund, in particular, has created 
a strong space for labor and community partnerships to convene.
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Assessment

It is tempting to use dichotomous 
terms like “success” and “failure” 
when analyzing the impact and 
trajectory of the United Workers 
Congress and to surmise whether 
or not the worker center field 
needs a similar federation going 
forward. Was the Congress a 
success that should be replicated? 
Or was its closure reflective of 
underlying flaws and failures? 
We believe that these kinds of 
dichotomies are not helpful in 

assessing the United Workers 
Congress and that we are better 
served when we look at UWC as a 
vehicle that was built to respond 
to a particular set of historic 
conditions, successfully played 
many of its intended roles, and, in 
so doing, changed the conditions 
that brought the Congress together 
in the first place. These changes, 
in turn, required the Congress 
to grow into a new role if it was 
to continue to be an effective 

REFLECTING ON THE UNITED WORKERS CONGRESS
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vehicle for the worker center field. This transition did not happen, and 
in the absence of a new unifying role the differences among member 
organizations became more significant. As a result, the Congress 
closed its doors, and new formations emerged to fill related roles.

For example, a fundamental premise of the Congress was to strengthen 
the position of the worker center field vis-a-vis philanthropy, federal 
lawmakers, and the federal Department of Labor. It was also intended 
to promote worker centers’ standing within the national labor 
movement, in relation to both the AFL-CIO and SEIU. It succeeded 
in these roles, and the organizations that made up the Congress 
developed much stronger relationships with philanthropy, government 
agencies, and labor unions. But once members established more 
collaborative national relationships, the need for UWC to play a 
mediating role diminished. Success in changing conditions helped 
to lay the groundwork for the formation’s eventual dissolution.

Another, perhaps more complicated example is the role that the UWC 
played as a space for dialogue between worker centers about the 
future of worker organizing. The different worker center networks 
had many shared methodologies: combining service and organizing, 
eloquent leveraging of workers’ stories to shift the public debate 
and influence decision-makers, and challenges with scale and 
enforcement. The formation of the UWC allowed these networks 
to engage with each other and with the broader labor movement to 
develop even more effective models for worker organizing in the 
face of the rapidly evolving economy. The network served as a space 
to clarify strategic questions, an important contribution. The UWC 
did not answer those questions as a formation, primarily because 
of its extensive scope, but also because of real political, strategic 
and structural differences between the constituent alliances.
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To provide a historical analogy to clarify this point, there were a 
set of unifying political values and methodological approaches that 
undergirded the formation of the Congress of Industrial Organizations 
(CIO) in the 1930s, a formation which was a common aspirational 
reference point for the United Workers Congress. The unions that made 
up the CIO largely shared a focus on large-scale workplaces (like mines 
and factories), an industrial model of worker organizing (as opposed to 
the craft unionism model of the American Federation of Labor (AFL)), 
and the use of strike action as the primary expression of worker power 
(as opposed to leveraging access to a skilled workforce which defined 
craft unionism). These commonalities provided a strong center of 
gravity that enabled the consolidation of the unions within the CIO. The 
alliances that made up the UWC did not have this kind of methodological 
and strategic cohesion, reflecting both differences in the workplace 
conditions of their members and the different strategic approaches 
the organizations have developed to respond to those conditions. The 
UWC’s original emphasis on the shared experience of “exclusion” from 
employment protections and labor rights provided an early point of 
unity. But, as the network matured, it became clear that exclusion was 
not a sufficient basis for the kind of deeper strategic alignment that 
could have held the Congress together for the longer-term. But by 
exploring the basis of organizational alignment, the Congress made an 
important contribution. Erica Smiley, Executive Director of Jobs with 
Justice, noted that the UWC was “an important movement moment 
that helped highlight the strategic questions that we now need to 
address.” These questions include how low-wage workers in decentralized 
workplaces can build a strong member base at scale; develop effective 
approaches to bargaining; cultivate sustainable, independent forms of 
revenue generation; and change conditions through legislative strategies.
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In the wake of the dissolution of the United Workers Congress, the 
work of answering these questions has been taken up by other field-
building formations, some of which are perhaps more tailored to 
engaging in strategic questions. Several joint national campaigns came 
out of the UWC, including Caring Across Generations and the One 
Fair wage campaign, which provide an avenue for ongoing strategic 
exploration among campaign members. Strategic dialogues have 
brought together worker centers that organize workers in different 
positions in the same industry, including the Food Chain Workers 
Alliance and United for Respect’s efforts to pursue expanded strategies 
for sectoral organizing in retail. Worker center networks continue 
to engage these strategic questions at the level of sector or industry. 
Meanwhile, other formations have grown to engage in strategic 
dialogue and collaboration around specific methodologies or theories 
of change, like United for Respect’s dialogues about online-to-offline 
organizing. The flourishing of local cross-sectoral federations has 
made space for shared strategic interventions at the city, county, and 
state level; Raise the Floor in Chicago exemplifies such initiatives. 
The creative partnership in Minnesota among CTUL and other key 
progressive organizations offers another power-building strategy. 
Each of these endeavors offers a grounded laboratory to engage in 
explorations and experiments towards the development of new models 
for worker organizing to meet the conditions of the 21st century 
economy. While there is not currently an arena in which to cohere 
the disparate dialogues on the future of worker organizing, they are 
perhaps the seed of a future iteration of meta-field-building work.

