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To Matt, Kaitlyn, and Cassie . . . and to a new American Dream where each of our children has the freedom and security to choose the life they want for themselves and their family









MY INVITATION


SIXTEEN YEARS INTO the twenty-first century we are trying to find solutions to its unique problems—especially those that are challenging the way we work, earn a living, and support our families—with ideas and methods that worked in the twentieth.


Most Americans—working or not—have lived through a very tough period, especially since the financial crash of 2008. What I have found from speaking with thousands of people from every economic strata is that they often blame themselves for not finding a permanent or good-paying job; for getting laid off or working inconsistent hours; for taking multiple low-wage jobs or contingent work just to make ends meet; for, especially in the case of recent college graduates, needing to move back into their parents’ house; for not building a nest egg or enough savings to retire; for working tirelessly so that their kids could go to college—and now their children can’t get a job.


What I want to say to each and every one is: This should not be about personal blame because the changes that are causing this jobless, wage-less recovery are structural. You worked hard. You played by the rules. You did exactly what you were supposed to do to fulfill your part of America’s social contract.


There is hope for our economy and future, but only if we come to terms with how the current explosion in technology is likely to create a shortage of jobs, a surplus of labor, and a bigger and bigger gap between the rich and poor over the next twenty years.


When I left my job as president of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) in 2010, I undertook a five-year journey to better understand the way technology is changing the economy and workplace, and to find a way to revive the American Dream. I have structured this book around many of the people I met on this journey, their assessment of the problem, my observations about whether I think they are on the money or just plain wrong, and then the solution of a universal basic income. That solution is a work-in-progress. I invite you to join me in debating it, refining it, and building a constituency for it, so that we can help America fulfill its historical promise to future generations of our children.


Andy Stern


Washington, DC


June 2016
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CAN WE INVENT A BETTER FUTURE?


              “There’s something happening here. What it is ain’t exactly clear.”


              —BUFFALO SPRINGFIELD


CAMBRIDGE, MA. NOVEMBER 17, 2014


I am walking around one of the most out-of-this-world places on earth—the MIT Media Lab in Cambridge, Massachusetts. There is a huge amount of brainpower here: more than twenty groups of MIT faculty, students, and researchers working on 350 projects that range from smart prostheses and sociable robots to advanced sensor networks and electronic ink. The Media Lab is famous for its emphasis on creative collaboration between the best and the brightest in disparate fields: scientists and engineers here work alongside artists, designers, philosophers, neurobiologists, and communications experts. Their mission is “to go beyond known boundaries and disciplines” and “beyond the obvious to the questions not yet asked—questions whose answers could radically improve the way people live, learn, express themselves, work, and play.” Their motto—“inventing a better future”—conveys a forward-looking confidence that’s been lacking in our nation since the 2008 financial crisis plunged us into a recession followed by a slow, anxiety-inducing recovery.


On this cloudy November day, it seems that all the sunlight in Cambridge is streaming through the glass and metallic screens that cloak the Media Lab, rendering it a luminous bubble, or a glowing alternative universe. Architect Fumihiko Mako designed the building around a central atrium that rises six floors—“a kind of vertical street,” he called it, with spacious labs branching off on each floor. Walking up the atrium, you look through the glass walls and see groups of (mainly) young geniuses at work.


Or are they playing? I am struck by how casual and unhurried they seem. Whether they are lounging on couches, gathered around a computer screen, drawing equations on a wall, these inventors of the future seem to be having a whole lot of fun. That’s not how the thirty people who are leaders in the labor movement and the foundation world who accompanied me here would characterize their own workplaces. They have been grappling with growing income inequality, stagnant wages, and increasing poverty in the communities they serve, and also with political gridlock on Capitol Hill. It’s been harder for them to get funding and resources for the important work they do.


They have come here, as I have, to get a glimpse of how MIT’s wizards and their technologies will impact the millions of middle- and lower-income Americans whose lives are already being disrupted and diminished in the new digital economy. Will these emerging technologies create jobs or destroy them? Will they give lower- and middle-income families more or less access to the American Dream? Will they make my generation’s definition of a “job” obsolete for my kids and grandkids?


For the past five years, I’ve been on a personal journey to understand an issue that should be at the heart of our nation’s economic and social policies: the future of work. I have been interviewing CEOs, labor leaders, futurists, politicians, entrepreneurs, and historians to find answers to the following questions: After decades of globalization and technology-driven growth, what will America’s workplaces look like in twenty years? Which job categories will be gone forever in the age of robotics and artificial intelligence? Which new ones, if any, will take their place?


The MIT Media Lab is one stop on that journey; since the early 1990s, it has been in the forefront of wireless communication, 3D printing, and digital computing. Looking around at my colleagues, I think: People like us—labor organizers, community activists, people at the helm of small foundations that work for social and economic justice—don’t usually visit places like this. We spend our time in factories and on farms, in fast-food restaurants and in hospitals advocating for higher wages and better working conditions. While we refer to our organizations by acronyms—SEIU (Service Employees International Union), OSF (Open Society Foundations), and NDWA (National Domestic Workers Alliance)—there is one acronym most of us would never use to describe ourselves personally: STEM. Most of today’s discussion will involve science, technology, engineering, and mathematics—the STEM subjects—and it will go way over our heads. Instead, we’ll be filtering what we see through our “progressive” justice, engagement, and empowerment lenses, and how we experience technology in our own lives.


Personally I am of two minds about technology. On the one hand, I want it to work well and make my life easier and more enjoyable. On the other, I’m afraid of the consequences if all of the futuristic promises of technology come to fruition.


