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1

The Collapse of 
Or ga nized Labor in 
the United States

Why should we worry about or ga niz ing groups of people 
who do not appear to want to be or ga nized? I used to worry 
about . . .  the size of the membership. But quite a few years 
ago I stopped worrying about it, because to me it  doesn’t 
make any difference.

—Former AFL- CIO president George Meany1

0 Speaking in 1972, the long- standing leader of the American Federa-
tion of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL- CIO) 

 couldn’t see what was right around the corner for his or ga ni za tion. 
The “size of the membership” shrank at an accelerating pace through-
out the 1970s and 1980s. And what Meany said mattered. Even late 
into his nearly three- decade reign, a rival labor leader admitted, “Meany 
is the boss . . .  he has achieved centralization of authority,” a feat pre-
vious labor leaders failed to accomplish.2 Meany’s opinion of and atti-
tude toward or ga niz ing set the tone for much of the labor movement. 
This complacency about or ga niz ing exemplifi ed the postwar era of 
“business  unionism” in the United States. During this period, many 
 unions grew into enormous bureaucracies, overseeing millions of 
members, millions of dollars, and large staffs charged with handling 
workplace matters. The or ga niz ing arms of these  unions, meanwhile, 
“tended to enter a state of atrophy,” according to the sociologists Rick 
Fantasia and Kim Voss.3 At the same time, battles over collective bar-
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 The Collapse of Or ga nized Labor in the United States 11

gaining became routinized and scripted, sapping much of the grass-
roots militancy that had characterized earlier upsurges in  unionization. 
Instead, members began to view their  union as a ser vice provider: In 
exchange for a fee (or dues), the  union delivered certain predictable 
benefi ts. Lost in the transformation was the sense of rank- and- fi le 
own ership of the  union— and with it the capacity for collective mobili-
zation that could reenergize labor’s or ga niz ing muscles, or fend off em-
ployer onslaughts on existing  unions.

In recent years many labor scholars suggested that or ga nized labor’s 
transformation from a broad- based social movement to a narrow ser-
vice provider was a primary factor explaining  unions’ present malaise.4 
This perspective argued that during the de cades spent contentedly ser-
vicing existing memberships, many  unions lost touch with their rank 
and fi le, and  were caught unawares by brewing economic transforma-
tions and growing employer backlash. Much of this work is dedicated 
to identifying the or ga niz ing blueprints that have proven successful in 
the contemporary antiunion climate— blueprints that had nearly dis-
appeared during the 1970s and 1980s.5 And indeed, those  unions that 
have embraced the repertoire of tactics and strategies encompassing 
“social movement  unionism” have scored some remarkable victories of 
late, including the widely-heralded “Justice for Janitors” campaign de-
vised by the Ser vice Employees International  Union (SEIU). From this 
perspective, then, or ga nized labor’s decline in the United States was 
due in no small part to or ga nized labor itself.

Two countervailing arguments call this conclusion into question: 
the relative failure of recent  unionization drives to reverse membership 
declines, and parallel  unionization trends in other major industrialized 
nations. First, even the most innovative and energetic  unions in the 
United States have learned that or ga niz ing in the present economic and 
institutional environment is exceedingly diffi cult. These  unions have 
learned the lesson through bitter experience. It is not only labor schol-
ars who have argued that  unions’ current predicament stems from la-
bor’s own complacency; after all, many labor leaders also rallied around 
this view. Over the past two de cades schisms have roiled the labor 
movement, including the 1995 leadership transition within the AFL- 
CIO and the 2005 split between the AFL- CIO and the newly formed 
Change to Win co ali tion of  unions. Frustration with a lack of or ga niz-
ing played a major role in both developments. During the early 1990s 
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12 What Unions No Longer Do

many  unions saw the AFL- CIO, then headed by Lane Kirkland, as un-
responsive to the urgent needs of the movement and complacent in the 
face of the economic and po liti cal challenges facing American workers. 
John Sweeney emerged as the consensus candidate of the insurgents 
and assumed the presidency of the federation in 1995, promising to in-
ject new energy into the movement in part by redoubling or ga niz ing 
efforts. Just ten years later,  unions such as SEIU had grown frustrated 
with Sweeney’s lack of progress and broke off to form the rival Change 
to Win federation— once again promising to focus heavily on or ga niz-
ing. But neither the leadership transition at the AFL- CIO nor the new 
competition between Change to Win and the AFL- CIO has stemmed 
membership losses.

Second, for those who emphasize lethargic (or non ex is tent) or ga niz-
ing as the primary cause of labor’s woes in the United States, a compli-
cating factor is the international picture. Falling membership rates are 
by no means a distinctively American phenomenon. Indeed, in some 
countries  unions underwent steeper declines than in the United States. 
Figure 1.1 displays  unionization trends for eight advanced industrial 
democracies from 1973 to the present. All these countries— dissimilar 
in so many other ways— experienced at least some  union membership 
erosion. The exact timing and pattern of the declines differ, with coun-
tries like the United States and France experiencing steady, linear losses 
throughout the years covered, while other countries like Sweden show 
a more curvilinear pattern, peaking in the middle of the series before 
declining again during the early years of the twenty- fi rst century. The 
sizes of the membership losses vary as well. Canada’s  unionization 
rate in 2009 stood 21 percent lower than its peak in the early 1980s, a 
minor drop- off compared to other nations. Between 1973 and 2009, 
 unionization rates in the United States halved. In Australia, member-
ship peaked in 1976, when  unions had successfully or ga nized over half 
the workforce. By 2009,  union rolls had fallen by 60 percent relative to 
their highest level. In France, they fell by more than two- thirds.6

Now it could be that labor  unions in all these countries, to one de-
gree or another, simply lost their or ga niz ing initiative over the period 
covered by the fi gure. Some variant of “business  unionism” may have 
existed beyond the U.S. border, draining other labor movements’ en-
ergy, creativity, and drive to reach out and or ga nize new members. 
And perhaps  unions in those countries that  were able to limit losses, 
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14 What Unions No Longer Do

like in Canada, remained more attentive to or ga niz ing in the postin-
dustrial period. There certainly may be some merit to that argument. 
But a more comprehensive explanation of  union decline likely lies out-
side of the relative zeal with which contemporary  unions are seeking to 
expand their memberships.

Public Approval

Or ga niz ing is impossible if there is no demand for  unionization. De-
clining popularity rates constitute another potential explanation for 
labor’s collapse. Gallup has surveyed Americans on their opinion of 
or ga nized labor for seventy- fi ve years. In 2009, for the fi rst time ever, 
 union approval rates fell below 50 percent— although they rebounded 
slightly in more recent years. Disapproval rates, meanwhile, doubled 
from their low point in the 1950s. Could it be that “resentment has re-
placed solidarity,” as the New Yorker’s fi nancial writer James Surow-
iecki recently asked?7 And could this growing resentment by many 
Americans help explain labor’s contemporary plight?

In a word, no.  Unions in the United States are not now nor have they 
ever been all that unpop u lar. Figure 1.2 charts trends in  unionization 
as well as responses to the Gallup poll question asking Americans 
whether they “approve or disapprove of labor  unions.” As shown,  union 
disapproval rates in the United States never reach 50 percent. Approval 
rates have declined in recent years, and they remain well below their 
1953 peak of 75 percent. Yet despite 2009’s dip, today a majority of the 
American public approves of  unions.

It is important to highlight the  unionization trend during these 
years. From the mid- 1950s onward, or ga ni za tion rates fell, and with 
them the fraction of the Gallup samples who  were  union members. 
Assuming these samples  were roughly representative of the U.S. work-
force, the portion of interviewees who belonged to a labor  union de-
clined by about two- thirds between 1953 and 2011. We know that 
 union members approve of  unions by overwhelming majorities— 
upward of 90 percent.8 The fact that  union approval has not fallen 
further speaks to  unions’ popularity among unor ga nized Americans. 
A recent poll of nonmanagerial, nonunion workers found that over half 
would vote for a  union if given the opportunity.9 The fraction of the 
U.S. workforce that is nonunion and desires  union repre sen ta tion is 
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 The Collapse of Or ga nized Labor in the United States 15

higher in the United States than in peer nations such as Canada, Britain, 
and Australia.10 If the  unionization rate in the United States was simply 
a function of unfi lled demand for  unions, then the rate would stand at 
roughly 50 percent.11

The relationship between approval of  unions and the overall 
 unionization rate is weak not just in the United States, it is also weak in 
Eu rope. Figure 1.3 plots the fraction of the population that supports 
 unions and the overall  unionization rate for twenty Eu ro pe an nations 
in 2002. As shown, there is little correlation between approval and or-
ga ni za tion rates.
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Figure 1.2.   Union approval and  unionization rates, 1936– 2011. Notes: Gallup 

data are not available for all years. Approval and disapproval trend lines are two- period 

moving averages. For years with more than one Gallup survey, estimates represent 

the average rating for the year.  Unionization rates for 1948– 2011 are for all wage 

and salary workers; for 1936– 1947,  unionization rates are for all employed workers. 
Source: Approval and disapproval ratings are from Gallup.  Unionization data for 

1973– 2011 are from Hirsch and Macpherson’s  Unionstats database, based on the 

CPS- May and CPS- MORG fi les. See  www .unionstats .com.  Unionization rates before 

1973 are from Mayer (2004) and are based on data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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16 What Unions No Longer Do

In the recent state skirmishes over collective bargaining rights of 
public employees, polls consistently found that one group in par tic u lar 
supports greater restrictions on public- sector  unions: Republicans.12 
Republican— and conservative— disapproval of  unions extends beyond 
the public sector. In recent years, the partisan gap in  union approval 
has exceeded 50 percentage points. In 2011, for example, only a quarter 
of Republicans expressed support for or ga nized labor, versus nearly 80 
percent of Demo crats.13 Why do right- wing Americans oppose  unions? 
Similar to many American employers (and there is substantial overlap 
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Figure 1.3.   Union approval and  unionization rates in Eu rope, 2002. Source: 
 Union opinion data come from the Eu ro pe an Social Survey (percent agree or strongly 

agree).  Unionization rates are from the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and 

Development.
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 The Collapse of Or ga nized Labor in the United States 17

between the groups), conservatives often believe  unions interfere with 
the workings of the free market, and therefore are bad for the economy. 
For others, the very notion of a  union challenges the values of individ-
ualism and self- reliance.

This conservative disapproval of labor  unions is not new. The Wall 

Street Journal’s editorial page has long refl ected the perspectives of eco-
nomic conservatives in the United States. And its decidedly antiunion 
slant extends back over half a century. Typical editorials include “Stooges 
Unwanted” (1951), about  union infl uence in politics, “Hoodwinking 
Consumers” (1974), about the costs of  unionization to customers, and 
“American Federation of Lemmings” (1983), about the AFL- CIO’s policy 
prescriptions.

Employers’ opposition to or ga nized labor also has a long lineage, al-
though a unifi ed business stance against labor took some time to co-
alesce. The historian Elizabeth Fones- Wolf, for example, suggests that 
division within the business community existed during the early de-
cades of the twentieth century, with some employers not adamantly 
opposed to the nation’s fast- growing labor  unions.14 The po liti cal scien-
tist Peter Swenson echoes Fones- Wolf’s contention that certain employ-
ers did not initially resist labor, even showing that in various sectors 
“employer organizations welcomed well- organized  unions” who helped 
prevent competitors from undercutting existing businesses.15 However, 
by the late 1930s, “a partial mobilization” by the business community 
began to oppose pro- union policies.16 The National Association of Man-
ufacturers, for example, lobbied furiously against the National Labor 
Relations Act (NLRA), the 1935 law that enshrined collective bargain-
ing rights in the country. Labor historian Nelson Lichtenstein describes 
the 1940s and 1950s as de cades marked by “corporate inspired ideologi-
cal warfare” against or ga nized labor.17

In sum, the relationship between public approval and  unionization 
rates is weak in the United States and abroad. If it  were not, the nation’s 
 unionization rate would be four times its current size. It is certainly the 
case that conservative Americans— especially those most concerned 
with corporate interests— largely oppose  unions. This opposition has 
been with us for some time; according to labor activist Richard Yesel-
son, “there is no more consistent trope of conservative ideology stretch-
ing back over a century than a nearly pathological hatred of  unions.”18 
What has changed, then? In part, the ability of employers to accomplish 
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18 What Unions No Longer Do

their long- standing antiunion agenda. This ability has three core ante-
cedents: one, economic changes; two, the interaction between those 
economic developments and collective bargaining institutions; and 
three, po liti cal developments, which helped reinforce the employers’ 
agenda.

Economics

Paramount among the major economic transformations occurring over 
the past de cades was the global recession of the late 1970s and early 
1980s, and the increasing openness of previously protected industries 
to competition at home and abroad. In the United States, stagnant 
growth combined with rising prices motivated the Federal Reserve to 
sharply increase borrowing costs, sparking unemployment. Unemploy-
ment lowered workers’ bargaining leverage, as employers could substi-
tute labor more easily, and could weather reduced output during strikes 
or other industrial actions when demand for their products was low. 
For workers, the stakes of involvement in a  unionization effort during 
a slack labor market  were high: Employer retaliation might land the 
pro- union worker at the back of the hiring queue.

In the United States, the tough economic climate coincided with the 
deregulation of previously protected industries, such as trucking and 
telecommunications, and the rising threat of overseas competition, 
most notably from Japan and other fast- rising Asian economies. Grow-
ing competition from within and abroad raised the costs of  unionization 
for many U.S. fi rms. Some of these companies responded by mounting 
a concerted and disciplined attack on  unions that would prove incred-
ibly effective (more on that below). Others, meanwhile, found them-
selves less profi table than their peers, and less able to adapt to rapidly 
changing economic conditions.19 And the opening of previously pro-
tected industries helped shift employment patterns in the United 
States— also to the detriment of the labor movement.  Union penetra-
tion in the United States and other countries was concentrated in core 
manufacturing industries, along with transportation, telecommunica-
tions, and construction. Growing competition in these industries had 
two major effects on their heavily  unionized workforces in the United 
States. First, they spurred labor- saving technological innovations, re-
ducing employment levels at surviving fi rms, and second, they forced 
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 The Collapse of Or ga nized Labor in the United States 19

the closure of thousands of fi rms unable to compete in the new terrain. 
Take Cleveland, once a manufacturing redoubt and once one of the ten 
most populous cities in the nation. Cleveland’s population at the mid-
dle of the twentieth century stood at over nine hundred thousand. By 
2010, it had more than halved, to under four hundred thousand. 
Thousands upon thousands of  union jobs disappeared with the city’s 
shrinkage.

As the traditional labor strongholds hemorrhaged employment, job 
growth shifted to ser vice and high- tech industries, sectors that  unions 
had little experience in or ga niz ing. It also shifted south, to a region 
where  unions had been largely unsuccessful in or ga niz ing. Given the 
differential growth rates between the  union and nonunion sectors, 
even an enormous or ga niz ing push within existing  union strongholds 
was unlikely to arrest membership losses— employment gains outside 
of  unionized industries  were just too high. And absent a radical recalcu-
lation of the costs of  unionization by employers in the nonunion sectors, 
it was unlikely that or ga ni za tion alone could reverse labor’s fortunes. As 
economist Henry Farber and sociologist Bruce Western concluded in 
their investigation of the causes of labor decline, “The quantity of or ga-
niz ing activity required to make a substantial difference in the steady- 
state  unionization rate is simply staggering.”20

Institutions

Collective bargaining institutions fi lter the effects of economic trans-
formations. As the economist John Godard has argued, “Market pres-
sures are inexorable only to the extent that the broader institutional 
environment fosters them.”21 Given vast differences in the ways in 
which labor movements are institutionalized throughout the developed 
world, this fi ltering pro cess has weakened or ga nized labor in certain 
institutional contexts such as in the United States, while leaving mem-
bership rates robust in others. Two institutional designs seem most rel-
evant to this discussion: the degree of centralization, and  union control 
of unemployment insurance systems. The centralization of collective 
bargaining institutions varies widely across the industrialized democ-
racies. In some nations, such as Norway, wage bargaining occurs at the 
national level, involving representatives from government and from 
labor and employer federations. In other countries, bargaining is 
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20 What Unions No Longer Do

 decentralized to the industry level, where wage agreements are decided 
between representatives of, say, transportation  unions, alongside rep-
resentatives from major transportation companies. In the United States 
and countries such as Great Britain with similar arrangements, bar-
gaining typically occurs at a level even lower than industry.  Here, with 
a few notable exceptions, bargaining occurs at the enterprise level, 
where individual employers square off against individual locals, lo-
cals that are sometimes— but not always— supported by the controlling 
international  union.