We heard reflections about some of the other gaps that remain in the 
wake of the UWC’s dissolution. Neidi Dominguez, who was formerly 
the key liaison for worker centers at the AFL-CIO and then worked at 
the International Union of Painters and Allied Trades, articulated a 
number of challenges the worker center movement faces in the absence 
of a field-wide formation like the UWC. These challenges included 
the loss of a collective voice in relations with labor unions and the 
absence of a broad network to mobilize around emergencies like anti-
immigrant legislation. She said that the movement needs “something 
like [the UWC] to keep folks together to build power nationally 
and regionally, and to build the underlying capacity we need.”

In the absence of the UWC, there are also new challenges to the field’s 
capacity-building work, since there isn’t a centralized space to identify 
the movement’s needs or to organize support from intermediaries or 
other experts. The UWC helped negotiate relationships with groups 
like NELP and BerlinRosen, and it helped to direct resources where 
they were most needed. Today, rather than building capacity based 
on a coordinated strategy, intermediaries are left to respond to the 
requests that emerge from national networks and individual worker 
centers, in an uncoordinated and sometimes haphazard fashion. The 
result is a capacity-building patchwork that includes both overlap 
(multiple organizations offering the same resources), and gaps (certain 
capacity needs remain unfilled). Capacity-building and field-building 
intermediaries we spoke with expressed the need to build stronger 
coordination with each other, so that different players can reinforce 
each other’s work rather than pulling in different directions.
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NATIONAL NETWORKS AND 
LOCAL WORKER CENTERS
The development of national networks representing different sectors 
has been a major advance for the worker center field as a whole. 
National networks have provided spaces for cross-organizational 
learning, for the replication of organizing models and campaigns 
across geographies, for the development of national campaigns, and 
for shared capacity-building work. Many of these national networks 
have developed their own in-house capacity, internalizing what had 
been provided by allied intermediaries in the past, and thus expanding 
the aggregate skills and strengths of the worker center movement. 
Because it is rooted in networks representing specific constituencies 
and sectors, this capacity-building work can be tailored in ways that 
address each network’s particular needs. One example is the investment 
that NDWA, an organization based among and led by women of color, 
has made in honing the ability of its member leaders to deal with the 
impact of trauma, and the cultivation of “embodied leadership” has 
proven a boon to domestic worker organizing. We consider it a major 
advance to recognize the institutional importance of supporting 
workers to handle complex emotional dynamics in their work.

