
Trader Joe’s Union Busting Campaign–

A Guide for the Crew, by the Crew

Hi there! At both the Hadley and Minneapolis stores, we experienced intense union busting from
corporate and its legal team. In this document, we will share with you what happened at our
stores, and debunk the misinformation shared by management at the direction of corporate,
because so far, we are hearing the same false talking points at every store that’s filed for an
election.

This document was created to help you mentally and emotionally prepare for the company’s
union busting campaign. These campaigns are designed to create divisiveness among the crew
and between crew and management, to cause stress, fear, and doubt, and ultimately to lead us
to vote against our own interests.

Remember–a union is really simple. It’s a way for us to come together as a unified voice and
have a real say in our workplace. Companies are scared of their workers having that kind of
power, and in turn will try to scare us away from claiming it.

In Solidarity,
TJU Crew in Hadley and Minneapolis

An Overview of the Union-Busting Campaign:

Trader Joe’s hired a third party, Littler Mendelson, an infamous “union avoidance” firm, to direct
their union-busting campaign. After union wins in both Hadley and Minneapolis, Trader Joe’s
moved on to working with a similar firm, Morgan Lewis, but so far the tactics and talking points
we’re hearing about are the same.

Frequent Visits from Higher Ups
We were visited by company execs at a frequency FAR beyond what is normal for any store.
Jon Basalone visited Hadley early on, and both Hadley and Minneapolis received frequent visits
from regionals and other higher ups, sometimes nearly every day. These higher ups spent hours
in the store “hanging out” and having 1:1 conversations with crew members. These
conversations would typically begin as a “friendly conversation” but often lead to union talk.

(Note: This document was leaked to corporate during the Louisville campaign, and Jon
Basalone was not a fan of being mentioned here. He responded by sending a letter and



handwritten note to every crew member at the Louisville store. Spoiler alert: the crew still voted
union yes. You can read his letter at the end of this document.)

1:1 Conversations with Management
The captain, mates, and higher ups sat crew members down for 1:1 conversations regularly.
The content of these conversations appears to depend on how management views each crew
member’s level of union support. As far as we could tell, if Trader Joe’s felt there was any hope
of convincing a crew member to vote no for our union, management would share misinformation
to discourage union support, or even explicitly tell crew to vote no. Open union supporters would
just receive a vague check in, or no conversations at all.

In these convos, management cycled through new sets of talking points regularly. A detailed
debunking of these talking points is in the next section of this document.

Anti-Union Crew-to-Crew Convos
At the Hadley store, anti-union crew members had free reign to have 1:1 and small group
conversations with crew members for hours each day, on the clock, at the store. They spread
lies and misinformation both personal about OC members (notably that we were being paid for
our union organizing) and about unions in general.

This is a common union-busting tactic known as the “vote-no worker committee,” and
companies have been using this tactic for decades. It’s powerful because it gives the
appearance that the push against the union is being led by workers, not management, when in
truth management is feeding misinformation to these crew members, and then providing them
the time and space to share these lies at work.

Just to be clear–crew members are absolutely within their rights to not want to join a union,
share their opinions, or vote no. That’s not the issue. The issue here is threefold: crew members
are being fed blatant information from corporate via management, and then management is
facilitating the crew-led dispersal of that misinformation. while the same time union supporters
do not have the same freedom to discuss the union on the clock.

Discipline for Wearing Union Buttons
Soon after beginning to wear union buttons in Hadley, we were disciplined for wearing them. At
first, we were asked to remove them or go home. Later, we were told that there would be
“undetermined consequences” for wearing them. We complied by not wearing them while the
NLRB investigates the unfair labor practice charges we filed for the button issues, and we
recommend that crew in other stores do the same in order to avoid disciplinary consequences.