Why does the degree of centralization matter for labor’s fortunes? 
Comparative research has offered multiple reasons. First, in highly cen-
tralized systems, the negotiated wage frameworks often extend to non-
members, reducing employers’ re sis tance to  unionization.22 Why bother 
fi ghting off an or ga niz ing drive if the pay and benefi t scales are likely 
similar regardless of whether your fi rm is  unionized or not? Second, 
centralized labor movements coordinate better, preventing the type of 
bitter interunion battles so common in the United States. Third, in 
highly centralized systems, or ga nized labor often plays a large role in 
devising macroeconomic policy. This infl uence helps steer policymak-
ers away from decisions harmful to  unions.23

Despite huge variation in the degree of centralization across coun-
tries, in the 1980s  union membership declined in the vast majority of 
the developed nations. Economic shocks put or ga nized labor on the de-
fensive, and many countries responded to the shocks in part by dissolv-
ing existing bargaining structures, disadvantaging or ga nized labor. But 
some countries’ labor movements  were able to withstand the shocks 
better than others, especially those in which  unions controlled unem-
ployment assistance systems. These so- called Ghent systems (named 
after the city in Belgium where the scheme was fi rst adopted) helped 
cushion the effect of economic downturns on labor’s fortunes: Unem-
ployed workers gained familiarity with and tangible benefi ts from 
 unions as they sought new employment.  Union control of unemploy-
ment insurance systems helps explain both the generally high rates of 
or ga ni za tion in countries like Sweden and Denmark, and the lack of 
substantial decline in repre sen ta tion rates during the 1980s.24

In the United States, the unemployment insurance system is admin-
istered by the Department of Labor— a government agency— together 
with each state. That has been true since congressional passage of the 
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 The Collapse of Or ga nized Labor in the United States 21

Social Security Act in 1935. Thus while the lack of  union- disbursed 
unemployment benefi ts helps explain the United States’ generally low 
or ga ni za tion rate compared to other nations, it  can’t explain why mem-
bership losses  were so steep from the 1970s forward.

But just as institutions matter, institutional change matters as well. 
Industry- level bargaining once predominated in core  unionized sectors 
in the United States. Agreements hashed out between a  union and a 
key fi rm in an industry— say, Ford in auto manufacturing— would serve 
as the basis for contracts among the other major fi rms in that industry. 
Beginning in the 1980s, however, employers successfully broke so- 
called pattern bargaining, preferring instead to handle wage and ben-
efi t negotiations at the level of the individual enterprise. Highly decen-
tralized, enterprise- level bargaining has typifi ed labor- management 
relations in the United States for the last few de cades. And this level of 
bargaining places labor at a severe disadvantage. For one, it encourages 
jurisdictional disputes among various  unions who expend resources 
fi ghting over the most fertile terrain. Employers, meanwhile, can claim 
to their workers that  unionization will reduce the company’s ability to 
compete with the neighboring nonunion fi rm, dampening rank- and- 
fi le support for the drive. Or they can simply shift operations to non-
union enterprises. Employers in core  union industries like aerospace, 
auto, steel, and mining perfected these tactics and others, putting  unions 
on the defensive during tough economic times. These tough economic 
times, meanwhile, helped foment a po liti cal climate that turned sharply 
against or ga nized labor.

Politics

In early August 2011 many Americans— not to mention international 
holders of U.S. Trea sury securities— exhaled in relief after Congress 
narrowly avoided a default on the nation’s debt obligations. But relief 
would have to wait a bit for over seventy thousand idled workers caught 
up in an ongoing congressional battle over reauthorizing the Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA). Negotiations concerning the lifting of 
the country’s debt ceiling had consumed congressional activity for 
months, leaving little time for policymakers to address other pressing 
items. Paramount among these items was the impasse at the FAA, result-
ing in the postponement of all ongoing airport construction projects, 
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which in turn triggered the immediate furloughing of tens of thou-
sands of construction workers on July 22. The dispute had other tangi-
ble costs, including hundreds of millions of dollars in uncollected air-
line taxes as the imbroglio kept thousands of FAA staff at home without 
pay. The nation’s politicians emptied the capital for their summer recess 
without solving the issue.

President Barack Obama summarized the impasse as a “lose, lose, 
lose situation.”25 It certainly was a loss to all the workers without pay-
checks at a time when the nation’s unemployment rate neared double 
digits. Growing pressure from the public and key politicians— including 
the president— led to a temporary solution as the Senate majority 
leader, Harry Reid, along with  House Republicans and Secretary of 
Transportation Ray LaHood, devised a short- term mea sure that returned 
workers to their jobs in return for promises to end certain government 
subsidies to rural airports. All sides agreed to reenter the battle over a 
longer- term reauthorization bill later.

Why the impasse in the fi rst place? On the surface, the dispute ap-
peared to be another in a long line of standard partisan battles, with 
the two parties agreeing to disagree simply for the sake of disagree-
ing. Underneath, though, was a bitter power struggle over  unionization 
rules. In April 2010 the National Mediation Board (NMB) handed 
down a regulation concerning  union election procedures in the airline 
and railway industries. Congress established the NMB in 1934, and its 
jurisdictional bounds extend no further than those two transportation 
industries. The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) governs collec-
tive bargaining procedures in most other areas of the economy outside 
the public sector. And in contrast to the  union election pro cess in in-
dustries overseen by the NLRB, since the NMB’s birth it has specifi ed 
that a successful  unionization election in airlines and railways requires 
that the  union secure the votes of over half of all eligible voters. Take, 
for example, fl ight attendants at Delta. Should they desire  union repre-
sen ta tion, 50 percent plus one of all Delta fl ight attendants must vote 
for the  union. Abstentions, spoiled ballots— and all of those Delta fl ight 
attendants who for one reason or another did not participate in the 
election— these all count as “no” votes under the prevailing NMB rules. 
The labor scholar Kate Bronfenbrenner has argued that this system cre-
ates an incentive for companies to suppress turnout, since every vote 
not cast counts in the fi rm’s favor.26 Two  unionization battles involving 
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Delta Airlines in 2000 and 2002 certainly support her testimony, as the 
airline blanketed work sites with “Give a Rip” posters urging workers to 
shred their ballots.27

The 2010 decision by the three- member NMB board altered the elec-
tion procedure, bringing it in line with how  union elections are con-
ducted elsewhere in the private sector— and how every election for 
po liti cal offi ce is conducted in the United States.28 Certain Republican 
congressmen objected to the move and inserted language reversing the 
board’s ruling in the FAA reauthorization bill. In response, Demo cratic 
senators rejected the  House’s bill, demanding a clean one stripped of 
any  union- related language. The  House then sent the Senate a tempo-
rary reauthorization bill without the  union provision, but this time 
demanded the end of federal subsidies to certain rural airports, with 
the likely effect of forcing the closure of a few airports that happened to 
be located in the home states of key Demo cratic senators. The senators 
 weren’t amused, and the FAA limped on without proper authorization 
until the temporary deal was reached weeks later.

As noted above, institutions are not fi xed, and the NMB example 
highlights one way in which the blueprints that guide collective bar-
gaining can change over time. It also highlights how these institutional 
changes often stem from bitter po liti cal fi ghts. The NMB ruling was 
instituted only after President Obama tipped the ideological scales of 
the agency by appointing a past president of a fl ight attendants’  union 
to the board. As we have seen, the rule change was not greeted neutrally 
by policymakers. It incensed congressional Republicans, and temporarily 
led to a partial shutdown of a major government agency. And while the 
change to the NMB was signifi cant, it was limited to just two indus-
tries. The NLRA, and the NLRB— the act’s ruling board— provide the 
guidelines for collective bargaining in the rest of the private sector. One 
institution that has been fi xed in stone is the NLRA. It hasn’t been sig-
nifi cantly altered for over half a century. Yet this lack of change to the 
nation’s labor laws is itself a direct result of multiple po liti cal fi ghts, with 
one clear winner.

Or ga nized labor has mounted repeated efforts to alter the NLRA, 
and has lost on every occasion. This re sis tance to change, in turn, has 
po liti cal roots. A massive infl ux of corporate donations helped persuade 
many policymakers to vote against efforts to alter the existing laws 
governing employers and labor  unions. And scholars have argued that 
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a cumulative result of all these failed efforts has been private- sector 
 union decline. How can a lack of a change contribute to declining 
 unionization rates? After all,  unions in this country thrived in the past 
when the collective bargaining framework looked little different from 
how it looks today.

Answering this question requires an examination of what happens 
when one side begins to break the formal rules established by the 
NLRA. Beginning in the 1960s, employers started to test the law’s lim-
its. While business opposition to labor  unions was not new, scholars 
agree that by the late 1960s and into the 1970s and 1980s, or ga nized 
business had really begun to perfect its antiunion tactics.29 Instead of 
playing by a mutually agreed- upon set of rules that had governed what 
was deemed permissible in collective bargaining disputes, employers 
began skirting the law, pricing in the resulting penalties as simply one 
of the costs involved in fi ghting  unions.30 As the po liti cal scientists Ja-
cob Hacker and Paul Pierson have argued, this recalculation proved 
fruitful, as companies quickly discovered that “defying the law was far 
cheaper than risking any prospect of  unionization.”31  Unions responded 
predictably, by fi ling an increasing number of unfair labor practice 
(ULP) charges against companies and demanding back- pay and the re-
instatement of workers unlawfully terminated during election drives. 
They won a lot of these legal battles, but would lose the war. This period 
corresponded fi rst with a decline in  union win rates, and subsequently 
with a dramatic decrease in  union election drives.32

How come? To take one example, the  union UNITE  HERE embarked 
on a or ga niz ing drive of Goya ware house workers in 1998. Goya is a 
food manufacturer whose reach extends throughout the Western Hemi-
sphere and parts of Eu rope, but the site of this par tic u lar labor strife 
was in Miami, Florida— a lightly  unionized city in a lightly  unionized 
state. During the course of the campaign, the NLRB found that the 
company had committed over twenty infractions. Yet the penalties for 
these infractions did nothing to deter the company from delaying the 
 unionization pro cess. After over seven years of legal wrangling, the 
NLRB issued a fi nal ruling ordering Goya to resume bargaining with 
UNITE  HERE, although under existing laws the board cannot force the 
company to agree to a contract. As the former president of the  union 
remarked, “If this is winning, it’s hard to imagine what losing looks 
like.”33
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While companies increasingly stepped over the breach separating 
permissible from impermissible behavior during  union elections, many 
of the tactics perfected by fi rms against  unions  were perfectly legal: 
captive- audience meetings, distribution of antiunion literature, delays 
in the establishment of a fi rst contract following a  union win— these 
 were all allowed under the law. What changed was employers’ willing-
ness to deploy these and other weapons. Over time, they simply became 
automatic responses to a  unionization drive— their use was institution-
alized. Combining legal stratagems with tactics clearly impermissible 
under the law, employers enjoyed great success at stifl ing or ga ni za tion. 
And this is why  unions in recent de cades have expended so many re-
sources in the po liti cal arena trying to change the NLRA. Unfortu-
nately for them, the po liti cal environment has turned decisively against 
or ga nized labor.

As it became clear to  unions that the game— if not the formal rules— 
had changed, the labor movement pressed politicians in Washington to 
update the NLRA to refl ect the new challenges labor faced when con-
fronting employers. A major legislative push began in the late 1970s. 
First  unions hoped to dismantle the section of the Taft- Hartley Act of 
1947 authorizing states to pass “right- to- work” statutes. In a state with 
a right- to- work law, employees in  unionized workplaces are allowed to 
opt out of  union membership and, by extension, paying dues. Recog-
nizing that it lacked the votes in Congress for such a reversal, or ga nized 
labor then concentrated its efforts on updating  union election proce-
dures: increasing fi nes levied on corporations found in violation of the 
law during  unionization drives, and shortening the deadline by which 
companies had to pay for their violations. The changes passed the  House 
of Representatives by a large margin, and the showdown turned to the 
Senate. There, intense lobbying by U.S. businesses against the update— 
antiunion companies and their allies outspent or ga nized labor by a 
three- to- one margin— paid off when a successful fi libuster by Senate 
Republicans ultimately torpedoed the bill.34 The labor historian Jeffer-
son Cowie concluded that “one could hear the death rattle of American 
working- class po liti cal power” in this legislative defeat.35

Other major reform initiatives bubbled up over time, only to fi zzle 
out in the face of po liti cal realities.  Unions simply did not have the votes 
in Congress or enough presidential support to remake labor law to a de-
gree that could counteract steady membership declines. For example, 
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early in President Bill Clinton’s fi rst term,  unions’ po liti cal allies rein-
troduced a “strikers’ rights” bill that would bar the (increasing) use of 
permanent replacement workers by employers during work stoppages. 
Once again, the bill stalled over a successful Republican fi libuster in the 
Senate.36

Establishing a fi libuster- proof majority in the Senate appeared to be 
a necessary— if not suffi cient— precondition to any major change in 
labor law. That opening arrived nearly two de cades after the strikers’ 
rights bill went down, when for a very brief period Demo cratic control 
of the White  House,  House of Representatives, and a fi libuster- proof 
majority in the Senate provided or ga nized labor with a narrow window 
to push through their latest proposal, the Employee Free Choice Act 
(EFCA). Initial drafts of the legislation would have radically recast how 
 union elections are held in the United States, bypassing the traditional 
election campaign in favor of a “card check” policy whereby a  union is 
recognized after over half of workers sign up in support of collective 
bargaining. A compromise version of the bill would have retained the 
“secret ballot” election procedure but would have reduced election 
times, granted organizers greater access to employees on the work site, 
and instituted binding arbitration if a contract has not been agreed 
upon after a specifi ed period. During the presidential primary cam-
paign of 2007– 2008,  unions urged the leading Demo cratic candidates 
to support their signature mea sure, and all obliged, including the even-
tual nominee and president, Barack Obama. Predictably, business united 
in opposition to the law, with the vice president of the Chamber of 
Commerce announcing that the battle over EFCA amounted to “a fi re-
storm bordering on Armageddon.”37

In the end, there was no fi restorm; there was no Armageddon. Since 
taking the oath of offi ce Obama has “presented virtually no prepared 
remarks on EFCA,” according to the law professor Anne Marie Lo-
faso.38 And key Demo cratic defections in the Senate delayed the party’s 
leadership from proceeding with the legislation. Shortly thereafter, the 
narrow window for action slammed shut following the 2010 midterm 
elections that returned the speakership of the  House to the Republi-
cans. Over two de cades ago, the labor lawyer Thomas Geoghegan 
doubted “if any group of workers can form a  union if their employer is 
truly determined to resist.”39 No major po liti cal progress on labor’s behalf 
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in the intervening de cades has altered the state of collective bargaining 
in this country. In order to update the labor laws that have helped de-
press membership rates,  unions will have to wait for the perfect po liti-
cal alignment, yet again. Private- sector  unionization rates, meanwhile, 
have settled in the single digits, down 40 percent since Geoghegan’s 
conclusion.

And that is what makes the NMB airline and railway election ruling 
so anomalous in today’s era. It was an unambiguous win for  unions. Its 
reach is too circumscribed to affect the overall private- sector  unionization 
rate signifi cantly, and its hold is tenuous— the ruling can always be 
overturned with a change in the board’s makeup, or nullifi ed by per sis-
tent congressional pressure. But for  unions it stands as a rare victory in 
what has been a decades- long essentially futile battle to shift or ga niz-
ing rules in a direction that benefi ts them and not companies.

