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Art Institute employees win vote to form
Chicago’s first major museum union
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Employees at the Art Institute of Chicago have successfully voted to form a
union, achieving certification Tuesday from the National Labor Relations Board
and ushering in a new era for hundreds of nonmanagement workers at the

museum.

The results were announced Tuesday, formally recognizing the Art Institute of
Chicago Workers United. The first major museum union in Chicago will

represent 266 Art Institute employees including art installers, curators,

Avaaiid

custodians, librarians and retail workers.
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“Winning our union means a voice in our workplace and a chance to improve
working conditions for ourselves, our colleagues and those who will follow us for
generations to come,” museum archivist and union member Anna Feuer said in

a news release.

The final museum vote was 142 employees in favor of unionizing and 44
opposed, with an additional 20 ballots cast but not counted because the Art

Institute challenged the eligibility of those employees, the union said.

ADVERTISEMENT
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Employees from the Art Institute, teachers from the School of the Art Institute and supporters gather outside the
Art Institute to advocate for unionization on Sept. 9, 2021, in Chicago. (Armando L. Sanchez / Chicago Tribune)

A unionization vote at the associated School of the Art Institute is being
tabulated, with the results expected Wednesday. If successful, 249 academic
advisers, administrative assistants, mailroom workers and other school

employees would join the nascent union under a separate bargaining agreement.

[Most read] Up to 15 gunshots reported during carjacking of Illinois Sen.
Kimberly Lightford and her husband »

The Art Institute is challenging the eligibility of 49 school employees, which may
delay finalization of the school results, if those contested votes would be

necessary for majority approval, the union said.

ADVERTISEMENT
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The union will be part of American Federation of State, County and Municipal
Employees, which represents 10,000 workers at 91 museums nationwide and
more than 25,000 library workers at 275 public and private libraries, including
the Chicago Public Library.

In recent years, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, the Philadelphia Museum
of Art, the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore and the Museum of Contemporary
Art in Los Angeles have formed unions with AFSCME.

“Earlier today, museum employees selected to be represented by AFSCME
Council 31,” Art Institute spokeswoman Kati Murphy said in an emailed
statement Tuesday. “As promised from the start, we fully respect our employees’
decision to join a union. The museum intends to enter into good faith bargaining
with AFSCME to negotiate an initial collective bargaining agreement that best
meets the needs of all parties involved while allowing us to continue to deliver

on our mission.”

The unionization movement at the Art Institute gained traction in
September, with organizers holding rallies and collecting signature cards that
garnered majority support among the more than 500 eligible employees at the
iconic South Michigan Avenue museum and nearby school.

[Most read] Ask Amy: Picking up the tab is wearing thin »
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The employees are seeking higher wages and better working conditions, which
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were exacerbated by layoffs and furloughs during the pandemic. The Art
Institute laid off 76 people between April and June 2020, and furloughed

109 employees last year between January and April.

The National Labor Relations Board will certify a union to represent workers in
collective bargaining if the union is backed by a majority of employees. An
employer may voluntarily recognize the union when presented with evidence,
such as a majority of employees signing authorization cards. If not, a formal
election will be held.

“We asked them for voluntary recognition, but the Art Institute said they
wouldn’t do that,” union spokesman Anders Lindall said Tuesday. “They wanted

to force an election.”

Founded in 1879, the Art Institute of Chicago is one of the oldest and largest art
museums in the U.S., with a collection of nearly 300,000 works of art, including
such famous paintings as “American Gothic” by Grant Wood, “A Sunday on La
Grande Jatte” by Georges Seurat and “Nighthawks” by Edward Hopper.

Beyond the unionization of its employees, the Art Institute is dealing with fallout

from its decision in September to dismiss more than 100 docents —

volunteer educators who help visitors navigate the museum. The docents
received a letter from Veronica Stein, the Woman’s Board executive director of
learning and public engagement, announcing the end of the “current iteration”

of the 60-year-old docent program.

The Art Institute plans to redeploy nine full-time educators and has begun
training six newly hired part-time employees to fulfill the duties formerly

performed by the volunteer docents, Murphy said.

rchannick@chicagotribune.com
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