Interestingly, the company allowed crew in Minneapolis to wear buttons, possibly due to the bad
press the company received about the buttons in Hadley. The crew in MN were prepared with
cards that read “I will take this button off because you asked me to, but I need to let you know
that wearing it is my right under federal law. I will be filing an Unfair Labor Practice with the



National Board of Labor Relations,” and this is a great script to use if you are asked to remove a
button, or told that there might be consequences for keeping it on.

Discipline for Visible Supporters
Once a store files for an election with the NLRB, crew members have a good deal of protection
against retaliation. Regardless, retaliation is a possibility, and we have seen things like frivolous
write ups and scheduling issues at our stores. The best ways to protect yourself are to sign a
card, be a visible supporter, and pay attention to the details of the job like timeliness, register
accuracy, wearing your nametag, etc. Yes, it may seem counter-intuitive, but showing your
union support after your store has filed for an election protects you, because the company
knows that your visible support builds a stronger case for retaliation should you file charges with
the NLRB.

Offering to Pay Crew Members to Vote
In the last weeks before the vote in Hadley, management offered to pay crew members for their
“time” if they had to come in to vote during their days off. While either side can offer to cover
voters’ travel expenses, other payments are not acceptable. Unfortunately, we were not able to
file a ULP charge with the NLRB for this because we were not able to verify that anyone was
actually paid.

What we did witness: managers approaching people we believe they had mapped as neutral or
non-supporters and letting them know they could be paid two hours wages for voting on their
days off. We believe this contributed to the incredibly high voter turnout we had in our election in
Hadley.

Captive Audience Meetings
Less than a week before the Hadley vote, two regionals and our captain held mandatory
“captive audience meetings” on the loading dock with small groups of 8-10 crew members.
During these meetings, both our captain and a regional VP talked about how a union would be
personally challenging for our captain and his career, and implored crew members to “vote no”
for the union. Fortunately, we were able to get press coverage on these meetings quickly and
while the meetings continued for another day, crew were no longer explicitly asked to vote no.

Debunking the Union Busting Talking Points

We heard SO many wild talking points during our campaigns! While we are accustomed to
being able to believe what our management tells us about the terms of our employment,
working conditions, benefits, etc…a union-busting campaign changes everything. You will be
hearing endless misinformation from management.

Anti-union talking points typically fall into three categories: appeals to emotion, lies, and third
partying the union (making the union out to be an outside entity, when it’s really the crew).

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/trader-joes-union-election-vote-massachusetts_n_62dec96ae4b0a6852c3ab579


Trader Joe’s used these classic tactics, too, tailored specifically to our workplace. Below are the
union-busting talking points we heard at our stores, followed by the facts.

“No transfers in or out if we unionize.”

Truth: We heard this talking point during our campaigns and guess what? We are unionized and
transfers are still happening both in and out of our stores! Once a store is unionized, the
company can no longer make unilateral changes to the terms of employment, such as suddenly
adding a new transfer policy. However, in a non-unionized store, they can make any changes
they want, at any time. But when it comes to transfers, there’s no reason why the company
would want to end them. Staffing flexibility is a win-win for crew and the company. This talking
point is nothing more than a scare tactic.

“Crew will not receive raises or 401k contributions between the vote and first contract
due to ‘status quo law’.”

Truth: This is entirely false, and our stores filed unfair labor practice charges with the NLRB for
this threat to take away compensation in response to unionization. Again, the company cannot
make unilateral changes to the terms of employment once a store unionizes–this includes
scheduled performance reviews and 401k contributions. Additionally, “status quo law” doesn’t
apply here, it’s only relevant when a contract expires, not during the period before a first
contract. Management used this term to add extra confusion to this talking point.

“Crew members will no longer be eligible for retirement if we unionize.”

Truth: This rumor is based on some language in our American Funds Retirement Plan
Description (italics mine), found on page 1 of the American Funds Plan Description PDF.