0 0 0

The preceding set of explanations for  union decline in the United States 
is by no means exhaustive. Other scholars have advanced alternative 
arguments, some of which are variants of the ones I present above, and 
others of which creatively combine elements of the list to produce novel 
accounts of labor’s demise. For example, the po liti cal scientist Paul 
Frymer has suggested that desegregation played a role in exhausting 
labor’s strength. During the 1970s many  unions, “besieged by litigation 
costs,” reluctantly implemented court- ordered affi rmative action pro-
grams.40 These messy battles would produce an exceptionally diverse 
labor movement, but one with a battered reputation and a shrunken 
 fi nancial base. In this explanation we see the intertwining of institu-
tional change and politics. Frymer’s fellow po liti cal scientist Peter Sw-
enson suggests that in certain U.S. industries employer backlash against 
 unions was necessitated by labor’s overreach. He argues that many 
 unions’ insistence on managerial control helped spark companies’ de-
cisive turn against or ga nized labor in the po liti cal arena.41 In this ex-
planation we see the creative combining of a variant of the self- infl icted- 
damage explanation with politics. The sociologist David Brady’s analysis 
of cross- national patterns of  union membership suggests an important 
role for conservative party control, along with more standard institu-
tional explanations.42 These various accounts should not be seen as 
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mutually exclusive. In the messy social world we inhabit, it is exceed-
ingly rare that a single, tidy argument can fully explain such a major 
change as the collapse of or ga nized labor.

What these accounts do offer is a synthesis of the dominant set of 
explanations for the decline of private- sector  unions in the United 
States. More than three de cades of research on this topic provide the 
outlines of a fairly comprehensive account of labor’s demise. A small 
part may have been self- infl icted. Certainly labor’s inability or unwill-
ingness to reach out to new sectors as their strongholds began to crum-
ble did not help arrest membership declines. But it is important to note 
that or ga niz ing the sectors that have experienced rapid employment 
growth in recent years, sectors like retail and high- tech, has proven 
exceptionally diffi cult nearly everywhere. And  here is where the interna-
tional picture is so illustrative. Comparative po liti cal economy scholars 
group together the United States with Great Britain, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand as countries sharing a common po liti cal economic 
framework in which coordination between fi rms is driven primarily by 
competitive market arrangements.43 Comparative welfare state schol-
ars likewise pinpoint a similar group of nations as sharing a common 
approach to redistribution and, with it, tax policies.44 These countries’ 
collective bargaining arrangements— especially recently— are typifi ed 
by localized bargaining between individual  unions and establishments. 
It is not so surprising, then, that their  union membership rates rank 
consistently lower than those of other groups of countries, and that 
their recent membership trends have all tilted downward.

A combination of the institutional and economic explanations for 
labor’s declining fortunes can seem a bit mechanistic: Economic shocks 
 were fi ltered through the existing institutional architecture, which, 
in the U.S. case, disadvantaged or ga nized labor. But underlying these 
developments, it is crucial to remember, was a bitter power struggle 
between fi rms and  unions— a struggle often waged on the po liti cal bat-
tlefi eld. And  here is where politics played such a prominent role. After 
all, the economic developments of the 1970s and 1980s did not have 
to affect labor as adversely as they did. Policymakers, in concert with 
 union leaders, could have radically changed the rules governing collec-
tive bargaining. Or, barring something so transformative, they could 
have increased penalties on employers eager to exploit loopholes or 
otherwise take advantage of existing labor law. Such moves are unlikely 
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to have reversed labor’s decline completely, as other countries with 
collective bargaining rules much more advantageous to  unions also 
experienced eroding memberships. But they may have helped to limit 
the damage to  unions.

In the United States and, to a signifi cant extent, Great Britain and 
Australia, the exact opposite happened. Po liti cal developments rein-
forced employer offensives against or ga nized labor. In Great Britain, 
over a de cade of uninterrupted Conservative rule produced a range of 
policies aimed at restricting  unions’ power.45 In Australia, legislation 
introduced in the 1990s abetted the rapid devolution of the collective 
bargaining system.46 In the United States, Congress did not pass and 
therefore the president did not sign any major piece of legislation alter-
ing the basic framework governing collective bargaining. This very 
inaction had tangible consequences. It left labor largely powerless to 
combat employers’ legal and illegal tactics during or ga niz ing campaigns 
and decertifi cation drives. Employers exploited this power mismatch, 
simultaneously lobbying lawmakers to refrain from altering labor law 
while taking advantage of the law’s reach and its limits to fi ght existing 
 unions and fend off  unionization attempts. And po liti cal leaders set the 
tone, no more so than in August of 1981 when President Ronald Rea-
gan issued an ultimatum to striking air traffi c control workers de-
manding they return to their jobs within forty- eight hours or he would 
fi re them all and permanently replace them with nonunion workers. 
The striking workers, members of the Professional Air Traffi c Control-
lers Or ga ni za tion, did not back down, and Reagan followed through on 
his promise, decertifi ed the  union, and barred the fi red employees from 
working as air traffi c controllers in the future.

All of this unfolded in a highly fragmented, fi rm- centered collective 
bargaining system during a period of rapid deregulation, increasing 
competition, and major employment shifts in the industries in which 
Americans worked. General Motors was once the nation’s largest pri-
vate employer. Back when or ga nized labor was at its peak, agreements 
between the company and its highly  unionized workforce set the pat-
tern for wage and benefi t negotiations within the auto industry and 
many other fi rms in the manufacturing sector. Today, the retailing gi-
ant Walmart is the nation’s largest employer in the private sector, with 
approximately one and a half million U.S. employees.47 Nearly one in 
one hundred workers in the country today is employed by Walmart, a 
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 union- free company in a sector with very little  union presence. And 
today, Walmart is the company whose reach extends well beyond its 
stores’ walls, affecting the working conditions in its thousands of sup-
pliers and among its competitors in various industries. As Lichtenstein 
has remarked, the company has become a “world transforming eco-
nomic institution.”48 It is also a  union- free institution, and the leaders 
of the company plan on keeping it that way, as former CEO H. Lee Scott 
has made abundantly clear.

The private sector in this country is now also nearly  union- free, to a 
degree not seen in a century. The causes of this transformation have 
been thoroughly discussed and debated, both within the academy and 
among the nation’s press and opinion leaders. It is time we explore the 
consequences.
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Government Is Not 
the Answer

Why Public- Sector  Unionism Won’t
Rescue the Labor Movement

0 On February 18, 2005, Illinois governor Rod Blagojevich signed 
an executive order granting collective bargaining rights to nearly 

fi fty thousand child- care workers. The order represented the culmina-
tion of a multiyear lobbying campaign by the Ser vice Employees Inter-
national  Union (SEIU). The  union had backed Blagojevich’s 2002 gu-
bernatorial bid early, contributing valuable manpower and fi nancial 
resources to the then- congressman’s primary effort in the crowded 
Demo cratic fi eld. Blagojevich eked out a narrow victory and, once en-
sconced in the governor’s mansion, granted one of SEIU’s long- standing 
wishes: the ability to  unionize child- care workers. Previously catego-
rized as in de pen dent contractors, those workers whose clients received 
state funds  were reclassifi ed under Blagojevich’s order as de facto public 
employees. With the stroke of a pen, Blagojevich opened the door to 
one of the largest  unionization drives in the nation’s history. After 
winning a bruising jurisdictional battle with the American Federation 
of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) over which 
 union had the right to or ga nize the state’s child- care workers, SEIU tri-
umphed in the actual  union election, gaining an overwhelming major-
ity of the votes cast. With that, the  union had succeeded on a scale 
nearly unheard of in modern America.
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Nearly, but not totally unheard of: In California during the 1990s, 
the same  union spent years pressuring legislators and donating gener-
ously to Governor Gray Davis’s campaign coffers. SEIU’s efforts paid off 
when the state agreed to create an agency to bargain with home- care 
employees over wages and benefi ts. Now that the state served as the 
home- care workers’ employer,  unions  were free to begin or ga niz ing 
the disproportionately female, disproportionately minority employee 
base of the fast- growing industry. In the ensuing  union election, work-
ers voted by a margin of over eight to one to have SEIU represent them 
in bargaining with the state, and the  union gained seventy- four thou-
sand new dues- paying members. This or ga niz ing drive was the single 
largest in the United States since 1937, a “home run for labor amidst a 
lot of strike outs,” according to labor relations expert Harley Shaiken.1 
Today, home- care workers constitute a quarter of SEIU’s total member-
ship base.2

A similar effort spearheaded by other  unions succeeded in New York 
in 2007, when Governor Eliot Spitzer issued an executive order grant-
ing collective bargaining rights to home- based day- care workers. 
During the same period, the chief executives of other states, including 
 Oregon, Iowa, New Jersey, and Wisconsin, would follow Blagojevich’s 
pre ce dent and reclassify thousands of child- care providers as public 
employees entitled to bargain collectively with the state. While few of 
these efforts matched the sheer magnitude of SEIU’s successes in Illi-
nois and California, they stood as bright spots for the labor movement 
in an otherwise bleak or ga niz ing landscape. George Meany, the leg-
endary labor leader who headed the American Federal of Labor (AFL) 
and then the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (AFL- CIO) until 1979, once declared that it was “impos-
sible to bargain collectively with the government.”3 Meany was clearly 
wrong.

The preceding examples point to crucial sectoral differences in labor 
or ga niz ing in modern America. In so doing they help illuminate why it 
is that public- sector  unionization rates have remained relatively con-
stant over the last three and a half de cades. Aside from the rather ig-
noble po liti cal endings suffered by the governors mentioned above, 
what unites them and other elected offi cials who recently opened up 
collective bargaining rights to new classes of employees is that they are 
Demo crats.4
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The rise of public- sector  unionization in this country, which began 
nearly a half century ago, was initially a bipartisan affair. For example, 
as governor of California, Ronald Reagan— rarely remembered for his 
fondness for or ga nized labor— signed an act allowing collective bar-
gaining between local governments and their workers.5 And, in certain 
regions— most notably the South— opposition to the rapid expansion of 
collective bargaining was bipartisan as well, contributing to the uneven 
spread of laws granting collective bargaining rights to government em-
ployees. However, as the Republican Party coalesced around an anti-
union agenda in the 1970s and 1980s, public- sector  unions and their 
members became a core Demo cratic constituency. Demo cratic offi ce-
holders fought to expand and protect governmental employees’  unions; 
Republicans  were increasingly united against them. In recent years, 
with Demo cratic backing in state houses and state legislatures, proactive 
 unions have succeeded through direct po liti cal pressure in extending 
collective bargaining rights to millions of government employees, and 
in broadening the legal defi nition of public- sector work to encompass 
occupations previously off- limits to labor or ga niz ing. They have done so 
on a scale and through a pro cess unimaginable in the private sector.

First, consider the sheer size. The SEIU efforts in California and Illinois 
combined to add over one hundred thousand workers to  unions. In the 
private sector, the long- standing legal model of or ga niz ing requires 
 unions to win an election of a defi ned “bargaining unit”: a group of 
employees performing similar jobs who share the same work condi-
tions and employer. In practice, the narrow scope of the bargaining 
unit generally works against the coordinated bargaining that occurs in 
many Eu ro pe an countries. Instead, working through the National La-
bor Relations Board pro cess largely limits  unions to or ga niz ing individ-
ual establishments. To  unionize a huge company like McDonald’s, for 
example, would require or ga niz ing individual McDonald’s stores. In 
many states, on the other hand, “the state” counts as the employer and 
all state workers performing similar jobs count as the bargaining unit— 
allowing for the type of enormous, occupation- based or ga niz ing drives 
described above.

Second, consider the pro cess. In the private sector, once the parties 
agree on the bargaining unit, the election period commences— a period 
in which the employer is free to contest the  union’s case for repre sen ta-
tion. And contest they do, with increasing regularity and effectiveness, 
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34 What Unions No Longer Do

as I explored in Chapter 1.6 Public- sector  unionism works some-
what  similarly, with one clear difference. States with high rates of 
public- sector  union membership tend to have  union- friendly legisla-
tion on their books. And the passage of these laws is a pretty clear 
signal of an employer— in this case the state— amenable to labor  unions, 
and thus unlikely to fi ght  unionization drives. The result, as labor 
economist Richard Freeman has concluded, is that “in the public sec-
tor, once workers choose  union repre sen ta tion, they get what they 
choose.”7

So why  can’t the public sector lead the march to a revitalized labor 
movement? And what are the consequences of a labor movement dom-
inated— as the labor movement in the United States increasingly is— by 
public- sector  unionists? In what follows I argue that there are limits to 
what  unions can accomplish through public- sector repre sen ta tion. Past 
successes in public- sector or ga ni za tion have appeared to plateau, with 
more- recent battles between Republican governors and public- sector 
 unions threatening to undo labor’s gains. And even if these recent set-
backs for labor prove temporary, and  unions are able to expand the 
portion of the public sector that is or ga nized, a labor movement tilted 
toward the government sector looks and acts quite differently from the 
one that predominated in this country during the post– World War II 
de cades.

The Limits of Growth

North Carolina law expressly forbids collective bargaining between 
state workers and government agencies. General statute 95– 98, passed 
over fi fty years ago, nullifi ed labor agreements between the state and 
 unions representing public employees, removing one of the most vital 
purposes of  unionization. As a result, public- sector  unionization rates in 
North Carolina rank among the lowest in the nation. Virginia has 
passed similar legislation. The extension of collective bargaining rights 
to public workers throughout the nation during the 1960s and 1970s 
spread fast and wide. But it did not spread everywhere. States and juris-
dictions unfriendly to  unions, such as North Carolina, took the opposite 
approach, enacting statutes making it more diffi cult to or ga nize their 
public- sector workforce. Other states simply took no action at all, leaving 
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no formal procedures through which public- sector  unions can bargain 
with state and local government agencies.8 These states appear in no 
hurry to undo the impediments to or ga ni za tion. For example, the 
current governor of South Carolina— a state with one of the lowest 
public- sector  unionization rates in the country— recently announced 
that “unions are not needed, not wanted and not welcome” in her 
state.9

The discretion that states and other governmental jurisdictions have 
over their employees’ bargaining rights has produced tremendous vari-
ation in  unionization laws. The pattern of this variation is relatively 
predictable. As mentioned, the initial legislation that allowed for state- 
and local- level collective bargaining found sympathetic sponsors in 
both parties, but Republican support for public- sector  unions quickly 
dissipated. Today, where Republicans rule,  unions generally don’t. Con-
servative states have proven particularly unfriendly terrain not only for 
private- sector  unions, but for public ones too.

A consequence of these differences in collective bargaining laws is 
considerable variation among states in public- sector  unionization. Fig-
ure 2.1 ranks states according to their 2009 public- sector  unionization 
rates, displaying the states with the ten highest and ten lowest rates. As 
shown, the highest- ranking state— New York— has a rate of public- sector 
or ga ni za tion fully twelve times that of Mississippi, the lowest- ranking 
state. Mississippi’s rate of public- sector  unionization ranks below the 
level of  union repre sen ta tion in the nation’s private sector, a pretty ex-
ceptional feat, given all the troubles currently plaguing private- sector 
or ga niz ing. The states at the top end and the bottom end of the rankings 
cluster po liti cally and geo graph i cally. The top fi ve states are all in the 
Northeast, have historically been Democratic- leaning in their politics, 
and have above- average private- sector  unionization rates. With the ex-
ception of Wyoming, all the bottom- ranking states are located in the 
South, a region comparatively antiunion and Republican-friendly.

Thus there are po liti cal realities that govern the extent of public- 
sector  unionization. These po liti cal forces exert a cross- sectional limit 
on  unions’ growth possibilities in the public sector. At any given point 
in time, stark differences among states in po liti cal attitudes toward or-
ga nized labor and the relevant legislation governing public- sector  unions 
restrict where and how deeply or ga nized labor can penetrate the public 
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36 What Unions No Longer Do

sector. While it is plausible that areas unfriendly to or ga nized labor will 
shift and take action to allow greater  union repre sen ta tion of public 
workers, the opposite could happen as well.

