Overview of the 10 Steps of a Living Wage Campaign
A Living Wage Campaign is, at its core, an organizing campaign. It is not simply about raising wages — it is about building power, expanding leadership, strengthening community support, and cultivating a shared belief among workers that “We’re worth it.” The National Education Association (NEA) identifies ten core components that shape an effective Living Wage (LW) campaign, applicable in both bargaining and non-bargaining states. Whether your strategy involves contract negotiations, legislative advocacy, or community mobilization, the underlying principles remain the same.
A campaign begins with unity and shared purpose. Successful salary campaigns rely on the collective effort of members, leaders, UniServ staff, and community partners. They involve strategic planning, rigorous research, strong communication, coalition-building, and an unwavering focus on dignity, respect, and economic justice.
What is a Living Wage Campaign REALLY About?
A living wage campaign is fundamentally about human dignity and the right to economic stability. At its heart, it is about:
· Ensuring workers can survive and thrive while working only one job — leaving time for family, friends, and rest.
· Advancing social justice, workers’ rights, human rights, women’s rights, and community well-being.
· Elevating self-worth, respect, and dignity on the job.
· Addressing inequities that are shaped as much by community priorities and political decisions as by bargaining tables.
Living wage campaigns allow workers to tell the truth about their economic reality, build collective power, and gain the resources necessary to support their families and communities.

The 10 Steps of a Living Wage Campaign
Step 1 – Pick an Issue
Every strong campaign starts with a clearly defined issue.
The issue should be specific, deeply felt, and widely shared among Education Support Professionals (ESPs). Many issues raised by members — such as turnover, multiple jobs, attendance challenges, or transportation shortages — are directly or indirectly tied to poverty wages. Naming this truth is the first step.
A good campaign issue:
· Affects many members
· Has a clear decision-maker
· Has a solution that is winnable
· Helps build unity and leadership

Step 2 – Build Buy-In
This campaign belongs to all members, not just leaders or staff.
Ownership is the cornerstone of power. Every member should have a chance to participate, contribute ideas, and shape the strategy. This step transforms passive members into active stakeholders.
Strong buy-in:
· Builds more independent and knowledgeable locals
· Reduces long-term workload for UniServ staff
· Creates a culture where members feel powerful and essential to success

Step 3 – Start Now (There Is Never a “Perfect” Time)
For ESPs struggling in today’s economy, urgency is real.
A well-planned campaign takes 12–18 months to prepare. Delaying only reinforces the status quo. When the economic or political moment shifts, prepared locals are ready to act — instead of starting from scratch.
Starting early allows for:
· Leadership development
· Data collection
· Coalition-building
· A clear narrative and shared purpose

Step 4 – Create a Strategic Action Plan
A strong action plan includes:
· Internal organizing
· External organizing
· Use of media and storytelling
· Social justice framing
· Local salary data and cost-of-living analysis
· Clear goals, timelines, and milestones
The plan should outline roles, responsibilities, and measures of progress. A bold salary goal — grounded in research — helps anchor the campaign.

Step 5 – Gather Data
Data is power.
It is also protection against common pushback such as: “You make what nearby districts make.” Comparable pay does not justify poverty wages. Your research should document:
· Living costs in your region
· Current ESP wages vs. living wage benchmarks
· District spending priorities and inefficiencies
· Economic benefits of investing in ESPs
· Community benefits (housing stability, workforce quality, student support)
High-quality research strengthens credibility and exposes inequities in district decision-making.

Step 6 – Internal Organizing
Internal organizing builds the structure necessary to win. This step focuses on:
· Identifying and developing leaders
· Strengthening building-level communication networks
· Creating consistent narratives
· Aligning members around shared values and goals
This is the heart of the campaign — the power built inside the union.

Step 7 – External Organizing
Community support amplifies pressure on decision-makers. This include building relationships with:
· Parents and families
· Community organizations
· Faith leaders
· Students
· Other unions
· Local businesses and civic groups
A living wage is a community issue — not just a workplace issue. Broad support moves campaigns forward faster and with more legitimacy.

Step 8 – Communicate (NO MORE SECRETS!)
Transparency is essential. Members and communities need to understand:
· The district’s poverty wages
· How low wages harm staff and students
· Why change is urgent and achievable
Communication strategies may include:
· Storytelling and “humanizing” ESP roles
· Video interviews
· Flyers, fact sheets, and social media
· A branded campaign message
· Consistent internal communication channels
Silence protects the system. Storytelling builds power.

Step 9 – Escalate
Escalation increases pressure on the target — gradually and strategically. This is where tactics move from simple engagement to organized public action.
Examples:
· One-to-one conversations
· Petitioning
· Visibility actions (e.g., color days)
· Community forums
· Candlelight vigils
· Walk-ins
· Rallies or demonstrations
Escalation should:
· Involve growing numbers of members
· Build confidence and leadership
· Apply increasing pressure
· Bring community allies into the fight
Each action must be connected to the larger strategy and purpose.

Step 10 – Celebrate
Winning a living wage — or winning any significant campaign step — deserves celebration.
Celebrate because:
· It reinforces joy, solidarity, and accomplishment
· It builds momentum for future organizing
· It reminds members that collective action works
Even after the win, the work continues: improving salary schedules, defending gains, and planning for the next campaign cycle. A successful campaign transforms the local — from overlooked to “a force to be reckoned with.”