As I wait for the first session to begin, I take out my iPhone and begin reading about the Media Lab’s CE 2.0 project. CE stands for consumer electronics, and CE 2.0 is “a collaboration with member companies to formulate the principles for a new generation of consumer electronics that are highly connected, seamlessly interoperable, situation-aware, and radically simpler to use,” according to the Media Lab’s website.


CE 2.0 sounds really, really great to me. Then I realize that I’m reading about it on the same iPhone that keeps dropping conference calls in my New York apartment to my partners and clients in other parts of the city. So how can I ever expect CE 2.0 to live up to the Media Lab’s hype? And then I find myself thinking: What if it does? What if CE 2.0 exceeds all the hype and disrupts a whole bunch of industries? Which jobs will become obsolete as a result of this new generation of consumer electronics? Electricians? The people who make batteries, plugs, and electrical wiring? I keep going back and forth between the promise and the hype and everything in between. Even though CE 2.0 is basically an abstraction to me, it conjures up all sorts of expectations and fears. And I think that many of my friends and colleagues have similar longings, doubts, and fears when it comes to technology.


All of the projects at the MIT Media Lab are supported by corporations. Twitter, for instance, has committed $10 million to the Laboratory for Social Machines, which is developing technologies that “make sense of semantic and social patterns across the broad span of public mass media, social media, data streams, and digital content.” Google Education is funding the Center for Mobile Learning, which seeks to innovate education through mobile computing. The corporations have no say in the direction of the research, or ownership of what the MIT researchers patent or produce; they simply have a front-row seat as the researchers take the emerging technologies wherever their curiosity and the technology takes them.


Clearly, there is a counter-cultural ethos to the Media Lab. Its nine governing principles are: “Resilience over strength. Pull over push. Risk over safety. Systems over objects. Compasses over maps. Practice over theory. Disobedience over compliance. Emergence over authority. Learning over education.” For me, that’s a welcome invitation to imagine, explore new frontiers, and dream.


Before we tour the various labs, Peter Cohen, the Media Lab’s Director of Development, tells us that there is an artistic or design component to most of the Media Lab’s projects. “Much of our work is displayed in museums,” he says. “And some are performed in concert halls.” One I particularly like is the brainchild of Tod Machover, who heads the Hyperinstruments/Opera of the Future group. Machover, who co-created the popular Guitar Hero and Rock Band music video games, is composing a series of urban symphonies that attempt to capture the spirit of cities around the world. Using technology he’s developed that can collect and translate sounds into music, he enlists people who live, work, and make use of each city to help create a collective musical portrait of their town. To date, he’s captured the spirits of Toronto, Edinburgh, Perth, and Lucerne through his new technology. Now he is turning his attention to Detroit. I love this idea of getting factory workers, teachers, taxi cab drivers, police officers, and other people who live and work in Detroit involved in the creation of an urban symphony that can be performed so that the entire city can enjoy and take pride in it.


We head to the Biomechatronics Lab on the second floor. Luke Mooney, our guide to this lab, is pursuing a PhD in mechanical engineering at MIT. Only twenty-four, he has already designed and developed an energy-efficient powered knee prosthesis. He shows us the prototype, a gleaming exoskeleton enveloping the knee of a sleek mannequin. Mooney created the prosthesis with an expert team of biophysicists, neuroscientists, and mechanical, biomedical, and tissue engineers. It will reduce the “metabolic cost of walking,” he tells us, making it easier for a sixty-four-year-old with worn-out knees and a regularly sore back like me to maybe run again and lift far more weight than I could ever have dreamed of lifting.


Looking around, I’m struck by the mess—coffee cups and Red Bull cans, plaster molds of ankles, knees, and feet, discarded tools and motors, lying all over the place, like the morning after a month of all-nighters.


The founder of the Biomechatronics Lab, Hugh Herr, is out of town this day, but his life mission clearly animates the Lab. When he was seventeen, a rock-climbing accident resulted in the amputation of both his legs below his knees. Frustrated with the prosthetic devices on the market, he got a master’s degree in mechanical engineering and a PhD in biophysics, and used that knowledge to design a prosthesis that enabled him to compete as an elite rock-climber again. In 2013, after the Boston Marathon bombings, he designed a special prosthesis for one of the victims: ballroom dancer Adrianne Haslet-Davis, who had lost her lower left leg in the blast. Seven months later, at a TED talk Herr was giving, Haslet-Davis walked out on the stage with her partner and danced a rumba. “In 3.5 seconds, the criminals and cowards took Adrianne off the dance floor,” Herr said. “In 200 days, we put her back.”


At our next stop, the Personal Robotics Lab, Indian-born researcher Palash Nandy tells us the key to his human-friendly robots: their eyes. By manipulating a robot’s eyes and eyebrows, Nandy and his colleagues can make the robot appear sad, mad, confused, excited, attentive, or bored. Hospitals are beginning to deploy human-friendly robots as helpmates to terminally ill kids. “Unlike the staff and other patients, who are constantly changing,” Nandy says, “the robot is always there for the child, asking him how he’s doing, which reduces stress.”


With the help of sophisticated sensors, the Personal Robotics Lab is building robots that are increasingly responsive to the emotional states of humans. Says Nandy: “Leo the Robot might not understand what you need or mean by the words you say, but he can pick up the emotional tone of your voice.” In a video he shows us, a researcher warns Leo, “Cookie Monster is bad. He wants to eat your cookies.” In response, Leo narrows his eyes, as if to say: “I get your message. I’ll keep my distance from that greedy Cookie Monster.”