The initial fl urry of activity surrounding collective bargaining in the 
public sector erupted nearly a half century ago. For de cades, the few 
skirmishes that occurred tended to revolve around expanding or re-
stricting the classes of workers subject to existing rules and regulations, 
such as the successful fi ghts in Illinois and California spearheaded by 
SEIU. But among those workers classifi ed as working for state or local 
governments, the question of whether they had the right to bargain 
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Figure 2.1.  Public- sector  unionization rates by state, 2009. Note: Sample 

restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages sixteen and over. Source: Hirsch 

and Macpherson’s  Unionstats database, based on the 2009 CPS- MORG fi le. See  www .

unionstats .com .
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collectively seemed settled, establishing a rough equilibrium in public- 
sector  unionization laws, and the resulting  unionization rate among 
government workers.

0 0 0

We can no longer live in a society where the public employ-
ees are the haves and the taxpayers who foot the bills are 
the have- nots.

—Wisconsin governor Scott Walker10

This would change. Today there seems to be a growing sentiment 
about government  unions that has opened space for state and local of-
fi ceholders to step in and take action, and it is not action that public- 
sector  unions welcome. Traditionally, Wisconsin has been a labor- 
friendly state, evidenced by its above average  unionization rates, 
especially among public employees. As of 2009, over half of all govern-
mental workers in Wisconsin  were or ga nized.11 Just over half a century 
ago, Wisconsin became the fi rst state to enact legislation regulating col-
lective bargaining with local government workers. Yet governor Scott 
Walker initiated his 2011 term by investigating ways to undo the collec-
tive bargaining rights of Wisconsin’s public servants— nearly all of them. 
Walker’s proposal elicited a storm of criticism both for its wide scope and 
for the pro cess by which he shepherded it through the state legislature. It 
also sparked a revolt among Demo cratic state senators, who fl ed Wiscon-
sin to camp out in Illinois for weeks to protest what they saw as the radi-
cal nature of the governor’s plan. Their absconding was tactical. Without 
the ability to form a quorum, the Republicans  were unable to move for-
ward on a vote on the governor’s proposal— at least temporarily. The 
Demo cratic lawmakers would eventually return, following legislative 
maneuvering that rendered their absence ineffectual. Republicans in the 
State Senate reworked the legislation to avoid the quorum requirement 
and passed Walker’s bill on March 9, 2011. The State Assembly passed 
the antiunion legislation the next day, and Walker quickly signed it.12

Walker’s po liti cal troubles did not end with the law’s eventual 
 passage. A campaign to recall the governor gained momentum in the 
 aftermath of the bruising battle in the Capitol and culminated in a 
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special election pitting the governor against Milwaukee mayor Tom 
Barrett in the spring of 2012. Walker survived, defeating his Demo cratic 
challenger by 7 percentage points. Thus, despite all the controversy, as 
of now Governor Walker’s efforts appear to be successful. Except for 
protective ser vices, public- sector  unions in Wisconsin no longer have 
the right to bargain over any issue except wages. And even the wage 
bargaining allowed in the legislation is highly circumscribed. Raises 
cannot exceed cost- of- living adjustments unless voters agree to the in-
crease in a referendum. Aside from police and fi refi ghter  unions, then, 
public- sector  unions in Wisconsin are now largely limited to bargaining 
over whether their annual wages will keep up with infl ation.13

 Unions are understandably concerned about what this radical reduc-
tion in their bargaining rights means for memberships in the state. Af-
ter court delays, the Walker administration began implementing the 
law in June 2011. The most recent publicly available data stem from 
2011 and capture about six months of post- implementation informa-
tion. The data reveal that public- sector rolls remained essentially un-
changed from 2010 to 2011, but it is likely too soon to tell what the 
longer- term implications of the Walker legislation mean for collective 
bargaining in the state.14 A more recent Wall Street Journal article from 
the spring of 2012 suggested that  unions such as the American Federa-
tion of Teachers and AFSCME suffered tremendous membership losses 
throughout the end of 2011 and fi rst half of 2012.15

Walker’s move was not entirely unpre ce dented. In 2005, in just his 
second day in offi ce, Republican governor Mitch Daniels of Indiana re-
scinded an executive order granting bargaining rights to Indiana’s public- 
sector employees. With the stroke of a pen, tens of thousands of  unionized 
teachers and cops and other public servants lost their ability to bargain 
over pay and benefi ts.16 So in the same year in which the governor in the 
neighboring state of Illinois expanded the classes of workers eligible for 
public- sector  union membership, Daniels stripped the right to bargain 
with the state from all classes of public- sector  employees. Daniels’s 
move— and Walker’s some six years later— demonstrated that just as a 
labor- friendly state executive can expand  union eligibility at a pace and 
on a scale nearly impossible in the private sector, an antiunion executive 
can remove eligibility equally quickly and substantially.

Daniels’s executive order did not seem to hurt him po liti cally. In 
2008, despite the Demo cratic wave that swept away Republican rule 

This content downloaded from 
������������206.253.207.235 on Tue, 15 Sep 2020 21:03:00 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Government Is Not the Answer 39

from the executive branch, the Senate, and state houses across the 
country, Daniels won reelection by 18 percentage points.17 Since his 
reelection, he has maintained pressure on public- sector workers, label-
ing them “a new privileged class in America.”18 This spirit would be 
taken up by Walker and other politicians throughout the land.

In neighboring Ohio, for example, Republican governor John Kasich 
took advantage of large Republican majorities in the  House and Senate 
to pass a bill similar to Walker’s, except Ohio’s included protective work-
ers under its purview. Unlike in Wisconsin, this effort proved too auda-
cious for Ohio voters. Instead of trying to unseat Kasich, opponents 
submitted the bill itself to a citizens’ referendum, along with a handful 
of other ballot initiatives. In November 2011, Ohioans overwhelmingly 
rejected the legislation, forcing the chastened governor to admit that 
the result “requires me to take a deep breath and to spend some time to 
refl ect on what happened  here.”19

The Ohio referendum represents a rare recent victory for public- 
sector  unions that are otherwise facing serious challenges. The combi-
nation of Republican victories in state houses across the country in 2010 
and the fi scal crisis of 2008 has spurred Republican- led efforts to rein 
in public- sector  unions not only in Indiana, Wisconsin, and Ohio, but 
even in what was once arguably the center of the American labor 
movement, Michigan. Many conservatives have coalesced around the 
view that public- sector  unions represent “the single biggest problem” 
standing in the way of economic growth and a balanced bud get, as a 
2010 editorial from the Wall Street Journal argued.20 The fact that neuter-
ing public- sector  unions carries the promise of removing a vital source 
of Demo cratic campaign contributions may also underlie the recent 
actions.

The growing animus toward public- sector  unions and the govern-
ment workers they represent is not limited to Republicans and right- 
wing publications, however. States struggling to balance their books 
have zeroed in on  union- negotiated health and pension benefi ts for pub-
lic employees as potential areas to cut. And many of these states, such 
as California and New York, are governed by Demo crats. Referring to 
state government efforts to forestall or altogether avoid the costs as-
sociated with public- employee pension and benefi t plans, the then- 
president of AFSCME recently declared: “They are readying a massive 
assault on us.”21
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Take teachers’  unions. Of the nearly fi ve million local government 
workers who belonged to a  union in 2008, over 40 percent  were teach-
ers.22 At the national level, the current administration’s educational ini-
tiatives have emphasized greater school competition, including the open-
ing of charter schools, and pegging teacher pay to student test scores.23 
These developments have often (although not always) met with stiff 
 union opposition. At the more local level, recent contract negotiations in 
such cities as Baltimore and Washington, D.C., introduced reforms that 
weakened teacher tenure, replaced se niority with merit pay, and gave 
central administration greater leeway over hiring and fi ring decisions. 
These developments aligned  union contracts more closely with those 
that govern nonunion teachers. In the private sector, concessions such as 
these are commonly referred to as “givebacks” and have characterized 
much private- sector bargaining over the preceding de cades. In many 
cases, givebacks served as a harbinger of eventual  union dissolution.

That has not happened in the public sector on a large scale— yet. 
Instead, after the initial run- up in public- sector or ga niz ing during the 
1960s and 1970s, levels of or ga ni za tion have stabilized. Figure 2.2 spot-
lights trends in public- sector  union repre sen ta tion from 1973 to 2009. 
After a steep increase in public- sector or ga niz ing during the 1970s, 
overall  unionization rates have fl attened, averaging in the mid- 30s for 
the past three de cades. It is too soon to tell whether recent develop-
ments represent temporary setbacks for public- sector  unions, or are early 
signs of a permanent realignment. All those who suggest that Governor 
Walker’s survival and other recent events herald the death of public- 
sector  unions would do well to remember the enormous or ga niz ing 
victories in California, Illinois, and elsewhere just a few years earlier. 
Moreover, unless  union opponents can make inroads in dismantling the 
power of public- sector  unions in places like New York and California— 
huge states with public- sector  unionization rates well over 50 percent— 
the  unionization rate in the public sector will remain high, and cer-
tainly higher than in the private sector.

The overall rate obscures real differences in or ga ni za tion by class of 
government worker. Postal workers lead the group with an average 
 unionization rate of over 70 percent across the series, although in more 
recent years the level among postal employees has declined slightly. Lo-
cal public employees have the second- highest levels of repre sen ta tion, 
followed by state and federal workers. Fewer than one in fi ve federal 
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employees are  unionized. This low level refl ects in part the restricted 
scope federal  unions have in contract negotiations. By law,  unions rep-
resenting federal workers cannot bargain over wage rates, which are 
instead set by Congress. I will return to this issue shortly.

In sum, over a third of the public- sector workforce is  unionized, and 
has been for thirty- fi ve years. If we assume this trend holds— obviously 
a big “if”— then the other avenue through which public- sector  unions 
can increase their presence in the United States is through growth of 
the government sector itself.

Invoking the specter of “big government” has proven a potent po liti-
cal campaign tactic for centuries in the United States. The past fi fty 
years are no exception. President Reagan famously proclaimed gov-
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Figure 2.2.  Public- sector  union memberships, 1973– 2009. Note: Sample 

restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages sixteen and over. Source: Hirsch 

and Macpherson’s  Unionstats database, based on the 2009 CPS- MORG fi le. See  www 
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ernment “the problem,” even (humorously) hinting that government 
overreach went beyond dollars and cents: “When you get in bed with 
government, you’re going to get something more than a good night’s 
sleep.”24 A de cade and a half earlier, in a speech announcing his bid 
for the presidency, Barry Goldwater referred to government growth as 
“cancerous,” proclaiming that “government has been absorbing or 
 controlling more and more of our resources, our energy, and our ambi-
tion.” Accepting his party’s vice- presidential nomination in 1976, Sena-
tor Robert Dole warned of the government’s growing grip on the private 
sector, calling on lawmakers to “free the free enterprise system.”25 An-
tigovernment rhetoric has not been the sole province of the Republican 
Party. Seeking to neutralize the po liti cally toxic issue of government 
growth, President Bill Clinton famously remarked in his 1996 State of 
the  Union address that “the era of big government is over.”26
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Employment, Hours, and Earnings historical data.
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Yet at least as mea sured by its total share of employment, gov-
ernment— big or otherwise— has not gone anywhere. In Figure 2.3, I 
present the public sector’s share of nonfarm employment from 1960 to 
2009, based on data provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Aside 
from public- sector  unionization rates, if there is another economic area 
in which stability reigns, it is the public sector’s share of the workforce. 
Despite repeated campaign promises by politicians to shrink the size of 
government by cutting public- sector programs, the fraction of workers 
employed by the government has not budged in half a century. And 
regardless of the overheated discourse that often dominates the air-
waves during election seasons, that portion is not and has not been 
very large, totaling less than a fi fth of the nonfarm workforce. The 
public- sector contribution to employment rolls stood just 1 percentage 
point higher in 2009 than it did fi fty years prior.

What does this mean for public- sector  unions? Hemmed in by po liti-
cal forces that threaten their power within the public sector, they are 
also limited by the government’s small share of total employment— a 
share that has remained remarkably consistent across major transfor-
mations in the nation’s po liti cal economy. Thus it is hard to imagine a 
future in which public- sector  unionization is able to expand dramati-
cally as a result of sharp growth in the government’s share of the 
workforce. Indeed, over the preceding de cades many industries once 
heavily regulated or outright controlled by the government have been 
turned over to the private sector. While the resulting losses in public- 
sector employment rolls have been offset by gains elsewhere, there is 
little indication of a coming structural transformation that would see 
the  wholesale government takeover of major employment sectors in the 
United States.27

As private- sector  unions suffer declines in nearly all advanced econ-
omies, the ability of labor movements to maintain their membership 
numbers depends more and more on the relative size and  union pene-
tration of the public sector. Government’s employment share in the 
United States trails that of many other developed countries, contribut-
ing to the low overall  unionization ranking of the United States.28 And 
the small U.S. public sector carries a troubling implication for the fu-
ture of the labor movement in this country. Let us assume for a mo-
ment that public- sector  unions  were somehow able to increase their 
or ga ni za tion rates by a third, from 35 percent to 47 percent. This would 
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represent a pretty monumental feat for labor  unions, especially given 
the current po liti cal climate, although the resulting public- sector or ga-
ni za tion rate would still lag the rates in Canada and Great Britain.29 Yet 
given the public sector’s small share of the total workforce, it would 
only boost the U.S. labor movement’s overall  unionization rate 2 per-
centage points— from 12 percent to 14 percent.

The Limits of Government Repre sen ta tion

Whether  unions in the United States can make further inroads in the 
public sector concerns the labor movement’s future. How  unions repre-
senting government workers actually operate concerns labor’s present. 
It turns out that some of the key functions of  union repre sen ta tion, 
including bargaining over wages and benefi ts, differ between sectors. 
In many examinations of  union effects in the United States, if public- 
sector  unions are considered at all, scholars commonly assume that 
 unions operate similarly in both the private and public sectors. This as-
sumption is misguided. Given that the majority of  union members in 
the United States today work for the government, inter- sectoral differ-
ences in  union outcomes mean that we need to adjust our understand-
ings of what  unions do— and what  unions once did— to include the 
growing role of those  unions that represent government workers.

Wages

Labor economists refer to the impact of  union membership on wages as 
the  union wage premium. The  union wage premium is the wage bene-
fi t a worker receives as a result of his or her  union membership, and 
membership alone. While many factors infl uence both the likelihood 
of belonging to a  union and one’s wages, the premium is the wage ef-
fect of  union membership adjusted for the impact of other confounding 
factors. Ideal laboratory conditions where a social scientist could assign 
 union membership to half of a homogeneous group of employees are 
hard to replicate in the messy workings of modern labor markets. In-
stead, we try to match workers statistically, using data sets containing 
many of the factors found to affect wages and  unionization.30

Does the  union wage premium differ between public- sector and 
private- sector workers? Past research suggests that in the United States 
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the average wage advantage attributable to  union membership is lower 
in the public sector compared with the private sector, although the gap 
appears to have narrowed.31 Below I update and extend this work by 
estimating  union wage premiums for public- and private- sector workers 
between 1973 and 2009, using various series of the Current Population 
Survey (CPS).32 Uncovering public- sector  union wage effects is not as 
straightforward as analyses of those effects in the private sector, given 
important differences in wage- setting practices within the public sector 
itself. Unlike past scholarly work on the topic, my analyses account for 
variation in state- level public- sector bargaining laws, as well as differ-
ences in bargaining practices between the various classes of government 
workers in order to estimate a range of public- sector wage premiums.