“Excluded Employees. If you are a member of a class of employees identified below, you are an
Excluded Employee and you are not entitled to participate in the Plan. The Excluded Employees
are:

• union employees whose employment is governed by a collective bargaining agreement under
which retirement benefits were the subject of good faith bargaining, unless the collective
bargaining agreement provides otherwise.
• leased employees
• reclassified employees (a person the Employer does not treat as a common law employee on
its payroll records, such as someone paid as an independent contractor or an out-sourced
worker)”

We consulted our legal team on this, and determined that all this language means, in practice, is
that whatever retirement benefits we receive under our union contract will take precedence over
any company-provided plan. We won’t be eligible for two plans–just for the plan in our union
contract, whether that’s our current plan or something new that we negotiate.



The same goes for all of our benefits and compensation–our union contract will always take
precedence. A common union busting tactic is to use that fact to claim we “will not be eligible”
for any of our old benefits or “the company will lose control of benefits” when in reality, the
benefits in the contract we negotiate will simply replace them.

One more thing–there’s no truth to the rumors that we will lose our 401k balances if we form a
union! That’s your money, and the company cannot take it away if we unionize–vested or not.

“It can take an average of 400 days to reach a first contract.”

Truth: It could absolutely take this long to get a first contract, but this talking point was used in
conjunction with others to create fear. For example, it was often used with the “no raises or 401k
until the first contract” talking point, to lead crew to believe that they wouldn’t get a raise for well
over a year.

“Crew are being paid by a big union to organize the store.”

Truth: This talking point was used in Hadley as a way to “other” crew organizers and lead crew
to believe that organizing was just a big money grab for members of the organizing committee.
No crew members have been paid to organize. In fact, crew members who are organizing are
giving a great deal of their personal and family time for free, and some have even had to cut
back hours at other jobs in order to devote time to organizing.

“A union means crew will have to have rigid duties and schedules, like 8 hours on
register every day.”

Truth: Rigid duties and schedules are not a union-specific thing, and our day-to-day running of
the store doesn’t need to change. At other companies with union contracts that define specific
duties and schedules, it’s important to note that these things were likely negotiated for a reason
by union members–for example, specific duties prevent employees from being overworked, and
specified shifts give predictability to workers’ lives.

“Mates will lose their jobs or become glorified babysitters unable to work product” and
“All mates will be transferred out if we win.”

Truth: Nothing has changed with our mate team in either store since our union victories. These
statements appear to be threats made to mates, possibly to encourage their role in union
busting, and to elicit sympathy from crew.

“The store will close.”

Truth: This is a threat issued during about 50% of union campaigns, but occurs less than 1% of
the time. If TJ’s were to try to close a store after the crew file for a union election, the NLRB



would intervene. It would also be terrible PR. It’s an empty threat. However, as we saw with the
wine store, the company *is* willing to close a store before they file for an election, when it’s
more difficult to prove that the closure was directly related to unionization efforts.

“You will HAVE to strike, or be fined/You will lose your job if you strike.”

Truth: First of all, strikes are not undertaken lightly and the situation needs to be serious for
workers to go this route. While a last resort, the option to strike is still a power that the crew
have together, an incredible power, but the company and their lawyers will try to frame this
power as a weakness. Second, workers vote to strike. It’s a democratic decision. The whole
process leading up to a strike is outlined in each union contract.

No one can be forced to strike. Workers can cross the picket line if they want to. While it is true
that some unions fine members for not participating in a strike, any fines would be written into
the contract–they are not a given. Keep in mind that part of the power of a strike is strength in
numbers–so it makes sense that some workers might choose to put this in a contract, or
strongly encourage all members to participate.

Lawful strikers do not lose their jobs for going on strike. There are two kinds of lawful strikers,
“economic strikers” and “unfair labor practice strikers.” Both get to keep their jobs, but
“economic strikers” may have to wait to go back to work if they have been replaced. “Unfair
labor practice strikers” go back to work right away, even if replacements must be discharged.
GUESS WHAT? If the company does not negotiate in good faith, and we were to strike, then we
would be classified as “unfair labor practice strikers” and go back to work immediately. So this
claim that we would lose our jobs if we were to strike during negotiations is false.

