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President Donald Trump last week delayed the 25%
tariff he was set to impose on imports from Canada
and Mexico, providing a 30-day reprieve for American
retailers and manufacturers. But the uncertainty gen-
erated by the threat, the 10% tariff he slapped on Chi-
nese imports and the prospect of additional tariffs are
already affecting the U.S. economy as companies
pause hiring and investment.

“The lingering threat of substantial new tariffs and
possible retaliation from Canada and Mexico on U.S.
exports will cause many businesses small and large to
hold back more on hiring and investing than they
would have otherwise due to the elevated uncertainty,”
said Scott Anderson, chief U.S. economist of BMO
Capital Markets.

Two-thirds of American executives said they were
more stressed heading into 2025 than they were a year
earlier, according to an online survey of 1,000 execu-
tives at companies with at least 10 employees. And
47% of the company leaders said economic uncertain-
ty was their biggest worry. The poll was conducted
Nov. 25 to Dec. 9, 2024, by Wakefield Research for
Sentry, a business insurance company.

Forecasters say Trump’s tariffs will take a toll on the
economy even if they’re not passed along to consum-
ers through higher prices.

For Stephenson’s of Elkhart, a 92-year-old family-
owned clothing store in Indiana, the trade war is the
latest in a parade of crises, including the pandemic

and a recent port strike that jeopardized apparel ship-
ments, said owner Danny Stephenson.

“It seems like the last five years we’ve had to come
back from one thing after another,” he said.

The store, which specializes in garments for wed-
dings and special events, buys 50% to 60% of its prod-
ucts from manufacturers that source their products
from China, Stephenson said.

He hopes the makers will at least absorb half the
tariff cost. He said his business already has dealt with
sharply rising utility bills and pandemic-related work-
er shortages that pushed up labor costs, both of which
narrowed his profit margins.

Still, “in an inflationary environment, we’re not
really in a position” to raise prices, Stephenson said,
noting he competes with big-box chain stores that re-
ceive volume discounts.

“At least initially, we would try to absorb it,” he said.
To offset the higher costs, he said he likely would

have to scale back price promotions and put off
planned renovations of the downtown institution. 

Across the economy, such delays could mean a soft-
er job market and more slowly growing economy.

Even if Canada and Mexico reach a deal on border
reinforcement, the risk of tariffs for both countries is
likely to hover until they join the U.S. in a review of
their 5-year-old free trade deal in mid-2026, Goldman
Sachs said in a research note.

Chinese officials said starting Monday, the country
would hit the U.S. with retaliatory tariffs of 15% on coal
and 10% on crude oil, farm equipment and some vehi-
cles. 

Moreover, additional tariffs on imports from China,
the European Union and possibly other countries are
likely, according to Goldman Sachs and BMO Capital
Markets. Some would address national security con-

cerns while others would be aimed at closing the U.S.
trade gap with other nations, BMO wrote in a note to
clients.

Looking at inflation, Oxford Economics estimates
Canadian, Mexican and Chinese tariffs alone would
raise the Federal Reserve’s preferred annual inflation
measure to 3% by year’s end − nearly a percentage
point above where it would have been without the tar-
iffs. Goldman and Moody’s Analytics expect a half-
percentage-point bump to inflation this year.

Oxford also expects the economy to grow just 1.4%
this year, well below the 2.6% gain it had expected, if
the tariffs on China, Canada and Mexico are imposed
and remain in effect.

Margaret’s Boutique, a women’s clothing shop in
Decorah, Iowa, buys about 15% of its dresses, sports-
wear, jewelry, shoes and other items from Canada and
80% from China, said owner Kelli Winchester.

Winchester said she likely can absorb the 10% fee
on Chinese imports or make it up on other products.
But a 25% duty on Canadian goods would have a deep-
er impact.

“I can either raise my prices or take less money” in
profits, Winchester said. Under the latter scenario, she
said, “I’ll have less money to buy clothing.”

Brand-name goods have thinner profit margins, she
said: “I have no choice but to pass (the tariff) along” to
customers.

Her suppliers agreed not to pass on the tariff costs
to her this year, she said, but she’s worried she eventu-
ally could be hit by the higher fees or that shoppers
coping with grocery price increases due to tariffs will
spend less on clothing.

Winchester planned to hire additional employees
this month to handle the brisk summer business. She’s
holding off for now.

Tariff threats cause economic uncertainty
Businesses hitting pause on
hiring, investment

Paul Davidson
USA TODAY

When Nannie Helen
Burroughs established
the National Association
of Wage Earners in the
early 20th century, Black
women and girls faced
unchecked racism and
sexism in the workplace.

The prejudice didn’t
stop with employers. Bur-
roughs tried to register
her organization as a
union under the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor,
now the AFL-CIO, but its
leaders turned her down,
said Danielle Phillips-
Cunningham, author of a
Burroughs biography.

So Burroughs ran her
own employment agency
in Washington, D.C.,
where she made uni-
forms for domestic work-
ers and held lectures on
women’s rights and is-
sues affecting Black
workers. She established
a school to educate wom-
en in fields they were
barred from, like stenog-
raphy, and provide them
credentials Burroughs
hoped would make em-
ployers take them more
seriously.