As a fi rst step, I follow pre ce dent and estimate annual  union wage 
premiums for public- and private- sector members across all states and 
types of public- sector employment. The analyses predict weekly wages 
(logged) for each survey year, and control for a range of demographic, 
geographic, and labor- market characteristics that infl uence one’s pay 
rate, such as education, race/ethnicity, occupation, and industry.  Figure 
2.4 displays the results from these analyses.33

As shown,  union wage premiums in the private sector are substan-
tial, maxing out at around a 30 percent wage advantage in the mid- 
1980s. Since then the private- sector  union wage advantage has declined, 
and by 2009 had settled at a weekly premium of 22 percent above the 
wages of otherwise similar nonunion workers.  Union wage premiums 
for public- sector workers never approach such levels. They peaked in 
1999 at 19 percent, before declining to a more typical public- sector 
 union wage advantage of 14 percent by the early years of the twenty- 
fi rst century. Over the nearly four de cades covered by these data, the 
highest public- sector wage premium on record is smaller than the low-
est private- sector premium. And similar to the private sector, public- 
sector premiums have remained relatively constant over time. At the 
beginning of the series, public- sector  union members enjoyed a 14 
percent wage advantage over otherwise similar nonunion government 
employees; by the end of the series, the advantage was roughly compa-
rable. While the swelling state government coffers of the late- 1990s’ 
economic boom seemed to have benefi ted public- sector  unions, once the 
economy slowed, the public- sector  unionization advantage returned to 
more standard levels.
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The results shown in Figure 2.4 largely conform to prior investigations 
of public- sector  union wage effects. For example, the labor economists 
David Blanchfl ower and Alex Bryson found substantially higher  union 
wage premiums for private- sector workers than for public- sector workers 
in the early years of their investigation (1983– 1988).34 By the late 1990s, 
the gap had narrowed— although, as Figure 2.4 demonstrates, that pe-
riod appears to be a historically anomalous time of relatively high public- 
sector  union wage advantages. The authors also fi nd that public- sector 
 union wage premiums differ dramatically by the type of government 
work. Since federal workers are barred from negotiating over wages 

Private sector
Public sector

40

30

P
er

ce
nt

 d
iff

er
en

ce
 in

 w
ag

es

20

10

0
1973 1982 1991 2000 2009

Figure 2.4.   Union wage premiums, 1973– 2009. Note: Sample restricted to 

employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four, with positive wages. Source: Author’s 

compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 

come from the CPS- MORG fi les.

This content downloaded from 
������������206.253.207.235 on Tue, 15 Sep 2020 21:03:00 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Government Is Not the Answer 47

and benefi ts,  union premiums among federal workers are quite low. In 
Blanchfl ower and Bryson’s estimates,  union wage premiums for federal 
employees range between 2 percent and 8 percent, although the authors 
caution that even these small differences “may not be very meaningful,” 
given diffi culties in accurately surveying  union members who work for 
the federal government.35 While premiums among state employees lag 
those among local government workers, they still average about 10 per-
cent in Blanchfl ower and Bryson’s investigation— signifi cantly higher 
than those enjoyed by federal workers.

Thus it is worth reestimating public- sector  union wage premiums 
with federal workers excluded. These results provide an indication of 
the wage gains public- sector  unions are able to secure for their mem-
bers among classes of  unions— local and state— legally entitled to bar-
gain over wages and benefi ts. In addition to what is displayed in Figure 
2.4, I estimated a series of public- sector premiums in which I limited 
the public- sector worker samples to state and local government em-
ployees. This series begins in 1983 because of diffi culties in dividing the 
public sector by level of employment (local, state, or federal) prior to 
that survey year.36 The results reveal a slightly elevated public- sector 
premium. The state and local public- sector  union wage premium peaks 
at 20 percent in 1999, before falling back to 15 percent a de cade later. 
Yet that peak of 20 percent matches the lowest private- sector premium 
on record. On average, then, even among the classes of public- sector 
workers entitled to bargain over pay, the wage advantages attributable 
to  union membership lag those found in the private sector.

As we have seen, the rules governing collective bargaining in the 
public sector differ not only between class of worker (federal, state, 
and local) but between states. So it is also worth investigating whether 
public- sector  unions in states with the most comprehensive bargain-
ing laws deliver wage gains commensurate with their private- sector 
counterparts. After all, the National Labor Relations Act applies to 
nearly all private- sector  unions across the land, granting bargaining 
rights to  unions in every state. Lacking a similar law in the public 
 sector, the lower average wage premiums shown in Figure 2.4 and 
found in other research may be weighed down by those states like 
North Carolina and Virginia in which collective bargaining with the 
state is not recognized. And thus it could be that in states in which 
public- sector  unions are recognized and legally entitled to bargain 
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over wages, the wage premiums approximate those found in the pri-
vate sector.

Table 2.1 presents the results from a series of analyses in which I fi rst 
include all public- sector workers, then limit the public- sector samples 
to state and local government workers only, and then to state and local 
public- sector workers who reside in states with comprehensive bar-
gaining laws. According to po liti cal scientist Richard Kearney, twenty- 
seven states have existing legislation that can be classifi ed as “compre-
hensive”: basically, statutes that grant state and local public- sector 
 unions the right to collectively bargain with the state.37 Other states 
ban all collective bargaining with the state, as discussed previously, 
while still other states, like Kentucky, Texas, and now Wisconsin, have 
adopted a hybrid approach that confers bargaining rights only to cer-
tain public- sector occupations, such as police and fi refi ghters. Unlike 
the annual estimates shown in Figure 2.4, Table 2.1 displays the re-
sults of analyses that average across all years of available data.38

The results reveal an overall public- sector premium of 14 percent 
averaged across the 1983– 2009 period. Eliminating federal workers, 
who have their pay set by Congress, results in a public- sector premium 
2 percentage points higher. In the fi nal analysis, I further restricted the 
data to states in which public- sector  unions are recognized and all ma-
jor public- sector occupations are granted bargaining rights. In other 
words, this fi nal estimate represents what public- sector  unions are able 
to deliver for their members in terms of wages in  union- friendly states. 
This further constraint raises the public- sector premium only an addi-
tional 2 percentage points, to 18 percent— substantially below the wage 
gains secured by private- sector  unionists.

Table 2.1  Public- sector premiums, 1983– 2009

Premium
Percent wage 

advantage

1. All public- sector workers 0.13 14%
2. Excluding fed workers 0.15 16%
3. Excluding fed workers, 
 comp. bargaining laws only

0.17 18%

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from the CPS- MORG fi les, 1983– 2009.
Note: Sample restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages 16 to 64.
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Not displayed in the table are the results of two more analyses: one 
limited to federal workers only and another limited to governmental 
workers in states without comprehensive collective bargaining laws. 
These results indicate that public- sector  unions’ ability to raise the wages 
among the class of workers— federal employees— unable to bargain col-
lectively over wages is negligible.  Unionized federal workers earn ap-
proximately 4 percent higher wages than their nonunion counterparts. 
As mentioned above, even that small advantage is likely overstated.

Or ga nized state and local public employees in states without com-
prehensive collective bargaining legislation outearn nonunion work-
ers by 11 percent, lower than the 18 percent differential we saw among 
those workers in states with comprehensive laws, but certainly not in-
substantial. This premium likely derives in part from the various classes 
of workers in some of these states that are granted collective bargaining 
rights. But even among those classes of workers without collective bar-
gaining abilities,  unionized workers may outearn the unor ga nized. How 
so? Public- sector  unions often lobby legislators to raise members’ wages 
not only through collective bargaining but also through the legislative 
pro cess. During the 1980s, home- based care workers in Illinois  were not 
entitled to bargain with the state. Nonetheless, some  were  unionized— and 
the  union delivered results. As an or ga niz er explained to the labor schol-
ars Eileen Boris and Jennifer Klein, “Legislators recognized us as a  union 
even if the state did not.”39 Thus public- sector  unions can deliver tangible 
results even in the absence of comprehensive collective bargaining laws, 
although this type of “po liti cal  unionism” is much more insecure and 
unstable, reliant as it is on po liti cal relationships rather than being en-
coded in a set of predictable rules and procedures.40

The public- versus- private- sector premium comparisons may actually 
understate how effective public- sector  unions are in shaping wage pat-
terns within the government sector. Labor  unions often support mea-
sures to lower the  union wage premium, if those mea sures raise the 
wages of nonunion workers to approximate  union pay rates. For ex-
ample,  unions have repeatedly lobbied states and the federal govern-
ment fi rst to establish and then to raise minimum wages across the 
country.41 And in countries with strong labor movements, the wage 
gains achieved by collective bargaining often extend well beyond the 
class of  unionized workers. Some of this can be attributed to threat ef-
fects: Nonunion employers worried about the potential of a  unionization 
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drive may raise wages to match  union levels in order to forestall an or-
ga niz ing campaign. Threat effects, however, are less likely to operate in 
the public sector, where the employer is the government. Typically, if a 
state government grants bargaining rights to a certain public- sector oc-
cupation, that very action signals an employer amenable to working 
with labor  unions. Yet the extension of  union wage gains to nonunion 
workers can occur in the absence of a  unionization threat. In certain 
countries where or ga nized labor has achieved substantial po liti cal and 
economic power, the higher wages earned by  union members are au-
tomatically extended to nonunion workers in similar industries and 
occupations, as I discuss in Chapter 1. These extensions lead to lower 
 union wage premiums in countries with deeply institutionalized labor 
movements.42 And or ga nized labor often fi ghts hard for these exten-
sions, hoping to increase labor’s aggregate share of total income.

Why would  unions work to extend their hard- won gains to workers 
outside the labor movement? In the United States, or ga nized labor has 
often stood as a po liti cal voice for a broad- based egalitarianism, support-
ing a range of policies that buttress the social and material well- being of 
average Americans. For example, or ga nized labor lobbied the government 
to expand Medicare during the program’s early years, and to keep the 
food stamp program solvent during the 1970s and 1980s. Referring to 
 unions’ role as an advocate for fairer employment and living conditions 
for all workers, a former secretary- treasurer of the AFL- CIO once put it: 
“We are the people’s lobby.”43 But there are more self- interested reasons 
for such stances as well. Growing  union- nonunion wage differentials, all 
 else equal, raise the operating costs of  union fi rms, reducing their com-
petitiveness. As a result,  union workers could lose their jobs. Moreover, 
the establishment of an industry- wide wage base provides  unions with a 
fl oor from which to bargain during the next round of negotiations.

Whether operating from an egalitarian spirit or naked self- interest, 
public- sector  unions may be successful in extending their gains to oth-
erwise similar workers. In the context of the contemporary United 
States, with decentralized bargaining and a greatly weakened labor move-
ment, “pattern” bargaining of this type is now nearly non ex is tent in 
the private sector. As a result, the  union wage premiums for private- 
sector workers give us a relatively accurate picture of how  unions af-
fect wages in the private sector. But pattern bargaining practices may 
exist in the public sector, where  unions have managed to keep approxi-
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mately a third of the workforce or ga nized for de cades now. Especially 
in those states with exceptionally high public- sector  unionization rates— 
states like New York—union- negotiated wages may be pacesetters for 
nonunion contracts. Thus in those high  union locales a reduced pre-
mium in the public sector may indicate  union strength, not weakness.

How does one test for these possible  union effects on nonunion 
wages? There is no straightforward path to follow, but one strategy is to 
focus on a few sets of targeted wage comparisons. The fi rst is a cross- 
sector comparison between similar workers in the same states. Take 
New York, for example, where over two- thirds of the public- sector 
workforce is  unionized. If public- sector  unions are able to deliver wage 
benefi ts to their members and to others working for state and local gov-
ernments, then you might expect the wages of government employees 
to match or exceed the wages of their private- sector counterparts. For 
this comparison to be meaningful, one must compare wages of private- 
and public- sector workers with similar demographic profi les, education 
levels, and years of experience in the labor force. The second compari-
son focuses solely on the wages of public- sector workers, and exploits 
differences among states in public- sector  unionization rates. The states 
used for the comparison must be chosen with caution, given all the ways 
in which state- level factors infl uence wage rates. The goal is to compare 
the wages of public- sector workers— union and nonunion— in a state with 
a high public- sector  unionization rate to the wages of public- sector 
workers— again,  union and nonunion— in a similar state that lacks a 
large public- sector  union presence.

What makes this second comparison especially diffi cult is that, as 
Figure 2.1 reveals, public- sector  unionization rates tend be strongly 
patterned by region. The goal  here is to compare the wages of workers 
in the same region, given large regional differences in wage rates. 
Pennsylvania and Mary land are adjoining states, with their largest cit-
ies separated by less than one hundred miles. Yet since the early 1980s, 
 unionization rates among state and local workers in Pennsylvania are 
nearly 40 percent higher than in Mary land. Given this difference, it 
may be that public- sector  unions are more effective in raising non-
union wages in Pennsylvania compared to its southern neighbor.

These two sets of comparisons round out the investigation of the 
wage benefi ts of public- sector  unionization. The aim is to determine 
whether the comparatively low  union wage premiums established 
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previously mask the ability of public- sector  unions to shape wages 
among  union and nonunion workers.44 Table 2.2 presents the results 
from this investigation. I examine two types of workers in California 
and New York, two large states with above- average public- sector 
 unionization rates. The fi rst comparison focuses on the predicted wages 
for full- time, white female workers in California with a high school di-
ploma and at least ten years of potential labor market experience.45 The 
average weekly wage for a  unionized private- sector worker fi tting this 
profi le is $827. Her nonunion counterparts average $685 a week, nearly 
equivalent to what similar nonunion workers in the public sector earn. 
Yet the  unionized private- sector worker’s weekly wage is over $50 
higher than that of the  unionized public- sector worker. Thus this par tic-
u lar comparison shows reduced  union wage premiums in the public 
sector, and substantially higher  union wages in the private sector.

Let’s examine the next wage profi le.  Here we are focusing on the 
weekly wages of male workers with a high school diploma and average 
potential experience levels of at least two de cades. These workers live in 
New York. Similar to the prior comparison, we see larger  union- nonunion 
differentials among private- sector workers, and substantially higher 
wages for  unionized private- sector workers compared to those in the 
public sector. As for those public- sector workers who do not belong to a 
 union, their wages lag those of nonunion private- sector workers.

These comparisons provide indirect evidence that strong public- 
sector  unions in the United States do not appear to raise the wages of 
nonunion government employees, at least not enough to surpass the 

Table 2.2  Wage predictions, full- time white workers with a high school diploma

Public Private

California female, 10+ years experience
 Union $776 $827
Nonunion $686 $685

New York male, 20+ years experience
 Union $979 $1,060
Nonunion $841 $878

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from the CPS- MORG fi les, 1983– 2009.
Note: Sample restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages 16 to 64.
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wages of similar types of nonunion workers in the private sector. I 
chose the demographic pairings for these comparisons with the twin 
goals of providing information on a diverse set of workers while main-
taining sample sizes suffi ciently large for reliable estimates. Examina-
tions of other possible pairings result in a similar pattern: Public- sector 
 unions’ ability to raise nonunion wages above and beyond their private- 
sector counterparts appears quite limited.

The fi nal wage analysis focuses on public- sector workers only, except 
now I am comparing the wages of workers in Mary land to those in Penn-
sylvania. The hypothesis  here is that if public- sector  unions raise the 
wages of nonunion public- sector workers substantially, then nonunion 
workers in Pennsylvania— with its higher public- sector  unionization 
rate— will outearn nonunion, public- sector workers in Mary land.  Here 
we again compare wages of male high school graduates with substantial 
labor market experience who work full time for the state or local govern-
ment. In Pennsylvania, these nonunion workers average $731 a week. In 
Mary land, similar nonunion workers average over $100 more. The sec-
ond comparison is between highly educated African American female 
workers with at least two de cades of potential labor market experience 
who work for the government but do not belong to a  union. Once again, 
those in Mary land earn more than their northern neighbors.