National networks have also given the decentralized worker center 
movement a point of entry into national philanthropic spaces, enabling 
the networks to access large grants which can then be distributed among 
local affiliates. This is both a benefit to local affiliate organizations and, 
at times, a source of tension. Some worker centers question whether 
enough of the resources make it to the local level; different alliances 
address this tension in different ways, including one best practice 
of ensuring that the boards that make decisions on re-granting are 
primarily composed of representatives of affiliate organizations, 
allowing them to weigh the needs of local affiliates against the demands 
of the national-level work. As resources, relationships, and specialized 
capacities have increasingly become concentrated in national alliances 
structured around particular sectors, worker centers that don’t belong 
to a national alliance face an uphill battle for adequate funding.
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GAPS IN MEETING CAPACITY NEEDS, 
PARTICULARLY BASE-BUILDING
There are some particular specialized capacity-building needs 
that remain unmet, specifically needs around organizational 
management and base-building. There are only a few intermediaries 
that are connected to the worker center field to help meet 
these needs, including CIWO’s Build the Bench program, and 
those that exist often lack the resources to meet demand.

Capacity-building to help organizations strengthen their base-building 
work is a particularly pressing need. We heard numerous reflections 
that organizing isn’t taking place at adequate scale and that workers 
are being developed as advocates, but not to exercise power as workers. 
Base-building is notoriously difficult for many worker centers because 
of the absence of traditional worksites in many of low-wage sectors in 
which they organize. Domestic workers, taxi drivers, day laborers, and 
others don’t go to work at the same physical location as their co-workers, 
making it exponentially more difficult to organize them. A generation 
after the first worker centers were created, organizers are still struggling 
to develop strategies to recruit large numbers of workers in their sectors.

These challenges are exacerbated by other, more external factors. 
Legislative victories are clear and unmistakable, while the hard 
and slow work of cultivating a broad base of workers is far less 
visible. For this reason, funding and expert support often tends to 
gravitate toward policy campaigns at the expense of base-building, 
leadership development, organizational development, or workplace 
organizing. Because a small group of articulate leaders who can 
engage policy-makers or journalists may be more useful to winning 
policy victories than a large mass of supportive workers, worker 
center organizing tends to emphasize depth over breadth. There 
have been several efforts to strengthen base-building in the worker 
center movement. For example, CIWO has convened communities 
of practice around base-building and distributed leadership models 
so that worker centers can share what they are learning.
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Several national networks have been working to address an arena of 
capacity-building that is intertwined with the challenges of building 
a base at scale: the development of technologies to support worker 
organizing. National networks tend to prioritize efforts to expand 
the reach of local worker centers, while some local groups resist 
the pressure to scale up their efforts and instead emphasize the 
importance of deep relationships with workers. There are innovative 
national efforts to address the question of scale while also attending 
to the immediate needs of workers. One example is Alia, a creation 
of National Domestic Workers Alliance, which is an online platform 
to help house cleaners access portable benefits. Another example is 
United for Respect’s Work It app, which provides workers with an 
online platform to share their experiences and ask questions about 
their rights, and which is also used to facilitate scalable base-building.

Finally, there remains an urgent need to protect worker centers 
from opposition attacks. Support for projects like Weathering the 
Storm remains important, along with resources for organizations 
to implement protective capacities. These efforts would be 
strengthened if they took place in concert with the strategic 
question identified above: are worker centers better served by 
defending their 501(c)3 status or by moving towards union forms?
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RACE AND POWER DYNAMICS 
IN CAPACITY-BUILDING
Two intertwined capacity-building “best practices” 
were lifted up in our interviews:

Particularly in the early years of the worker center movement, there 
were often differences of race and privilege between the leaders of 
worker centers, who were overwhelmingly people of color, and their 
capacity-building allies, many of whom were white. This often-fraught 
dynamic was exacerbated in the moments when intermediaries 
would maintain their role as “experts,” whether that manifested in 
undervaluing the expertise of worker center leaders or in failing to 
transfer skills and capacities to the organizations they were supporting.