Nandy also sings the praises of a robot who helps children learn French, and one that’s been programmed to help keep adults motivated as they lose weight.


My colleagues are full of questions and also objections:


“Can’t people do most of these tasks as well or better than the robots?”


“If every child grows up with their own personal robot friend, how will they ever learn to negotiate a real human relationship?”


“If you can create a robot friend, can’t you also create a robot torturer? Ever thought of that?”


“Yeah,” Nandy says, seeming to make light of the question. “But it’s hard to imagine evil robots when I’m around robots that say ‘I love you’ all day long.”


As awestruck and exhilarated as we are by what we see, my colleagues and I are getting frustrated by the long pauses and glib answers that greet so many of our concerns about the long-term impact of the technologies being developed here on the job market, human relationships, and our political rights and freedoms. As they invent the future, are these brilliant and passionate innovators alert to the societal risks and ramifications of what they’re doing?


On our way into the Mediated Matter Lab, we encounter a chaise lounge and a grouping of truly stunning bowls and sculptures that have been created using 3D printers. Markus Kayser, our guide through the Mediated Matter Lab, is a thirty-one-year-old grad student from northern Germany. A few years ago he received considerable acclaim and media attention for a device he created called the Sun Sinter.


Kayser shows us a video of a bearded hipster—himself—carrying a metallic suitcase over a sand dune in Egypt’s Saharan Desert. It’s like a scene in a Buster Keaton movie. He stops and pulls several photovoltaic batteries and four large lenses from the suitcase. Then he focuses the lenses—at a heat of 1,600 degrees centigrade—onto a bed of sand. Within seconds, the concentrated heat of the sun has melted the sand and transformed it into glass. What happens next on the video gives us a glimpse into the future of manufacturing. Kayser takes his laptop out of the suitcase and spends a few minutes designing a bowl on the computer. Then, with a makeshift 3D printer powered by solar energy, he prints out the bowl in layers of plywood. He places the plywood prototype of the bowl on a small patch of desert. Then he focuses the lenses of the battery-charged Solar Sinter on the sand. And then, layer after layer, he melts the sand into glass until he’s manufactured a glass bowl out of the desert’s abundant supplies of sun and sand.


“My whole goal is to explore hybrid solutions that link technology and natural energy to test new scenarios for production,” Kayser tells us. But the glass bowl only hints at the possibilities. Engineers from NASA and the US Army have already talked to him about the potential of using his technology to build emergency shelters after hurricanes and housing in hazardous environments—for example, the desert regions of Iran and Iraq.


“How about detention centers for alleged terrorists?” one of my colleagues asks slyly. “I bet the Army is licking its chops to build a glass Guantanamo in the desert only miles from the Syrian border.”


Another asks: “Has anyone talked to you about using this technology to create urban housing for the poor?”


Kayser pauses before shaking his head no. The questions that consume our group most—how can we use this powerful technology for good rather than evil and to remedy the world’s inequities and suffering—do not seem of consequence to Kayser. This is by design: the Media Lab encourages the researchers to follow the technology wherever it leads them, without the pressure of developing a big-bucks commercial product, or an application that will save the world. If they focus on the end results and specific commercial and social outcomes, they will be less attuned to the technology, to the materials, and to nature itself, which would impede their creative process. I understand that perspective, but it also worries me.


As I watch Kayser and his Solar Sinter turn sand into glass, another image comes to mind: Nearly 4,700 years ago, in the same Egyptian desert where Kayser made his video, more than 30,000 slaves, some of them probably my ancestors, and citizen-volunteers spent seven years quarrying, cutting, and transporting thousands of tons of stone to create Pharaoh Khufu’s Great Pyramid, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. That’s a lot of labor compared with what it will take to build a modern-day community of glass houses in the vicinity of the Pyramid, or in Palm Springs, using the next iteration of the Sun Sinter. I’m concerned about the Sun Sinter’s impact on construction jobs.


Employment issues are at best a distant concern for the wizards who are inventing the future. Press them and they’ll say that technological disruption always produces new jobs and industries: Isn’t that what happened after Gutenberg invented the printing press and Ford automated the assembly line?


It was. But, as I reflect on this day, I remember a conversation I had with Steven Berkenfeld, an investment banker at Barclay’s Capital. Berkenfeld has a unique and important perspective on the relationship between technology and jobs. Day in, day out, he is pitched proposals by entrepreneurs looking to take their companies public. Most of the companies are developing technologies that will help businesses become more productive and efficient. That means fewer and fewer workers, according to Berkenfeld.


“Every company is trying to do more with less,” he explained. “Industry by industry, and sector by sector, every company is looking to drive out labor.” And very few policy makers are aware of the repercussions. “They convince themselves that technology will create new jobs when, in fact, it will displace them by the millions, spreading pain and suffering throughout the country. When you look at the future from that perspective, the single most important decisions we need to make are: How do we help people continue to make a living, and how do we keep them engaged?”


At the end of our visit to the Media Lab, my job, as convener of the group, is to summarize some of the day’s lessons. I begin with an observation: “It’s amazing how the only thing that doesn’t work here is when these genius researchers try to project their PowerPoints onto the screen.” The twenty or so people who remain in our group laugh knowingly. Just like us, the wizards at MIT can’t seem to present a PowerPoint without encountering an embarrassing technological glitch.