What are we to make of these results? First, I should emphasize the 
need to treat them with caution. While I match workers according to 
demographics, education, and potential experience, a range of other 
work- related differences could explain some of the wage discrepancies 
on display. Small sample sizes prevent me from disaggregating further 
to compare workers with even more similar profi les. That said, I believe 
they do challenge the notion that the smaller  union- nonunion wage 
differentials we have seen in the public sector stem from government 
 unions’ abilities to raise wages for all public- sector employees. The evi-
dence instead suggests that the smaller wage gains public- sector  unions 
deliver for their members are just that— smaller, and not due to sub-
stantial spillover to nonunion workers.

Of course, wages are not the only issue that concern labor  unions. 
 Unions have long played a leading role in expanding health insurance, 
pensions, and other benefi ts to wage earners in the United States and 
beyond. And much of the controversy surrounding public- sector bargain-
ing in recent years relates to the nonwage benefi ts  unions have secured. 
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The inability of public- sector  unions to deliver wages commensurate 
with those we see in the private sector needs to be compared to how well 
they deliver on benefi t packages. We will focus on this  issue next.

Benefi ts

In May 2011, a group of labor  unions representing public- and private- 
sector workers in Illinois committed a million dollars to an ad cam-
paign aimed at stopping lawmakers in the state from slashing their 
benefi t packages.46 Attempts to rein in  union contracts are a perennial 
feature of po liti cal disputes in the United States, as the discussions of 
Wisconsin, Ohio, and other states earlier in the chapter make clear. 
What made the situation in Illinois unique is that the ad campaign’s 
primary target was not Republican state leaders. In Illinois in 2011, 
there  were no Republican state leaders. Control of the  House, Senate, 
and governor’s seat rested with Demo crats. The  unions’ media blitz at-
tacked Demo cratic offi ceholders for their attempts to increase employee 
contributions to health care and pensions among state workers. The 
battle in Illinois highlights an important development in public- sector 
bargaining: In recent years, fi ghts over benefi t cuts have truly been 
bipartisan affairs.  Unions on the defensive have sued over a dozen 
states to force them to honor their contractual obligations and pay out 
promised benefi ts. These include Republican strongholds as well as 
traditionally Demo cratic states like Massachusetts. And the battle in 
Illinois and elsewhere has illuminated an important success of many 
public- sector  unions. Benefi t packages among government employees 
are often quite substantial, making them an obvious target during eco-
nomic downturns.

How successful have public- sector  unions been in delivering robust 
benefi ts to their members compared to or ga nized labor in the private 
sector? Two major components of fringe benefi ts— health insurance 
and pensions— are particularly germane to this discussion. I begin with 
an investigation into  unions and health insurance provision.

 Unions in the United States have long fought for an expansion of 
health insurance to workers. In the post– New Deal years,  unions in-
vested heavily in lobbying for national health care coverage for all 
Americans. The defeat of these efforts focused many  unions’ attention 
on securing health insurance coverage for their own members through 
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collective bargaining with employers. During World War II many em-
ployers, constrained by war time wage controls, offered health care 
coverage as a recruitment tool to lure workers in a tight labor market. 
 Unions eagerly added these plans to contract negotiations, bargaining 
to extend their reach and to decrease employees’ share of total costs. 
Early investigations of  union effects on employer- provided health 
insurance— research largely focused on the private sector— found 
that  unions had a sizable impact on health insurance coverage.47 For 
example, in their classic 1984 work on  unions, What Do  Unions Do?, 
labor economists Richard Freeman and James Medoff found that 
 unionized employees  were more likely to be covered by employer- 
provided health plans, and that the employers contributed a greater 
share to health care premium costs in  union fi rms compared to non-
union ones.48 Recent work corroborates this general pattern, whether 
using surveys of employers or of employees.49 And this work contin-
ues the tradition by decomposing various aspects of employer- provided 
health care insurance, looking at whether the insurance is offered by 
the employer, the scope of eligibility, who enrolls, and what the total 
coverage rate is for employees at establishments where health insur-
ance is provided.

For example, in their investigation of  union effects on health insur-
ance provision, the economists Thomas Buchmueller, John DiNardo, 
and Robert Valletta found that deunionization explained about a third 
of the decline in employer- provided health insurance coverage in the 
United States between 1983 and 1997.50 The coverage rate takes into 
account whether or not the fi rm offers health insurance, and if it does, 
to whom, and whether those workers offered insurance enroll in the 
employer’s plan. The mea sure then is the product of three rates: the of-
fer rate, the eligibility rate (which mea sures the percentage of employ-
ees offered insurance), and the take- up rate (which mea sures the rate 
at which employees who are offered insurance enroll or “take up” the 
offer). The take- up rate can be seen as a proxy of the insurance plan’s 
quality. A high take- up rate likely indicates a high- quality plan, such as 
one that covers a wide range of treatments or medical conditions and 
does so at a low relative cost to the employee.

Decomposing health care coverage in this matter is important for at 
least two reasons. First, it highlights various dimensions of health insur-
ance provision, and how fi rms’ relative generosity on one dimension 
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may correspond with stinginess on another. A fi rm may offer health 
insurance to most of its employees, and therefore have a high offer and 
eligibility rate. But if few of those eligible for employer- provided insur-
ance actually enroll in the plan, the fi rm’s coverage rate will be low. 
Conversely, a fi rm may offer a robust benefi t package to just a select few 
employees, resulting in a high take- up rate, but a low rate of eligibility. 
The quality of employer- provided health insurance plans varies widely, 
as does the fraction of costs borne by the employer. For example, the 
retail giants Costco and Walmart both offer health insurance to some 
of their employees. Costco covers a much higher percentage of pre-
mium costs than Walmart, and does so for a larger fraction of its work-
force, since the waiting period for new part- time employees to enroll in 
Costco’s insurance plan is much shorter than at its rival.51 As a result, 
Costco’s eligibility and take- up rate is higher than Walmart’s. Just re-
cently, Walmart announced that part- time workers who average less 
than twenty- four hours a week are ineligible for any of the fi rm’s in-
surance plans, restricting eligibility even further.52

Second,  union effects on the various dimensions of employer health 
insurance may vary between the public and private sectors. The econo-
mists Henry Farber and Helen Levy found that employer- provided 
health care coverage is much more widespread in the public sector than 
the private sector.53 Is this due to the greater or ga ni za tion rates among 
government workers? And along what dimension or dimensions of 
health insurance provision does the coverage disparity emerge? Private- 
sector  unions may be most infl uential in getting fi rms to offer health 
insurance in the fi rst place. In the public sector,  unions may be more 
successful at expanding eligibility. Past research has found that  unionized 
employees in the private sector are between 3 and 6 percentage points 
more likely to “take up” their employer- offered plan than nonunion 
workers, once the employees’ fi rm size is taken into account.54 How 
public- sector  unions score on this crucial dimension of health insur-
ance provision remains unexamined.

In fact, much of what public- sector  unions do to secure quality health 
care coverage for their members remains unexamined. The research on 
the topic either focuses exclusively on private- sector workers and fi rms, 
or uses data with both sectors combined, obscuring any sectoral differ-
ences. What we do know is that politicians are quite eager to rein in 
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spending by cutting  union- negotiated health plans among government 
employees. How extensive are these plans? And how does their rate of 
take- up and overall coverage compare to what we see in the private 
sector?

Two main sources of data are available to answer these questions.55 
The fi rst is the CPS’s Benefi ts Supplements surveys conducted in 1988, 
1993, 1995, 1997, and 1999.56 The second source of data is the CPS- 
March series from 1988 to 2009. I extend past research on the topic by 
separating out sectoral differences in  unionization effects on the vari-
ous dimensions of employer- provided health insurance, relying on the 
periodic CPS Benefi ts Supplements. Figure 2.5 presents the results of 
this analysis. In the fi gure I report the rates at which respondents work 
at fi rms that offer health insurance, the eligibility rates among those 
offered insurance, the take- up rates among the eligible, and fi nally the 
overall coverage rate. The series averages the results from the fi ve years 
in which  unionization and health care mea sures are included in the 
same survey and asked of the same set of respondents.

As shown, offer rates run very high among  union members in both 
sectors, and are nearly universal among public- sector  union members. 
If you are a public- sector worker who belongs to a  union, it is almost 
certain that your employer offers health insurance to at least some of 
the employees at your work site. In the private sector, differences in of-
fer rates between  union and nonunion workers are substantial, averag-
ing 15 percentage points across 1988 to 1999. Differences in offer rates 
are much smaller among government employees as government- sector 
employers offer health insurance at high rates for  union and nonunion 
workers.

Thus private- sector  unions seem especially effective at getting em-
ployers to offer health insurance in the fi rst place. Where public- 
sector  unions seem most effective is in expanding eligibility. The 
 union- nonunion difference in eligibility in the public sector is 11 per-
centage points, a difference about twice as high as found in the private 
sector. So whereas nearly all employers in the public sector offer health 
insurance to at least some of their workers, public- sector  unions appear 
effective at expanding the class of workers eligible for health care. In 
the private sector, if your employer offers health insurance, you are 
likely to be eligible for the plan, whether you belong to a  union or not. 
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Figure 2.5.   Union/nonunion differences in health insurance provision, 
1988– 1999. Note: Sample restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages 

sixteen to sixty- four. Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from CPS Benefi t 

Supplements, various years.
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The eligibility rates for nonunion private- sector workers exceed those 
found among nonunion government workers for every year examined.

What about the proxy for insurance quality and cost— the take- up 
rate?  Here too the  union- nonunion difference is much higher in the 
private sector. What explains this sectoral discrepancy? Take- up rates 
among public- sector nonunion workers are quite high, nearing 90 
percent in most years. Based on these numbers alone, it appears that 
 unions exert a stronger effect on plan quality and cost in the private 
sector. In the public sector, if you are eligible for a health insurance 
plan, you are more likely to take it— union or not— suggestive of higher- 
quality and less expensive plans.

The coverage rate captures the overall  union effect on health insur-
ance provision in the workplace. Figure 2.5 indicates that  unions may 
play a large role in expanding employer- provided health insurance to 
workers, especially in the private sector. Between 1988 and 1999 less 
than 60 percent of nonunion private- sector workers received health 
insurance from their employer, compared to 85 percent of  unionized 
workers. Public- sector differentials are not as sizable, but they are still 
substantial: 73 percent of nonunion government workers received 
employer- provided health insurance. Among  unionized workers, nine 
in ten did— an exceptionally high rate of health insurance provision.

I emphasize that  unions may play a large role in health care provi-
sion because the results displayed in Figure 2.5 fail to adjust for many 
of the factors besides  union membership found to infl uence the provi-
sion of employer- provided health insurance. Take establishment size: 
Past research suggests that employer- provided health insurance plans 
are much more widespread in larger fi rms.57  Unionization, too, is con-
centrated in fi rms with large workforces. Thus what appears to be a 
strong role for  unions in increasing health insurance coverage rates for 
their members may simply refl ect the fact that large fi rms are more 
likely to offer health insurance plans, and large fi rms are more likely to 
be  unionized. To test whether the raw differentials revealed in the fi g-
ure hold up to comparisons between similar types of workers in similar 
occupations, industries, and fi rms, I estimated a range of adjusted rates 
for all four dimensions of the health insurance provision pro cess. For 
brevity’s sake I present only two: take- up and overall coverage rates.58 I 
restrict the analysis  here to the April 1993 supplement, as two key 
controls— fi rm size, and tenure at one’s fi rm— overlap only in that year.
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Figure 2.6 displays the raw differences in take- up and health insur-
ance coverage between  union and nonunion workers, and then displays 
the differences adjusted for the infl uence of potentially confounding 
factors such as fi rm size. Two fi ndings are especially notable. First, 
among public- sector workers, the  union effect on both insurance take-
 up and coverage remains relatively similar whether we look at a simple 
cross- tabulation (the raw difference) or the adjustment that controls for 
a host of factors found to infl uence health insurance take- up and cov-
erage. That is, adjusting for fi rm size, tenure at the fi rm, and other de-
mographic, economic, and geo graph i cal characteristics has no impact 

Union–nonunion percentage difference

Union–nonunion percentage difference

Take-up

Coverage
Adjusted difference
Raw difference

Public sector

0 10 20 30 40 50

Take-up

Coverage

Private sector

0 10 20 30 40 50

Figure 2.6.  Health insurance coverage and take- up,  union and nonunion 
workers, 1993. Note: Sample restricted to employed salary and wage earners, ages 

sixteen to sixty- four. Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from the CPS Benefi t 

Supplement, 1993.
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on the  union/nonunion difference in take- up rates.  Unionized public- 
sector workers have a take- up rate nearly 5 percentage points higher 
than nonunion workers. The adjustment reduces the coverage rate, but 
only slightly. Even after controlling for all the different factors that af-
fect employer- provided health insurance coverage,  union members have 
a 14- point advantage over nonunion government employees.

What about the private sector?  Here we see that the adjustments make 
a large difference. The  union effect on insurance take- up is nearly 
halved, while the effect on the overall coverage rate is 60 percent less 
than the raw difference indicates. An examination of the underlying 
model reveals that fi rm size and fi rm tenure are key predictors of health 
insurance coverage in the private sector, and help to explain why the 
adjusted differences are so much lower than the cross- tabulations. Once 
these factors are accounted for, the  union effects are marginally larger 
in the public sector than the private sector.

While the focus on the CPS benefi t supplements suggests that— in 
1993 anyway—public- sector  unions  were slightly more effective than 
private- sector  unions at increasing the take- up and overall coverage rates 
for their members, the CPS- March data sets allow us to see if this advan-
tage holds when examining the premium costs of employer- provided 
health insurance. And the CPS- March helps expand the investigation 
beyond 1993. For the fi nal health care analysis, I tease out factors that 
determine whether an employer pays for all or only some of its employ-
ees’ health insurance premiums. This examination is limited to those 
workers enrolled in their employer’s health care plan, and limited to 
the roughly two de cades between 1988 and 2009.59

Table 2.3 presents the results from this investigation. What I do  here 
is analyze the relative impact of a range of predictors— including  union 
membership— on whether respondents pay nothing or pay a portion of 
their employer- provided health care premiums. Based on the results, I 
then predict the percent of respondents who report paying no premium 
costs.60 So, for example, as we see in the fi rst row of the public- sector 
column, the probability that a  union member’s employer pays for all of 
the member’s health care costs is 2.9 points higher than it is for an oth-
erwise similar nonmember. We can describe the  union effect, then, as 
about 3 percentage points. Keep in mind that these are model predic-

tions, not actual distributions of who pays for some versus none of his or 
her health insurance premiums. The goal  here is to isolate the effect of 
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62 What Unions No Longer Do

key predictors like  unionization while controlling for other infl uencing 
factors.

How does the  union effect compare to other key determinants of 
health insurance costs? Table 2.3 also shows the effects of two other 
factors: year and income. The rising costs of health care— and employ-
ers’ response to the increases— are evidenced by the temporal effect. 
Over the de cades covered by this analysis, fi rms became much less likely 
to cover their workers’ entire insurance expenses. For example, in the 
public sector, fi rms’ likelihood of covering all premium costs was 20 
points higher in 1988 than in 2009. We can describe the public- sector 
temporal effect, then, as roughly seven times as large as the public- 
sector  union effect. Income levels, on the other hand, show no relation-
ship to health care costs, at least among those employees lucky enough 
to be enrolled in their employer’s insurance plan.

Private- sector comparisons are displayed in the right- hand column 
of the table. We know from the prior analyses that public- sector  unions 
appear slightly more effective at increasing employees’ take- up and over-
all coverage rates. But  here we see that for those workers already cov-
ered by their employer’s plan, private- sector  unions have a much larger 
effect than  unions representing government workers at eliminating 
premium costs for their members.  Union members enrolled in employer- 
provided health insurance have a 17- point advantage over nonmem-
bers when it comes to avoiding health insurance premium costs.61 
 Indeed, all the effects presented in the table appear larger for private- 
sector employees, and none more so than the year under examination. 
In 2009, the probability that a private- sector fi rm covered all of the 

Table 2.3   Differences in the probability that employer pays for health care, 
1988– 2009

Percentage- point difference

Public sector Private sector

1.  Union vs. nonunion 2.9 17.1
2. 1988 vs. 2009 19.9 24.6
3. 25th vs. 75th income percentile 0.0 −1.5

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from CPS- March series.
Note: Sample restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages 16 to 64.
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health insurance costs of its workers was a full 25 percentage points 
lower than in 1988, indicative of recent employer efforts to shift rising 
health care costs onto their employees.