In interviews, organizers shared enthusiasm for experts who shared 
their expertise and built organizational capacities, rather than 
preserving their role. One example of this was the work of the National 
Immigration Law Center to support worker centers to run their own 
“know your rights” trainings, rather than to perpetuate the role as the 
expert source on workers’ rights. This practice tended to be strongest 
among the experts who themselves came from communities of color 
and/or low-income backgrounds, reflecting a stronger sensitivity 
to the dynamics of power at play in intermediary relationships.

Over the last few decades, as the field has matured, more people of color, 
women, LGBT+ individuals, and others from marginalized communities 
have taken top roles in intermediaries, national organizations, and 
partner organizations. Nonetheless, dynamics of power remain 
at play in the field of capacity-building for worker centers. From 
the perspective of building a powerful worker center movement, it 
continues to be better for experts to “work themselves out of a job,” 
that is, to nurture the skills and capacities of worker centers and their 
alliances rather than maintaining an ongoing relationship of support.

Addressing the differences of race, power, and privilege 
between worker center members and staff and the capacity-
building organizations that support their work; and

An approach to capacity-building that transferred skills and 
capacities to the worker centers themselves rather than treating those 
capacities as services to be perpetually provided by intermediaries.
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PUTTING WORKER CENTERS AT THE CENTER
It is vital that the foundations that help to build the worker center 
movement and the intermediaries that provide sophisticated 
capacities to worker centers follow the leadership of worker centers. 
Some organizers reflected that, in the earlier decades of the worker 
center movement, some capacity providers didn’t always respect 
the organizations’ understanding and knowledge of the field. Many 
organizers and leaders at worker centers were unhappy with the implied 
superiority of outside communications firms, for example. Capacity-
building programs should be designed collaboratively with and tailored 
to the needs of worker centers, with the latter educating intermediaries 
to understand the organization. Weathering the Storm is a good 
example of a program developed with the guidance of worker centers.

We heard several reflections on approaches to philanthropy that could 
be helpful to the field. First, funders who are invested in supporting 
capacity-building should provide resources not only for trainings, 
but also for the time that staff need to actually build new capacities 
in their organizations after trainings. Second, worker center staff 
are repeatedly asked to attend convenings that follow the agendas of 
foundations or labor unions, rather than reflecting worker centers’ 
visions—including, for example, the many conversations on the 
“future of work” in the early-mid 2010s. Investments in strategic 
conversation guided by worker centers themselves would be welcome.

Finally, most of the funding for worker centers comes from institutional 
philanthropy and labor unions, and there is a strong feeling that 
there isn’t enough to go around. This sense of competition for scarce 
philanthropic resources negatively impacts relationships in the field. 
Philanthropic investments in independent revenue generation represent 
a contribution toward overcoming that sense of competition. For 
example, Workers Lab is a model that offers grants to encourage worker 
centers to innovate with technologically-based revenue streams.
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Next Steps for the Field

The past few years have been 
difficult times for worker center 
organizing. With the ongoing 
attacks on immigrant communities, 
many people and organizations 
that work with immigrants and 
low-wage workers have been forced 
into crisis management. A general 
sense that there is little time to 
focus on vision and strategy in 
the face of constant emergencies 
is pervasive. And yet there are 
ongoing needs for both field-
building and capacity-building.
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Capacity-Building: There are four arenas of capacity building 
which would particularly help to strengthen the field.