I continue by quoting a line from a song by Buffalo Springfield, the 1960s American-Canadian rock band: “There’s something’s happening here. What it is ain’t exactly clear.” That’s how I feel about our day at MIT; it has given us a preview of the future of work, which will be amazing if we can grapple with the critical ethical and social justice questions it elicits. “I’ve spent my whole life in the labor movement chasing the future,” I tell my colleagues. “Now I’d like to catch up to it, or maybe even jump ahead of it, so I can see the future coming toward me.”


Toward that end, I ask everyone in the group to answer “yes,” “no,” or “abstain” to two hypotheses.


Hypothesis number one: “The role of technology in the future of work will be so significant that current conceptions of a job may no longer reflect the relationship to work for most people. Even the idea of jobs as the best and most stable source of income will come into question.”


Hypothesis number two: “The very real prospect in the United States is that twenty years from now most people will not receive a singular income from a single employer in a traditional employee-employer relationship. For some, such as those with substantial education, this might mean freedom. For others, those with a substandard education and a criminal record, the resulting structural inequality will likely increase vulnerability.”


There are a number of groans (“Jesus, Andy, can you get any more long-winded or rhetorical?”) but each member of the group writes their answers on a piece of paper, which I collect and tally. The first hypothesis gets eighteen yeses and two abstentions. The second gets sixteen yeses, three noes, and one abstention.


I am genuinely surprised by these results. Six months ago, at our last meeting of the OSF Future of Work inquiry, my colleagues had a much more varied response to these hypotheses. At least half of them did not agree with my premise that technology would have a disruptive impact on jobs, the workplace, and employer-employee relationships, and some of them disputed the premise quite angrily. (“What do you think we are, Andy—psychics?”) Today’s tally reflects their acknowledgment that something is happening at MIT and across the United States that will fundamentally change the way Americans live and work—what it is ain’t exactly clear, but it merits our serious and immediate attention.


As they go about inventing the future, the scientists and researchers at the Media Lab aren’t thinking about the consequences of their work on the millions of Americans who are laboring in factories, building our homes, guarding our streets, investing our money, computing our taxes, teaching our children and teenagers, staffing our hospitals, driving our buses, and taking care of our elders and disabled veterans.


They aren’t thinking about the millions of parents who scrimped and saved to send their kids to college, because our country told them that college was the gateway to success, only to see those same kids underemployed or jobless when they graduate and move back home.


They aren’t thinking about the dwindling fortunes of the millions of middle-class Americans who spent the money they earned on products and services that made our nation’s economy and lifestyle the envy of the world.


They aren’t thinking about the forty-seven million Americans who live in poverty, including a fifth of the nation’s children.


Nor should they. That is my job, our job together, and the purpose of this book.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. The reason I am at the MIT Media Lab stems from a combination of personal and professional factors in what seemed to many to be my abrupt decision to step down as head of America’s most successful union, the Service Employees International Union, or SEIU. To better understand where I am coming from and going with this book you need to understand my personal journey.









Chapter 1
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MY JOURNEY


IN 2010, I seemed to be at the top of my game: leader of the country’s largest and most influential union, a central player in the most significant piece of social legislation since the establishment of Medicare, and appointed by President Barack Obama to sit on the bipartisan Simpson-Bowles Commission to propose an answer to the country’s long-term deficit problems. Despite this, I stepped down that year as president of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU).


From the mainstream Washington Post to the conservative Wall Street Journal, the media speculated as to why I had decided to leave SEIU at the height of my power and influence. RedState, a conservative journal, claimed that I was resigning because I was bored with having to spend time on the day-to-day contract battles that are a union’s bread and butter. “You’d probably be bored, too, if you had taken a relatively obscure union of janitors and doormen and turned it into the largest and most powerful private-sector union in America . . . put a president of the United States into the Oval Office . . . and fulfilled one of the union movement’s main objectives: nationalized healthcare.” It suggested that I was itching to conquer new frontiers: “Does hanging out with a bunch of janitors and nurses’ aides and arguing with their employers sound like a challenge any more?”


RedState couldn’t have been more wrong. Those janitors and window cleaners, those doormen and security guards, and those nurses’ aides and home- and child-care workers were the people I care about most: nothing motivates them more than the American Dream—the promise, to anyone who works hard and plays by the rules, of a good and secure livelihood and a better future for their children. When I was elected president of SEIU in 1996, that sacred American Dream still seemed possible for the people I was privileged to serve; by 2010, it had been replaced by paralyzing anxiety.


My goal at SEIU had been to build a union that could win victories for workers in the twenty-first-century global economy. Unions as a whole moved glacially. They looked backward instead of forward for solutions, and they seldom took risks. I sought to make my own and other unions more relevant in an era of declining membership and laws that had made it harder for unions to organize. In order to do that, I rocked the boat and pursued new ways to organize workers and make their influence felt in the halls of Congress, where the laws restricting unions were made.


I didn’t resign from SEIU because I was bored. Rather, after nearly fifteen years at the helm of SEIU, I had lost my ability to predict labor’s future. To be an effective leader, you need to be able to look twenty, thirty, even forty years down the road. That way, you can envision the future you want to create and plan back from it, instead of simply reacting to events as they occur. John L. Lewis, president of the United Mine Workers, had been able to do that in the 1930s. Walter Reuther, head of the United Auto Workers, could do that in the 1950s and 1960s. And I could do that in the 1990s and early 2000s. But, by 2010, the economy was changing and fragmenting at such warp speed that I couldn’t see where it—or labor—was headed. Without a clearer vision of the future—of the world in 2025 or 2040—I couldn’t develop the inner compass needed by a leader who seeks to bring about major social change, and I was out of good ideas.