0 0 0

I have bigger issues than who sues me. Get in line.

—New Jersey governor Chris Christie62

So proclaimed New Jersey’s chief executive in early 2011. Governor 
Christie was responding to threats from public- sector  unions to sue the 
state over what the  unions viewed as his abrogation of pension agree-
ments. If there is any labor- related issue more divisive among state leg-
islators and governors in capitals across the country than state- employee 
health care costs, it is pension obligations owed to state and local workers. 
 Unions— public and private— have long bargained for employer- provided 
retirement packages. What remains unclear is whether  unions repre-
senting private- or public- sector workers are more infl uential in ob-
taining these plans. I provide the fi rst investigation into this issue, 
again relying on the CPS- March series.

The pension- related questions in the CPS are much less detailed than 
those pertaining to employer- provided health insurance, limiting my 
focus simply to whether the worker receives a pension from his or her 
employer. This ignores other critical factors, such as the worker’s share 
of contribution to the pension, and whether the pension is a defi ned 
benefi t plan or a defi ned contribution plan. But the analysis does pro-
vide a broad understanding of where  unions are most infl uential in 
negotiating an employer- provided plan in the fi rst place.

I show the results of this investigation in Table 2.4.63 The results in-
dicate large effects for  unions in both sectors— but a much larger one in 
the private sector. Among private- sector  union members, the probabil-
ity of receiving an employer- provided pension is 21 points higher than 
it is for nonmembers. In the public sector, the  union advantage is roughly 
half as large. Firm size again has a strong effect on pension provision, 
as does the respondent’s income. Earners in the 75th percentile of the 
wage distribution are much more likely to receive a pension on their 
job than those in the bottom quartile.
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64 What Unions No Longer Do

What those results mask, however, is the overall rates of pension 
provision among government workers. Part of the smaller  union effect 
in the public sector may be due to the higher general rate of pension 
provision. And indeed analyses of the underlying data bear this out. In 
the public sector, 88 percent of workers receive a pension from their 
workplace, compared to just 63 percent of private- sector workers.

Who Is Represented in the Public Sector?

The wage benefi ts of  union membership and the  union infl uence on 
health insurance cost- sharing and pension provision are smaller for 
 unionized government workers compared to private- sector  union mem-
bers. On the other hand,  unions representing public- sector workers 
seem to have a larger impact than those representing private- sector 
workers on health insurance take- up and coverage, after accounting for 
other key factors infl uencing those dimensions of health care, such as 
fi rm size. What is left to explore is the characteristics of those who actu-
ally benefi t from these  union efforts. That is, what is the composition of 
 union members in the private and public sectors in today’s labor force? 
We know that the labor movement in the United States is now predomi-
nantly a public- sector phenomenon. What we need to fi nd out is what 
this means in terms of who gets represented. We will focus on one year 
in particular— 2009, one of the fi rst in which the total number of public- 
sector  union members outnumbered those in the private sector.

Table 2.4   Differences in the probability of enrollment in an employer- provided 
pension plan, 1988– 2009

Percentage- point difference

Public sector Private sector

1.  Union vs. nonunion 11.0 20.7
2. Firm size < 25 vs. 1,000+ −10.8 −37.0
3. 1988 vs. 2009 5.5 0.9
4. 25th vs. 75th income percentile −12.0 −22.4

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from CPS- March fi les.
Note: Sample restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages 16 to 64.
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Other research on this topic has revealed some critical sectoral dif-
ferences in  union memberships. For example, Blanchfl ower’s investiga-
tion into what predicts whether a worker will belong to a  union fi nds 
that education has a negative effect on private- sector repre sen ta tion, 
and a positive effect in the public sector.64 That is, highly educated 
workers are less likely to belong to a  union in the private sector, and 
more likely in the public sector, after accounting for other important 
factors that pattern  union memberships in the United States.

Table 2.5 presents public- and private- sector  union memberships bro-
ken down by key characteristics such as race, gender, education, and 
income level. The fi rst notable divergence is the stark differences in 
overall  unionization rates. The public- sector rate in 2009 was fully 32 
percentage points higher than the private- sector rate.65 Racial and eth-
nic differences between  union members and nonmembers in either sec-
tor are quite small. Not so when it comes to sex:  Here we see that 
 two- thirds of private- sector members are male, compared with slightly 

Table 2.5  Composition of the  union and nonunion workforce by sector, 2009

Public sector
40%  union

Private sector
8%  union

 Union Nonunion  Union Nonunion

% Full time 91.9 82.5 86.6 79.6
% Male 43.2 41.2 66.3 51.7
% Married 70.0 63.8 63.5 57.0

% White 74.0 71.8 68.4 68.4
% Black 10.6 12.6 10.9 9.1
% Hispanic 10.1 9.8 14.5 16.2
% Other 5.3 5.8 6.3 6.3

% HS dropouts 2.0 4.0 9.1 11.7
% HS grads 17.0 19.7 37.0 28.1
% Some college 26.2 27.7 33.6 30.8
% 4 years or more 55.1 48.8 20.3 29.4

Median weekly earnings $928 $677 $812 $558

Mean age 44 42 42 38

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
Note: Sample restricted to employed wage and salary workers, ages 16 to 64.
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66 What Unions No Longer Do

over half of private- sector nonmembers and well under half of public- 
sector workers,  union and nonunion. The concentration of or ga nized 
labor in the public sector means the increasing repre sen ta tion of female 
workers relative to males.

There are similarly stark inter- sectoral differences by education. 
Slightly over half of all private- sector  union members in 2009 had at 
least some college experience. But that means that nearly half had only 
a high school diploma or less. Compare that to  union members in the 
public sector, where over four in fi ve members had some college experi-
ence. Replicating Blanchfl ower’s 2006  unionization model with 2009 
data fi nds that private- sector workers with four years or more of college 
 were signifi cantly less likely to belong to a  union than workers with 
just a high school diploma.66 Among public- sector workers, the oppo-
site was true. Thus the increasing proportion of  unionists in the public 
sector is disequalizing in terms of education. It is disequalizing in terms 
of income as well: Both  union members and nonmembers in the public 
sector outearn their private- sector counterparts. As  unions concentrate 
in the public sector, their historical role representing those with com-
paratively low education and income levels is reduced.

Where does this leave our analysis of public- sector  unions? We know 
that public- sector workers,  union and nonunion, are more affl uent and 
highly educated than those in the private sector. They are also more 
likely to be women. We learned earlier that public- sector  unions are 
less effective at delivering wage gains and at negotiating pension cover-
age for their members. Public- sector  unions, on the other hand, are 
marginally more effective at boosting take- up and overall health insur-
ance coverage rates, although the sector differences  here are not dra-
matic, as evidenced by Figure 2.5. In general, the infl uence of public- 
sector  unions on the working conditions of their members appears less 
substantial than in the private sector. And thus what  unions do in the 
public sector differs from their roles in the private sector. Whom they 
represent differs as well.

We have also learned that the prospect for  union growth in the pub-
lic sector appears limited, both because of huge state- level variation in 
public- sector bargaining laws, and because of the dramatic stability in 
the public sector’s share of overall employment. More recently we have 
witnessed a concerted assault on the very ability of public employees to 
bargain collectively. Thus it is quite unlikely that a rapid expansion in 
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public- sector  unionism is around the corner. Much more likely is fur-
ther contraction. That leaves the private sector, in which over four- 
fi fths of all Americans are employed. We have already learned that 
private- sector  union wage premiums remain substantial, along with 
 unions’ abilities to deliver retirement and health packages for their 
members. In the next chapter, we will continue this focus on the pri-
vate sector and investigate what the dramatic decline of or ga nized la-
bor in the private sector means for wages and in e qual ity in modern 
America.
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Wages and In e qual ity

0 Chapter 2 examined the implications of a labor movement in-
creasingly dominated by its public- sector members. But despite 

dramatic reductions in  union rolls, many private- sector American 
workers remain or ga nized. After all, a 7 percent or ga ni za tion rate in an 
economy with over one hundred million private- sector workers trans-
lates to millions of  unionized individuals.1 Similar to de cades past, the 
remaining pockets of the private sector that are or ga nized tend to be 
concentrated in par tic u lar industries in par tic u lar areas. Research has 
found that nonunion workers in these heavily  unionized sectors often 
benefi t from a strong  union presence.2 In this chapter I focus on what 
private- sector  unions continue to do for their remaining members, and 
for unor ga nized workers in labor markets where  unions retain a pres-
ence. I end the chapter by situating  union decline and  unions’ impact 
on worker pay within broader trends in wages and in e qual ity patterns 
in the private sector as a  whole.

 Union Members

In early 2008, the domestic auto industry in the United States almost 
collapsed. A huge government loan helped salvage Chrysler and Gen-
eral Motors. The conditions attached to federal funds called for a radical 
restructuring of the companies’ labor contracts. Ford managed to stay 
afl oat without a federal bailout, but only after securing steep cuts in 
wages and benefi ts from its workforce. The concessions sought by poli-
cymakers and employers alike aimed to align the American autowork-
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ers’ contracts with those offered by foreign auto companies operating 
plants in the United States. The United Auto Workers (UAW) fought to 
delay the most painful changes, but ultimately recognized its terrible 
bargaining position. For  union workers at Chrysler and GM, intransi-
gence would jeopardize the federal bailout, risking the implosion of the 
companies, and precipitating massive layoffs of thousands of  union 
members. For  union workers at Ford, holding fast to the existing con-
tract might necessitate a federal bailout, exactly what the company and 
 union hoped to avoid. Thus, during the height of the negotiations, the 
UAW issued a statement supporting the need to move its contracts to-
ward those of companies like Toyota and Hyundai, agreeing that “any 
restructuring plan should ensure that the wages and benefi ts of the 
domestic automakers should be competitive with those paid by the for-
eign transplants.”3

Yet moving  union contracts toward those offered by the foreign trans-
plants risked undermining a key basis for the  union itself. The foreign 
manufacturers operating in the United States are nonunion, and offer 
lower wages and leaner benefi t packages as a result. Not only that: their 
operations are concentrated in the South, where wage rates— union or 
not— tend to be low. Nonetheless, the agreements negotiated in 2008 
and 2009 included early buyouts of many older autoworkers, the freez-
ing of cost- of- living adjustments (COLAs), and the introduction of a 
two- tiered wage system in which new hires would be offered as little as 
$14 an hour, half of what more se nior workers earned. These adjust-
ments helped lower the labor cost differentials between the “Big Three” 
and foreign manufacturers, and helped rescue the domestic auto 
industry.

Three years later the UAW and the auto companies returned to the 
bargaining table under much different fi nancial circumstances. The fi rms 
 were profi table again and rapidly expanding their product lines. And 
still management wanted cost differentials narrowed between their 
contracts and those of their nonunion competitors. Spokespersons for 
Ford argued that “we cannot continue to have a cost gap with the com-
petition.”4 The UAW, on the other hand, wanted to claw back its prior 
concessions, since, after all, a “cost gap with the competition” is one of the 
reasons an autoworker may prefer  union over nonunion employment.

Today, the nonunion foreign manufacturers set contract standards 
for the rest of the industry.5 For example, in recent years Ford has used 
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Toyota’s contract with its factory workers in Georgetown, Kentucky, as 
a benchmark in negotiations. It used to be the reverse. Walter Reuther, 
legendary leader of the UAW during the  union’s heyday in the mid- 
twentieth century, once remarked that his  union was “the vanguard in 
America,” composed of “the architects of the future.”6 He had right to 
be boastful. The contracts Reuther negotiated with auto manufacturers, 
including 1950’s “Treaty of Detroit,” provided automatic annual COLAs 
alongside bonuses stemming from increases in productivity, as well as 
generous pension packages. These contracts set the industry standard 
and served as a broader benchmark for  union negotiations in various 
industries seeking to capitalize on the postwar economic boom. Dis-
ruptive strikes by restive autoworkers laid the groundwork for the 
generous contracts Reuther and others  were able to deliver. In contrast, 
recent contracts with GM and Chrysler included no- strike pledges.

If these developments in auto manufacturing are any indication, 
 union fi rms increasingly look to their nonunion competitors as the 
“vanguard” to follow. This reversal raises fundamental questions about 
 unions’ ability to raise wages for their members. Raising members’ 
wages is and always has been a core priority for or ga nized labor.  Union 
leaders rarely want wage differentials between  union and nonunion 
establishments to get out of control, as excessive premiums place or ga-
nized establishments at a competitive disadvantage.  Union workers are 
also unlikely to support outsized wage premiums that could endanger 
their job security. What  unions desire— and often work to implement 
where and when possible— is to “take wages out of competition.” Tak-
ing wages out of competition in a par tic u lar industry entails establish-
ing a fi rm wage fl oor so that rival fi rms won’t compete by undercutting 
the prevailing wage levels. Instead, competition between fi rms is based 
on innovation and other non- wage factors. The  unionized fi rms in the 
industry may pay higher wages than the fl oor, but not high enough to 
affect competitiveness.

While this scenario has proven especially diffi cult to establish and 
maintain in the fractured, decentralized collective bargaining environ-
ment in the United States, it once prevailed in industries like automo-
tives. In the early 1970s, nearly three- quarters of all nonmanagerial 
autoworkers  were or ga nized.7 Wage differentials between the  unionized 
workforce and the small fraction of autoworkers that remained non-
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union averaged about 13 percent back then— substantial, to be sure, 
but not nearly as large as the overall  union wage premium in the pri-
vate sector.  Unionized establishments in the auto sector remained com-
petitive for at least three reasons: First, the industry was so heavily 
 or ga nized that there simply  weren’t many nonunion establishments to 
compete against. Second, the  union- nonunion pay differential  wasn’t 
so great as to place  unionized plants at a competitive disadvantage. While 
 union members outearned nonunion autoworkers, the wage fl oors es-
tablished in the industry prevented much undercutting on labor costs. 
Indeed, the average weekly wage for nonunion autoworkers in the 
1970s was about $110 more per week than during the fi rst de cade of 
this century. And fi nally, import penetration and the related establish-
ment of foreign manufacturers’ U.S.- based plants remained small.

These conditions broke down in more recent years, as foreign auto-
makers increased their share of the U.S. market and opened plants 
across the southern United States that paid drastically lower wages 
than the Big Three. The  union- nonunion wage differentials that pre-
vailed in the industry some thirty years ago widened dramatically. Av-
erage wages among or ga nized autoworkers in recent years  were roughly 
$300 a week higher than those of unor ga nized autoworkers, a differ-
ence of over 30 percent. In some cases the cost differentials exceeded 
50 percent. For example, in Chattanooga, Tennessee, a Volkswagen plant 
that opened in 2011 offered its workers a wage and benefi t package 
worth less than half of that of a typical Ford worker.8

If unable to establish standardized wage fl oors,  unions are in the 
business of delivering for their own members. As we learned in Chap-
ter 2, across the past few de cades  union wage premiums in the private 
sector remained substantial, averaging about 25 percent over nonunion 
workers. But as shown in Figure 2.4, the  union wage premium in the 
private sector dipped slightly in recent years. It may be that as  union 
strength waned in the private sector, so too did the labor movement’s 
ability to secure high wages for its members. The new contracts among 
Detroit automakers certainly suggest that the  union wage premium may 
be in decline. To explore whether  unions remain effective at raising 
wages for their members, I fi rst estimate annual  union wage premiums 
for private- sector workers disaggregated by sex. The analysis largely 
 follows my strategy in Chapter 2 in which I compared  union wage 
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72 What Unions No Longer Do

 premiums in the public and private sectors. The goal again is to isolate, 
to the extent possible, the in de pen dent effect on one’s wages of belonging 
to a  union. This involves accounting for many of the other dominant 
infl uences on wage rates, including demographic factors like age, edu-
cation levels, race, and gender. And since  union penetration has al-
ways been concentrated both geo graph i cally and by industry and 
 occupation, the statistical analyses include numerous controls for in-
dustry, occupation, and where one lives.9

Figure 3.1 presents  union wage premiums by sex over time. The wage 
premium series represent the percent higher wages a  union member 
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Figure 3.1.   Union wage premiums in the private sector, 1973– 2009. Note: 
Sample restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four, with positive wages. 
Source: Author’s compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data 

for 1983– 2009 come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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receives over an otherwise similar nonmember, derived from analyses 
of annual Current Population Survey (CPS)- May and CPS- MORG 
fi les.10 Both the men’s and women’s trend lines  were roughly equiva-
lent at the beginning of the series. In 1974, for example,  unionized men 
and women in the private sector enjoyed wages 21 percent higher than 
their nonunion counterparts. By the mid- 1980s, men’s  union wage 
premiums exceeded women’s, and the gap continued to grow through 
the early years of the twenty- fi rst century.