Field-building: In the current moment, investments in field-building 
should focus on more tailored arenas – local federations, national 
sectoral alliances, and methodology-specific relationships – as the seeds 
for building broader field-wide relationships. When the climate is once 
again ripe for experimenting with national field-wide formations, it 
will be critical to be more deliberate in (1) addressing the political and 
methodological differences that exist between national networks and 
(2) cohering a platform based on shared strategic interventions rather 
than a more general sense of “unity for unity’s sake.” Investment in 
more open-ended spaces where worker centers can come together for 
dialogues about worker power, bargaining, and long-term strategy could 
help to identify the strategic overlaps that would drive the formation of 
any future cross-sectoral alliances like the United Workers Congress.

Investment in peer-to-peer capacity-building work would be a boon 
to the field. Funders can provide resources for organizations to share 
best practices along resonant themes, such as base-building, the use of 
technology, narrative strategies, relationships between networks and 
local affiliates, and organizational development.

There is a strong need for relationships and coordination between 
capacity-building organizations in order to create complementary 
programs that build on each other, rather than working with the field 
in uncoordinated ways.

Investment in capacity-building around base-building would help  
the worker center field to develop stronger methodologies to building 
to scale.

Developing power-building strategies that align worker centers with 
other economic justice organizations, such as CTUL’s approach in 
Minnesota, is a compelling tactic that calls for increased resourcing.

1

2

3

4



34Building the Field and Capacity of Worker Centers

References

People Interviewed

AFL-CIO Executive Council (August 2006). A National Worker Center -  
 AFL-CIO Partnership. ÂFL-CIO https://aflcio.org/about/ 
 leadership/statements/national-worker-center-afl-cio- 
 partnership. (retrieved on July 28,2021).

Bernhardt, A., Milkman, R., Theodore, N., Heckathorn, D. D, Auer, M.,  
 DeFilippis, J., et al. (2009). Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers:  
 Violations of Employment and Labor Laws in America’s Cities.  
 New York: National Employment Law Project.

DataCenter (2006). Home is Where the Work Is: Inside New York’s  
 Domestic Work Industry. Oakland: DataCenter.

Fine, J. (2006). Worker Centers: Organizing Communities at the Edge of  
 the Dream. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press/Cornell University Press.

Fine, J. and Narro, V. (2018). “Labor Unions/Worker Center Relationships,  
 Joint Efforts, Experiences.” No One Size Fits All: Worker  
 Organization, Policy, and Movement in a New Economic Age,  
 edited by Fine, J., Burnham, L., et al. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press /  
 Cornell University Press.

Goldberg, H., and Jackson, R. (2011). “The Excluded Workers Congress:  
 Reimagining the Right to Organize,” New Labor Forum,  
 October 2011

Andrea Dehlendorf

Eddie Acosta

Erica Smiley

Hae-young Yoon

Kimi Lee

Laine Romero-Alston

Marielena Hincapié

Mary Ochs

Neidi Dominguez

Sarita Gupta

Sophia Zaman

Valeria Treves

Victor Narro



Report Citation: Harmony Goldberg 
and Marilyn Sneiderman (2021). 
Building the Field and Capacity of 
Worker Centers. Chicago: Center 
for Urban Economic Development, 
University of Illinois Chicago.

About the Worker Centers in  
Retrospect and Prospect Project

For nearly two decades, worker centers have 
been at the forefront of rethinking strategies for 
addressing economic injustice and building worker 
power. Worker Centers in Retrospect and Prospect 
is a project launched by the Ford Foundation 
in 2018, in partnership with the UIC Center for 
Urban Economic Development, to document and 
uplift the important efforts of worker centers to 
improve the lives of workers in low-wage industries 
and to raise standards in those industries.

The project is guided by the following questions: What 
does it take to make lasting change in low-wage labor 
markets? What are the implications of worker centers’ 
interventions for a 21st-century labor movement 
that can raise the tide for workers? With an eye 
toward the future, Worker Centers in Retrospect and 
Prospect commissioned a series of papers to critically 
assess the state of the field by reflecting on past 
challenges and successes, highlighting some of the 
most promising recent developments, and identifying 
crucial issues for the field as it moves forward.