So I stepped away from SEIU and, aside from my work with Simpson-Bowles, I spent the next year healing, recharging, and thinking about new ways I might help the people I cared about. At the end of that year I embarked on what became a four-year journey to discover the future of jobs, work, and the American Dream. My journey coincided with significant economic trends—a jobless recovery and the concentration of more and more wealth in the hands of fewer and fewer people. It took place during an era of political gridlock that devastated the middle class and threatened the economy as a whole. Wages were stagnant. People had to work two or three jobs to stay afloat. Students were coming out of college thousands of dollars in debt and with no substantial job prospects. For them, the idea of owning their own home and creating a better future for their children had become the American Pipe Dream.


Early on, I saw that unions would play only a limited role in shaping the twenty-first-century economy. Not only because unions are typically slow to adapt, but also because the economy is being transformed by new technologies that will automate more tasks and require fewer full-time jobs and marginalize the role of collective bargaining, leaving a dearth of dues-paying union members. Already, the new landscape of work is populated by free agents and temporary workers who have more freedom and flexibility in their work life, but no job security and significantly less leverage with the people and companies who hire them.


My focus turned to larger questions: If there are significantly fewer jobs and less work available in the future, how will people make a living, spend their time, and find purpose in their lives? Also, how can we keep the income gap from growing so wide that it erupts into social discord and upheaval?


I began looking for an idea that could unite all Americans and call us to a higher national purpose. The old American Dream—the one that had spoken so deeply to my parents’ generation, and my own—had been discredited by current events and decades of stagnating wages. We needed a new American Dream—one that offers a vision of the life we can genuinely aspire to, strive for, and pass on as a birthright and inspiration to our children and future generations of Americans.


And if I came upon that unifying idea, my question to myself and others would be, “How can we organize our economy and social institutions so that this new American Dream becomes achievable for everyone?”


Along the way, I came across a potential answer to these questions. I’ll detail what a universal basic income (UBI) is later in this book. For now, imagine a check coming in the mail each month to every single American, whether they work or not, with sufficient money to eradicate poverty and give all Americans the opportunity to achieve their dreams.


But I’m getting ahead of myself again. To appreciate why a UBI may be the most practical solution to our economic problems, and one that most if not all of our country’s political parties can potentially embrace, it will be helpful to know about the perspective I gained while attempting to create major social change during labor’s most turbulent and transitional years.


SEVERAL YEARS AGO, in an interview with Washington Post reporter Ezra Klein, I called the labor movement “the greatest middle-class, job-creating mechanism that we have ever had in America that doesn’t cost taxpayers a dime.”


Here’s what I meant:


There was nothing inherently valuable about taking a pickax, putting a light on your head, traveling down the depths of a coal shaft, and banging that ax against a wall to extract coal. And yet, in West Virginia, coal mining built a middle class. Not because the coal miners had unique skills or went to college, but because they belonged to a union. That was true in America’s steel mills and on its assembly lines, on its railroads and on its loading docks. In the industries that made our economy the envy of the world, private-sector unions turned crappy jobs into ones that promised good pay, generous benefits, and enough job security to give working families the stable middle-class existence at the heart of the American Dream.


Union members weren’t the only workers who benefited. Today, people hardly take notice when a Fortune 100 company like Ford or General Motors negotiates a contract. But in the 1950s and 1960s, labor negotiations were front-page news. If Ford’s autoworkers got a three-percent raise, it set a standard for workers throughout the country that made it much more likely they’d receive an equivalent raise, even if they worked in a grocery store, gas station, or bank.


At the same time, unions exerted considerable political clout and helped to lessen inequality by pushing for a minimum wage, job-based health benefits, Social Security, high marginal tax rates, and other economic policies that ensured that America’s prosperity would be shared.


In 1950, the year I was born, nearly 35 percent of the nation’s workers were unionized. By 1972, when I graduated college, that number had fallen to 27 percent, but unions still represented a solid percentage of the nation’s workers. Today, less than 12 percent of the nation’s workers are unionized, including only 6.6 percent of the private-sector workforce.


My first job after college was as a caseworker for the Pennsylvania Department of Welfare. The social-service workers in our department had voted to become part of SEIU, and they had won the right to collective bargaining. One day, shortly after being hired, I saw a notice on the bulletin board announcing a membership meeting at SEIU Local 668’s office. I went for the free pizza, but stayed because I was fascinated with the work the labor representatives did, and how committed they were to changing lives.


In 1977, I ran for president of Local 668. The woman who would later become my wife ran for secretary-treasurer—on the opposing slate. I was lucky enough to win. And, at twenty-six, I became the youngest president of my local and, I believe, of any major local in SEIU history. I spent the next thirty-three years organizing workers, negotiating contracts, and helping SEIU grow from 400,000 to 2.2 million members during a period when union membership nationally fell from 23 percent to less than 12 percent of the nation’s workers.


What had happened to diminish labor’s overall numbers and power?


In 1981, when three thousand members of the air traffic controllers union went out on strike, President Ronald Reagan dismissed them from their jobs, ushering in an era of anti-union activities by corporations that poured millions of dollars into union-busting practices while lobbying Congress to get rid of or weaken unions so they could reduce labor costs. As corporations stiffened their resolve, unions became more hesitant to strike. In 1970, two years before I joined SEIU, there were 371 strikes in the United States; in 2010, the year I retired from SEIU, there were only eleven.