Read the NLRB info about strikes here: https://www.nlrb.gov/strikes Also, keep in mind that
since we vote on striking, and no one is forced to strike, no one will ever be in a position where
they are forced to be an “economic striker” or “unlawful striker.”

“If you signed a union card, you’ll have to strike and you will be replaced.”

Truth: Again, no one can be forced to strike. This argument is designed to pressure supporters
into voting no for fear of being out of work. And of course…we all know that union cards are
anonymous so how would Trader Joe’s keep track of who ‘has’ to strike and who doesn’t in this
hypothetical scenario? That’s right, they can’t!

“Just vote no if you’re unsure, because a union could be worse” and “Everything is on
the table during negotiations, a union contract could be far worse.”

Truth: Contracts must be ratified (put to a vote) before they go into effect; the crew will not vote
for a contract that’s worse than our current terms of employment! This is just a scare tactic.

“Dues are expensive.”

https://www.nlrb.gov/strikes


Truth: The exact dues amounts are determined during negotiations, but dues are likely to be
around 1-2% of pay. Keep in mind that dues don’t go into effect until there is a contract, and that
any contract must be ratified by the crew (approved by a vote).

“The union is asking for unrealistic things, like a $45 cap.”

Truth: Specific contract proposals are determined democratically with all crew giving input. As
of this writing, TJU is in the information gathering stages of negotiations, collecting necessary
information from both the company (through a RFI, or request for information) and the crew
(through our bargaining survey).

“You won’t have any say in the bargaining process.”

Truth: Negotiations and proposals are led by crew, with ample legal support to guide us through
the process. We have a say through our individual bargaining surveys, through developing
contract proposals, and through our bargaining representatives– the crew who will sit down at
the negotiating table on behalf of their stores.

“Union leadership in the store will get paid and is already chosen for you.”

Truth: Nope. Your local union leadership roles are unpaid, and determined democratically by
local membership. Crew elect crew to local president, secretary, and treasurer positions for each
unionized store.

“Union reps will come to your house and harass you.”

Truth: Your fellow crew are the organizers of this campaign, and they will only stop by if you
invite them. :)

“That didn’t really happen–they’re lying.”

Truth: Management told crew that other crew members were lying about their negative
experiences at the company (in one upsetting example, they accused a crew member of lying
about losing their health insurance during cancer treatment, but many of us were around when
this happened!).

“You won’t be able to be on the art team” or “Art team may have to be reduced to only 1
or 2 people.”

Truth: As it stands now, the sign artist role does not have a separate job description and is not
defined or protected in any way. A union contract has the potential to change that and provide
more support to the art teams.



Since the last captain’s meeting, many non-unionized stores have seen radical changes to the
artist role or space in the store. Interestingly, we haven’t seen any changes in Hadley or
Minneapolis, we believe because the company does not want to risk unfair labor practice
charges for making unilateral changes to our working conditions.

“In a union contract, the section leaders won’t be protected.”

Truth: Much like the artist role, section leadership is not officially defined or protected as a
separate role in the store. A union contract has the potential to change that, or possibly provide
additional compensation for the valuable work done by crew in this position.

“The store will become an island, we wouldn’t be able to have crew from other stores fill
our shifts for things like crew parties because that would be crossing union lines.”

Truth: See notes about transfers, above.

“I really appreciate being able to switch the schedule and help you, and everyone, out
like this. That’s one of the big fears about the union election, is that we won’t be able to
give this kind of help anymore… just some food for thought.” –from a scheduling mate.

Truth: Nothing about scheduling has changed in either Hadley or Minneapolis after our votes
(remember, no unilateral changes!). Nothing has to change in a future contract,
either–scheduling flexibility is a win-win for crew and management alike.