Unable to secure fund-
ing from white or Black
men without compromis-
ing her vision, Burroughs
sometimes had to hunt
her own food and sell
crops to provide for her
students, said Phillips-
Cunningham, a Rutgers
University-New Bruns-
wick professor in the de-
partment of labor studies
and employment rela-
tions.

Burroughs is one of
many Black labor leaders
who have fought to se-
cure better working con-
ditions for people of color,
trailblazing work that
continues today, Phillips-
Cunningham said.

This month, that work
is being celebrated by the
Association for the Study
of African American Life
and History. Though the
group decided to focus on
Black labor movements
well before President
Donald Trump was re-
elected, the theme has
become particularly sa-
lient in light of his attacks
on diversity, equity and
inclusion programs and
states’ restrictions on
Black history in schools,
according to association
President Karsonya Wise
Whitehead.

“This is an exceptional
theme for this particular
time, because it is mak-

ing people think about
these contributions, it’s
making people think
about who does America
belong to and it’s making
people think about who
built America,” White-
head said.

The labor and civil
rights movements have
been intimately connect-
ed.

As union membership
peaked after World War
II, some progressive
groups in the deeply seg-
regated labor movement
began organizing across
racial lines, according to
Emily Twarog, a profes-
sor of history and labor
studies at the University

of Illinois Urbana-Cham-
paign. But many unions,
particularly those in in-
dustries like steel and
automotive manufactur-
ing, still had breakaway
factions of Black employ-
ees, she said.

“They have to fight
really hard sometimes for
equal recognition and not
being segregated into the
kind of crappiest jobs in
the plants,” Twarog said.

These Black labor
groups quickly became
instrumental in the
broader Civil Rights
Movement. A. Philip Ran-
dolph, who waged a 12-
year fight to get higher
wages and shorter shifts

for the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters, was
a key figure in planning
the famous 1963 March
on Washington for Jobs
and Freedom; the United
Auto Workers provided
much of the funding for
the event.

The economic de-
mands of the march and
its keynote speaker, Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., are
still not well known, even
among labor activists,
Twarog said: “We don’t
teach people that he was
actually a major labor ac-
tivist and was on his way
to a picket line when he
was assassinated.” 

After the passage of
the Civil Rights Act of
1964, Twarog said, more
job opportunities opened
up for African Americans,
particularly in municipal
jobs like the Postal Ser-
vice and sanitation. That
was thanks in part to Title
VII, which bars discrimi-
nation in employment on
the basis of characteris-
tics such as race and gen-
der. She said this also led
to a wave in organizing in
the public sector, which
helped further integrate
unionizing efforts.

Women like Dorothy
Lee Bolden picked up
Burroughs’ mantle, Phil-
lips-Cunningham said.
Bolden went from house
to house in Atlanta gath-
ering the support needed
to form the National Do-
mestic Workers Union in
1968, which quickly be-

came a political power-
house and served more
than 10,000 people.

“The late Jimmy Carter
said for any politician
Black or white who wants
to run, to have a shot at
winning an election in the
state of Georgia, they
must talk to Dorothy Lee
Bolden and members of
the National Domestic
Workers Union of Ameri-
ca,” Phillips-Cunningham
said.

Though the national
organization no longer
exists, Phillips-Cunning-
ham said, the Georgia
arm has remained influ-
ential in the campaigns of
politicians such as two-
time gubernatorial candi-
date Stacey Abrams, Sen.
Raphael Warnock and
former President Barack
Obama. “The legacies of
her organizing have ex-
tended into today,” she
said.

Now, Black workers
such as Service Employ-
ees International Union
President April Verrett
and National Education
Association President
Becky Pringle have risen
to the highest ranks of the
movement. Others are
still pushing for change
from the margins through
dedicated centers and or-
ganizations that address
the issues still plaguing
Black workers today. 

Black workers remain
more likely to be union
members than white,
Asian and Hispanic work-

ers, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics reported in
January. But Black em-
ployees, especially wom-
en, still generally earn
less than their white
counterparts, and they
are the most likely group
to say they’ve experi-
enced discrimination at
work, according to Pew
Research Center.

Labor unions like the
Illinois chapter of the
AFL-CIO have made
strides by launching ini-
tiatives to increase wom-
en and non-white work-
ers in specific trades like
construction, Twarog
said.

“When there’s a man-
date to broaden out who’s
included, it works. It
works really well,” Twa-
rog said. 

Phillips-Cunningham
said she is deeply trou-
bled by the “crisis”
caused by the Trump ad-
ministration’s rollback of
protections for workers of
color and hobbling of fed-
eral regulatory commis-
sions meant to protect
workers’ rights. But she
said she’s proud to see
unions like the SEIU lead-
ing the effort to challenge
these moves.

“Black labor organiz-
ers, thank goodness for
them, because they are
motivated. They are out
there. They are organiz-
ing. They’re filing law-
suits. They are educating
people about what is hap-
pening.”

Black labor leaders’ legacy honored amid DEI backlash
N’dea Yancey-Bragg
USA TODAY

Black labor leaders were a critical part of the Civil
Rights Movement. 
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