The decline in manufacturing jobs, coupled with the emergence of globalized supply chains across every industry sector, contributed further to the downward trend in union membership. Heavy industries such as steel and auto had been labor’s sweet spot since the 1930s, but now they represented a much smaller part of the US economy. And globalized supply chains meant that multinational corporations could search for the lowest-cost suppliers and outsource formerly American jobs to China, India, and other developing nations.


As illustrated in the chart below, the decades-long decline in union membership has followed the same trajectory as the decline in the middle-class share of the nation’s aggregate income. In other words, as union membership has declined, income inequality has gotten worse.


In a speech he gave at the Greater Omaha Chamber of Commerce Conference in 2007, Ben Bernanke, the chairman of the Federal Reserve, attributed 10 to 20 percent of the rise in income inequality to the decline in unionization. In an econometric study of data from advanced economies during the years 1980 to 2010, the International Monetary Fund came to a similar conclusion: “On average, the decline in unionization explains about half of the five percentage point rise in the top 10 percent income share. Why? Because as unions weaken, workers have less influence on the size and structure of top executive compensations.”


In 1965, CEOs earned twenty times as much as the average worker; today, they earn nearly three hundred times as much.
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Historically, SEIU members made more than their nonunion counterparts, even for the same jobs in the same city. The union’s strength made sure that our members working as janitors and nursing aides shared in their company’s success—and that the executives and shareholders of their companies didn’t get an even more outsized portion. And yet society-at-large seemed unaware of unions’ role in leveling the playing field and keeping executive pay from going through the stratosphere. People who grew up during the Reagan years could be downright hostile to unions. As older workers retired with union-negotiated benefits, the younger workers who replaced them didn’t understand or appreciate the history and purpose of unions; hence, there was less empathy and public support for our accomplishments.


In my twelve years as SEIU’s organizing director, we became the nation’s fastest-growing union; by the time I was elected president in 1996, we had 1.4 million members. During my acceptance speech that year at our convention in Chicago, I told the fifteen hundred delegates why I wanted to make SEIU even stronger: “I refuse to accept that our children will be the first generation in history to do worse than their parents. I want my kids to grow up and leave home able to support themselves—without having to work three jobs. I don’t want them to be afraid to get sick because they don’t have health insurance. Or to grow old because they don’t have retirement security.” Then I turned to my two children and said: “Matt and Cassie, I love you. For you—and for the sons, daughters, nieces, and nephews of everyone in this hall—this union is going to fight like hell.”


I said these words with fierce optimism and hope. As the new century neared, SEIU was facing life-and-death challenges from the powerful forces arrayed against labor as a whole, including employers who were no longer local but regional, national, and even global in scope. “With every passing day, giant corporations—Kaiser, Hospital Corporation of America, ServiceMaster, and ABM—are growing bigger, more powerful, and more greedy,” I told the crowd. “And unless we make the tough decisions to become smarter and stronger, they will eat us up and spit us out before we even know what’s hit us.”


By the time we gathered for our 2000 convention in Pittsburgh, SEIU had added more than 300,000 new members, including 74,000 home care workers in Los Angeles and 10,000 school workers in Puerto Rico. We had become the largest labor union in the AFL-CIO—larger than the Teamsters, the Steelworkers, the American Federation of Teachers, the United Auto Workers, and the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees.


We couldn’t have chosen a more historic town to celebrate that achievement. It was here, in 1935, that United Mine Workers president John L. Lewis called for semiskilled workers in the automobile, rubber, glass, and steel industries to organize and join the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). At the time, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) consisted mainly of small, craft-based unions that ignored and even looked down upon industrial workers. Lewis understood that the future of the labor movement lay in organizing these semiskilled industrial workers. Twenty years later, in 1955, the CIO would merge with the AFL, and together for the next two decades they would help raise the living standards of millions of American families and pave the way for blacks and women to enter the economy and middle class.


I asked the delegates in Pittsburgh to join me in writing the next great chapter in labor’s history. The manufacturing economy of Lewis’s time had given way to the service economy of our own. Instead of adhering to the outmoded practice of negotiating labor contracts one facility, one city, and one employer at a time, I urged them to work towards negotiating regional and national industry-wide contracts. I underscored our other historic goal—to gain the political power we’d need to elect a president of the United States who’d be pro-labor and work for significant healthcare and labor law reform.


By organizing entire industries—for instance, building services, healthcare, and child care workers—we could win fights that no local could ever win alone. And that was especially crucial in the emerging global economy. In New York City and elsewhere in the US, our janitors and security officers worked in buildings owned by global financial interests and foreign pension funds. The two largest security companies in North America—Securitas and Group 4—were based in Sweden and the UK. Two of the three largest school bus companies in North America were based in Great Britain. And the services industry worldwide was increasingly dominated by three multi-service outsourcing companies: Sodexho, based in France, operated in seventy-six countries; Compass, based in Great Britain, operated in ninety countries; and Aramark, based in the United States, operated in nineteen countries around the world.


“Today’s global corporations have no permanent home, recognize no national borders, salute no flag but their own corporate logo, and take their money to anywhere where they can make the most—and pay the least,” I said at our 2004 convention in San Francisco. “When you look at it and all the historic challenges before us, I’m sure some of you [will] join me in wishing we could go back—back to the days when unity in your local union was enough to win better contracts with a local employer, or when a single local union could elect the politicians that affected their jobs. Back to a slower time without global communications when our bosses were down the street and not in London or Paris, and when jobs in public service and healthcare were secure and not targeted for outsourcing and benefit cutting. But we all know that world is gone—it’s gone forever—and any organization that fails to adapt will be gone forever as well.”


As a loose trade association of sixty-five separate and autonomous unions, the AFL-CIO didn’t have the organizational strength and unity to lead labor into this globalized future. For example, there were fourteen different unions trying to organize healthcare workers, and unions in disparate industries that dealt with the same employer didn’t coordinate or cooperate, which undermined their efforts to win better contracts for their members. At my urging, SEIU and four other unions called on the AFL-CIO to consolidate the smaller unions into twenty larger ones that were each devoted to a single sector of the economy. “Can This Man Save Labor?” That was the question BusinessWeek asked on its September 13, 2004 cover, next to a photo of me. “Service Employees President Andy Stern has radical plans to remake the US labor movement,” it said. “Will other union leaders go along?”


Five months later, the AFL-CIO rejected our plan. Along with six other unions, SEIU left to form our own federation, which we called “Change to Win.” Our goals included much of what we had been trying to do at SEIU: consolidate smaller unions into a few large ones, encourage unions to organize on an industry-wide basis, put our members’ interests, not parties or politicians, as the core of our political activities, and put the emphasis on organizing new members because there is power in numbers. We achieved many of our objectives, but ultimately we could not find the political will or shared strategy to execute some of our key principles. By 2014, only three of the founding unions remained in the federation.


WE HAD CONSIDERABLY more success achieving our goals in the political arena. SEIU supported Barack Obama in 1996 when he was a candidate for the Illinois State Senate, and in 2002 when he ran for the US Senate. In 2006, when he was considering running for the presidency, he asked if we’d consider supporting him again. “It depends,” I told him. “Any candidate seeking our support needs to produce a universal healthcare plan and a way to pay for it. They also need to spend an entire day walking in the shoes of one of our members so that they can better understand the challenges facing workers and working families.”


On August 9, 2007, Obama worked alongside SEIU home care worker Pauline Beck as she took care of eighty-six-year-old John Thornton, a former cement mason who lived in Alameda County, California. Obama prepared breakfast for Mr. Thornton, then mopped the floor, did the dishes and laundry, and made his bed. Mr. Thornton was an amputee, and throughout the day the senator helped him get into and out of his wheelchair. At the end of her workday, Pauline went home to take care of a grandnephew and two foster children who didn’t have families of their own. Obama said that she helped him to realize the importance of paid sick leave for the entire workforce. “Heroic work, and hard work. That’s what Pauline is all about,” he would say four years later at the White House, with Pauline standing at his side as he announced his support for a law to extend overtime pay protections and a guaranteed minimum wage to the nation’s home care workers.


SEIU became the first major union to endorse Obama in 2008. Our political action committee spent $71 million to elect him president, and we deployed an “army” of 100,000 SEIU volunteers to knock on doors and make phone calls on his behalf.


Between January and July of 2009, the logs of the Obama Administration show that I visited the White House twenty-two times, the most of any person who didn’t work on the White House staff. I was there to help the Administration devise a strategy for healthcare reform, SEIU’s key issue. For me, the battle was personal. My daughter Cassie had died eight years earlier after complications from spinal surgery. She was thirteen years old. If we had had a better healthcare system, “Cassie might still be here with me,” I told friends. In my most despairing moments, I imagined her standing by my side, with a sign that said “Healthcare for All.”


In September of 2009, we set up a “war room” in Washington to push for the president’s legislation as it worked its way through Congress. SEIU locals across the nation pushed hard for healthcare reform. On March 23, 2010, following the historic bill signing, the president came over and hugged me and said: “Without SEIU members and your stories and your lobbying and your demonstrations, this would not have happened.”


BECAUSE OF SEIU’S successes and my role in creating the Change to Win Federation, I had become an increasingly polarizing figure within the labor movement. The leaders of other labor unions didn’t like that SEIU was bucking the tide and growing so fast or that I had more access to President Obama than they did. I also faced a revolt within my own union from leaders who wanted to hold on to their independence and traditions despite evidence that workers who worked for the same employer or in the same industry were stronger together.


Our best shot at strengthening labor nationally was the Employee Free Choice Act, which would have made it easier for workers to join and organize unions by eliminating the waiting period and secret ballot (which favored management) and allowing workers to organize a union simply through a majority sign-up. After working so hard to get President Obama elected, I was disappointed that he didn’t fight harder for the Employee Free Choice Act. (Healthcare reform was clearly a higher priority for him.) In an ideologically divided Congress, the bill was doomed without his vocal support.


I had watched too many labor leaders stay far too long. When I announced my resignation as president two years before the end of my term, I said on video to SEIU’s 2.2 million members: “There’s a time to learn, a time to lead, and then there’s a time to leave. And shortly, it will be time to retire . . . and to end my SEIU journey.” I was fifty-nine years old—and tired. I kept thinking about my father. When he was sixty-four, he learned he had cancer; four years later he was dead. His death still weighed on me. So did the realization that I hadn’t fully mourned the losses of my daughter and marriage. Instead, I had thrown myself into my work—into fighting to win for workers. I needed to stop running—to take stock of my life, and do the even harder work of healing. I was burnt out and, as I noted earlier, I had run out of new ideas, I had lost my feel for the future.


President Obama had just appointed me to the National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform, which would become better known in the media as Simpson-Bowles, after the names of its co-chairs, former US Senator Alan Simpson of Wyoming and former White House Chief of Staff Erskine Bowles. The other presidential appointees were David M. Cote, the CEO of Honeywell International; Alice Rivlin, the former director of the Office of Management and Budget; and Ann Fudge, who had been CEO of Young & Rubicam. The Executive Director was Bruce Reed, who later became the Chief of Staff to Vice President Biden. There were six members of the House and six members of the Senate on the Commission, divided evenly between Republicans and Democrats.


We were instructed to identify policies that might “improve the fiscal situation in the medium term and to achieve fiscal sustainability in the long run.” In eight months of public hearings and deliberations, I received a graduate school-level education in macroeconomics and got a chance to work with Senator Judd Gregg (R-NH) on alternatives to the employer-based retirement system, which was leaving more and more Americans without a pension as companies used the recession to reduce head count and cut benefits. Working on the Commission with Republican Congressmen Jeb Hensarling from Texas and Paul Ryan from Wisconsin, now Speaker of the House, I learned how conservatives view the economy and the world, a lesson that would prove especially useful to me four years later when I considered whether it would be possible to build a coalition to support a universal basic income.


That next journey—the one at the core of this book—would begin with a trip to Silicon Valley to have a conversation about technology and the economy with the visionary entrepreneur who had helped launch the computer and information technology revolutions. How did Intel co-founder Andy Grove see the future?









Chapter 2
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ARE WE AT A STRATEGIC INFLECTION POINT?


THE SUMMER AFTER I left the presidency of SEIU in 2010, I read an article in BusinessWeek by Andy Grove, the former chairman and CEO of Intel Corporation, suggesting that America’s leaders might learn some important lessons from China and other Asian countries when it comes to job creation. Grove argued that “these countries seem to understand that job creation must be the number one objective of state economic policy.” He noted how America’s formerly great job-creation machine was sputtering as companies sent manufacturing and even engineering jobs to other countries where they could be done more cheaply. Management and shareholders were happy with the result, as growth and profitability improved, but companies no longer “scaled” in America, leading to a troubling long-term loss of middle-class jobs.


Grove, who passed away as this book was going to press, argued that Americans needed to plan long-term for more job creation; otherwise we’d become a volatile society consisting of a few “highly paid people doing high-value-added work” with “masses of unemployed.” He noted how “our fundamental economic belief” that “the free market is the best of all economic systems—the freer the better,” has limits. “Our generation has seen the decisive victory of free-market principles over planned economies. So we stick with this belief largely oblivious to emerging evidence that while free markets beat planned economies, there may be room for a modification that is even better.”


That Andy Grove, one of America’s most venerated capitalists, had argued in BusinessWeek for a “modification” in free-market principles made an impression on me. So much so that, a year later, I recalled his comments in a Wall Street Journal op-ed I wrote after meeting in Beijing with high-ranking officials in the Chinese government. I had traveled to China to help forge a better dialogue between the two countries concerning economic and trade issues. I was particularly impressed with China’s willingness to plan for the future by investing in renewable energy, the construction of millions of homes, expansion of next-generation IT, clean-energy vehicles, biotechnology, and high-end manufacturing, even as it pursued more short-term economic growth. I referenced Grove at the beginning and end of my column and repeated his warning about Americans sticking with old beliefs: “If we want to remain a leading economy,” I quoted him as saying, “we change on our own, or change will continue to be forced upon us.”


After my op-ed appeared, I sent a copy of it to Grove with a note asking if he’d be willing to meet with me to talk about the future of the US economy, and especially how technology would affect job creation. In fact, the visionary business leader had wanted to meet me for an altogether different reason, as I discovered during our meeting.


We met on August 20, 2012, at his office in Los Altos, an affluent town on the southern end of the San Francisco Peninsula. The building was on an unassuming side street. There wasn’t anything futuristic or even contemporary about it, nothing to give even the slightest hint that a man who had recently been one of the world’s most powerful and influential business leaders had set up shop there. To the contrary, it reminded me of the type of building that used to house travel agents and accountants in the days when those jobs were the work of people and not software. I rang the bell once, then again, before being let in. The sign on the door said SARUS. Later I would learn that SARUS stands for “Strategic Advisors Are Us,” that “Us” is really just Andy Grove, and that everybody who is anybody in Silicon Valley, including Apple co-founder Steve Jobs, had, at one time or another, sought his strategic advice.


Andrew Grove (nee Andrew Istvn Grof) was born in Budapest, Hungary, in 1936. He survived scarlet fever, the Nazis, and a repressive Communist government by the time he was a teenager. In 1956, when the Soviets invaded Hungary, he fled to the United States, where he changed his name and taught himself English. After earning a PhD in chemical engineering from the University of California, Berkeley, Grove spent five years working as a researcher at Fairchild Semiconductor. In 1968, Fairchild executives Gordon Moore and Robert Noyce left to start the company that eventually became Intel. Grove joined them, and over the next two decades he and the company he presided over would become key players in sparking the computer revolution that gave birth to Silicon Valley.


Moore predicted that the power of the computer chip would continue doubling every eighteen months—an observation that would prove consistently true and eventually be codified into Moore’s Law. Grove came up with his own theory of change, basing it on lessons he had learned when Intel lost ground to Japanese memory chipmakers in the early 1980s. He tells the story of Intel’s rise, fall, then rise again in his 1996 book Only the Paranoid Survive: How to Identify and Exploit the Crisis Points that Challenge Every Business.


Intel dominated the memory chip business in the 1970s, but by the end of the decade couldn’t see where the business was heading and stopped making major investments in it. Meanwhile, the Japanese, anticipating a huge future market for memory, built new plants and increased their manufacturing capacity. When the demand for computers exploded in the United States in the early 1980s, the Japanese were ready to rush in with high-quality product priced far lower than Intel’s memory chips.
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