The female series reveals a  union wage advantage that drifted down-
ward over time. After peaking in 1981, women’s  union wage premiums 
bottomed out at 15 percent in 2007. What explains this drop? A few de-
velopments seem particularly noteworthy. In the early 1970s, roughly 
half of the female  unionized workforce in the private sector was em-
ployed in manufacturing, the traditional redoubt of or ga nized labor. By 
2009, that fraction had fallen to approximately 13 percent. In more recent 
years  unionized women  were disproportionately employed in the profes-
sional ser vice industries working jobs such as health care aides, orderlies, 
or educators in private schools. Many of these occupations require a col-
lege education— the fraction of female  unionists with at least a college 
degree more than doubled over the past quarter century— and the 
 union- nonunion pay differential is smallest among the highest educated.

Men’s  union wage premiums never fell as low as women’s, and the 
dominant trend in the men’s series is stability. Despite drastic declines 
in  unionization rates over the period covered by this analysis, the wage 
advantage among  unionized men remained remarkably stable, averag-
ing 26 percent between 1973 and 2009.11 These results are surprising 
given recent de cades of membership losses and concession bargaining. 
They point to  unions’ continuing ability to maintain pay differentials 
with unor ga nized workers, at least up through 2009.12

What explains the durability of the male private- sector  union wage 
premium? First, unlike the composition of female  union members, 
most private- sector male  unionists remain employed in traditional 
blue- collar occupations like manufacturing, construction, and transpor-
tation. In construction and transportation, in par tic u lar,  union members 
outearned nonunion workers by a wide margin. Second, movements, 
or the lack thereof, in the  union wage premium depend on a number 
of factors. One of them is or ga nized labor’s impact on nonunion wage 
rates, a topic to which we now turn.
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Nonmembers

It would be acceptable to say that the activities of many 
 unions in the United States are benefi ting many nonmem-
bers; in other words,  unions are doing much good for people 
who do not pay them any dues.

—Fred K. Foulkes, 198013

Management professor Fred K. Foulkes’s survey of large nonunion 
fi rms from over three de cades ago found strong evidence that non-
union fi rms at that time often looked to their or ga nized counterparts 
for guidance in setting wage and benefi t rates. The spread of these 
 union- established scales helped raise wages for nonunion workers. It 
also helped compress the overall distribution of wages at workplaces 
 union and nonunion alike. And it likely helped keep the  union wage 
premium in check, as many nonunion fi rms sought to approximate the 
wage rates set by  unionized establishments.

 Unions’ infl uence on pay generally has two effects. First, or ga nized 
labor helps raise wages among less- educated and blue- collar workers, 
thereby narrowing the pay distance between these workers and others. 
Second, the standardized wage schedules negotiated by  unions reduce 
the spread of wages among similar groups of workers, narrowing in e-
qual ity within those similar groups. Thus we can speak of  unions’ 
between- group and within- group effects on in e qual ity. And past work 
has shown that these effects on wages and in e qual ity extend well be-
yond the ranks of the  unionized.

For example, in earlier research I examined how  union density infl u-
enced wage in e qual ity between workers and their managers. I mea sured 
the pay distance between nonprofessional, nonmanagerial workers and 
their managers in par tic u lar industries and regions. What I found was 
that pay discrepancies between workers and their managers  were lower 
in those industries and regions that had higher  unionization rates. 
What drove this dynamic was  unions’ ability to raise wages among av-
erage workers— I found no evidence that  unions reduced managerial 
pay. In fact, in those industries and regions that  were highly  unionized, 
lower- level managers tended to have comparatively higher wages. I ar-
gued that  union- negotiated wage standards reverberated up the pay 
scale. The pay boost that average workers received often precipitated 
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upward wage adjustments for those occupations directly above non-
supervisory workers. However, the wage gains for average workers 
dwarfed the positive effect of  unionization on managerial compensa-
tion, reducing in e qual ity between workers and their supervisors in those 
industries and regions where  unions remained strong.14

Managers are nonunion by defi nition, so my fi nding revealed one 
pathway through which  unions affected nonunion wages. In that 
par tic u lar case,  unions narrowed between- group in e qual ity, with the 
groups defi ned as workers and their managers. Other research has fo-
cused on  union threat effects that occur when nonunion employers 
match  union pay scales to forestall an incipient or ga niz ing drive.15 
Management professor Mathew Bidwell described how in prior de cades 
“companies  were very worried about  unions and the possibility of 
strikes. They treated their employees well so they  wouldn’t join a 
 union.”16 This treatment helped lower within- group in e qual ity since it 
resulted in higher wages for workers who might otherwise be tempted 
to  unionize.

On the other hand, standard economic theory suggests  unions may 
increase between- group in e qual ity through the disemployment effects 
of the  union wage premium. In this account, high  union wages force 
employers to lay off existing workers or reduce new hiring, increasing 
the labor supply in nonunion sectors. This increased supply exerts a 
downward pressure on wages in unor ga nized sectors, widening between- 
group in e qual ity. Empirical evidence for this dynamic is quite thin, 
however. One study of  union effects on wages in the 1970s and 1980s 
did fi nd some evidence for negative spillover (or “crowding” effects) at 
the industry level, but also found that at the city level  unions operate to 
raise the wages of nonunion workers.17 In a more recent study of the 
hospitality industry in Nevada, economist C. Jeffrey Waddoups found 
that the highly  unionized sectors in Las Vegas did not affect wage levels 
in the trade sectors, where  unionization rates are comparatively low.18 
Finally, sociologist Peter Catron’s analysis of what caused unemploy-
ment during the recent recession revealed that belonging to a labor 
 union lowered one’s probability of being laid off.19 Negative effects of 
 unions on nonunion wages through disemployment appear to be 
minimal.

In a recent investigation Bruce Western and I pointed to yet an-
other way in which nonunion workers benefi ted historically from a 
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strong labor movement. We argued that or ga nized labor in the United 
States often supported standards of “fair pay” that extended beyond 
its own membership. These efforts took various forms— ranging from 
 union leaders’ public speeches in support of greater equality, to their 
lobbying of elected offi cials for policies that would narrow wage dis-
persion, to  union participation in formal institutions such as war time 
pay boards that developed wage and price guidelines. Depending on 
their par tic u lar manifestation, we suggested that these efforts low-
ered between- and within- group in e qual ity. And our analyses indi-
cated they did, especially within- group in e qual ity. In industries and 
regions where  unions  were strong, nonunion wages  were generally 
higher, and in e qual ity among nonunion workers generally lower 
compared to areas where or ga nized labor had failed to establish a 
presence.20

But our analyses suggested that this effect on nonunion wages and 
wage dispersion had declined over time;  unions’ infl uence on broader 
pay standards appears to be waning. We have learned that  unionized 
workers continue to outearn nonunion employees. And we have learned 
that the size of the  union wage premium has held remarkably steady 
among private- sector men. But the population of  unionists has shrunk 
considerably— unions are delivering for a smaller and smaller slice of 
the working population. Thus or ga nized labor’s overall infl uence on 
labor markets increasingly depends on whether and how it affects non-
union workers’ wages. After all, a large  union wage premium means 
little if only a tiny fraction of the population receives it.

And  unions’ impact on nonunion workers’ wages has implications 
for the  union wage premium. A stable  union wage premium can result 
from either unchanging average wages among  union and nonunion 
workers or from both groups experiencing relatively comparable wage 
increases or decreases over time. During the immediate post– World 
War II de cades, the dominant trend was steadily rising wages for  union 
members and nonmembers in those labor markets where  unions had 
established a sizable presence. Or ga nized labor negotiated generous pay 
packages for its members, which many nonunion fi rms used as bench-
marks, leading to rising wages for the majority of nonprofessional, non-
managerial workers. What has been happening recently?

To answer this question I fi rst extend my prior research and analyze 
what infl uence  unions have had on nonunion wages in recent years. To 
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accomplish this I examine how the  unionization rate in a nonunion 
employee’s industry and region affects his or her wages.21 To the extent 
that  unions continue to raise wages for those not in  unions, nonunion 
workers in heavily or ga nized industries and regions should have higher 
wages than similar workers in unor ga nized labor markets. Why the 
focus on industry- region  unionization rates? Employers often look 
within regions and industries for guidance in setting wages. And 
 unionization rates along with pay scales vary signifi cantly across in-
dustries and regions. While looking within states might better capture 
local labor markets, in larger industries, especially capital- intensive in-
dustries where  unions once concentrated, pay standards stretch across 
state lines.22

Figure 3.2 presents the results of an analysis investigating how 
industry- region  unionization affects the wages of private- sector work-
ers who do not belong to a  union. The outcome variable, weekly wages, 
is in log form, and thus we can interpret a point estimate of, say, 0.44, 
as indicating that a nonunion worker in an industry-region with a 100 
percent  unionization rate has, on average, a weekly wage 55 percent 
higher than a nonunion worker in an industry- region with a 0 percent 
 unionization rate (since e.44 = 1.55). That stylized example is, of course, 
logically impossible, since the respondent is not in a  union, so no in-
dustry region is composed of all  union members. But what about an 
industry region with a 20 percent or ga ni za tion rate compared to one 
where just one in ten workers is or ga nized?  Here an estimate of 0.44 
suggests that the nonunion worker in the more heavily  unionized in-
dustry region has 5.5 percent higher wages than the one who works 
in an industry region with a 10 percent or ga ni za tion rate, given the 
10- point  unionization differential.23

For our purposes, the static point estimates are not as important as 
the trend lines.24 The trends indicate that among both men and women, 
 unions’ ability to raise wages among nonmembers declined dramati-
cally. Among men, the  union infl uence on log weekly wages for non-
members fell by over 40 percent between 1973 and 2009. Among 
women, the drop- off was just as substantial, and the magnitudes of the 
 unionization effects on nonmembers  were much smaller.

Thus while  unions in the private sector continue to raise wages for 
their own members, their ability to shape pay standards among non-
union workers has diminished. Given de cades of membership declines, 
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this diminishment likely refl ects in part the declining threat  unions 
pose to nonunion employers. With little or ga niz ing to speak of, the 
typical nonunion employer today has little incentive to match  union 
wage standards. As Bidwell summarized: “Unions are on the decline. 
It’s easy to quash them if they try to or ga nize.”25

It is also likely that declining  union rolls eroded the impact of the 
labor movement as a voice for wage equity in the labor market. In the 
past, according to labor activist Richard Yeselson,  unions could claim “a 
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Figure 3.2.   Union wage effects on nonunion workers in the private sector, 
1973– 2009. Note: Sample restricted to employed nonunion workers, ages sixteen 

to sixty- four, with positive wages. Point estimates represent the industry- region 

 unionization coeffi cient from regressions estimating log weekly wages. See the text 

and Data and Methods Appendix for further details. Source: Author’s compilations. 

Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 come from the 

CPS- MORG fi les.
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broad institutional legitimacy grounded in their ubiquitous presence 
within economics, politics, and even culture.”26 Today, acting as just 
another interest group in the po liti cal sphere, as a cultural actor whose 
voice has been muffl ed by de cades of decline, and as an institution 
without the power to establish and maintain wage- setting rules,  unions 
increasingly fi ght a rearguard battle on behalf of their own members 
only. And, as the recent turmoil in the auto industry indicates, the 
wage and benefi t standards of nonunion companies increasingly set the 
contours of this battle.

The Big Picture

The focus of the chapter so far has been on  union effects on members 
and nonmembers’ wages. What such a focus obscures, however, are 
broader wage and in e qual ity trends in the private sector. Widening the 
frame helps us contextualize the  union fi ndings. We know that the 
male  union wage premium has held steady for de cades. But this infor-
mation indicates nothing about broader developments in male wage 
levels over the period. A sizable  union effect means something differ-
ent if everyone’s wages are dropping than if all workers are enjoying 
rapid wage growth. We also know that the equalizing effect of  unions 
on nonunion wages has fallen considerably. What does that mean for 
developments in private- sector in e qual ity? Where do  unions fi t into 
the bigger picture of wage and in e qual ity trends?

Figure 3.3 plots median weekly wages in constant 2007 dollars by 
sex and  union membership for full- time workers. The goal  here is 
simply to capture what has been happening in private- sector pay as 
 union infl uence has receded. Unsurprisingly,  unionized men had 
the highest median wages over the three and a half de cades covered 
by the data. Yet the wage trajectory for  unionized males in the private 
sector was remarkably fl at. In 2009, median wages stood less than a 
percentage point higher than where they  were in the mid- 1980s. 
Among nonunion men, wage levels actually decreased relative to lev-
els in the early 1970s. This pattern helps us understand the  union 
wage premium trends we saw earlier. For men,  unions have simply 
managed to forestall the wage erosion experienced by unor ga nized 
workers. Wage growth among women has been steady, increasing by 
over a third for both  union and nonunion workers, as rising female 
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labor force participation and the successes of the women’s move-
ment helped pry open occupations that had been previously limited to 
men.

What about wider trends in in e qual ity? Figure 3.4 presents 90/10 
weekly wage ratios for men and women, again disaggregated by  union 
membership. The 90/10 ratio is a commonly used mea sure of in e qual-
ity, and represents the ratio of 90th- percentile wage earners to those in 
the 10th percentile— the higher the ratio, the greater the in e qual ity.27 
Similar to the median wage picture, the sample I use is restricted to 
full- time workers in the private sector.
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Figure 3.3.  Median weekly wages for full- time private- sector workers, 1973– 
2009. Note: Sample restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four, with 

positive wages. Source: Author’s compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the 

CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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Unlike the median wage trajectories, in e qual ity trend lines do not 
show much of a gender discrepancy. In e qual ity has increased for both 
men and women,  unionized or not. Among nonunion men, 90/10 ra-
tios have grown by over 40 percent between the early 1970s and 2009. 
Yet the rise in in e qual ity among  unionized male workers was also sub-
stantial, growing by nearly a third over the same period. Female wage 
in e qual ity increased even more, rising over 60 percent across the series. 
The rise was nearly equivalent for  unionized and nonunion women.

90
/1

0 
ra

tio
6

5

4

3

2
1973 1982 1991 2000 2009

Male
union

Female
union

Female
nonunion

Male
nonunion

Figure 3.4.  Wage in e qual ity among full- time private- sector workers, 1973– 
2009. Note: Sample restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four, with 

positive wages. Point estimates represent 90/10 weekly wage ratios. Source: Author’s 

compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 
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Many factors have contributed to wage stagnation among private- 
sector men and steady wage growth among private- sector women. 
Technological advances alongside rising competitive pressures resulting 
from globalization have de- skilled certain jobs, while the steady inte-
gration of high- paying occupations like law and medicine have boosted 
female pay in the private sector. Likewise, the rise in pay in e qual ity 
among men and women has plenty of antecedents. Researchers have 
identifi ed increasing demand for skilled labor resulting from the intro-
duction of new technologies, and changes in pay- setting practices as 
likely sources of contemporary in e qual ity trends— to name just a few. 
The decrease in  unionization is surely not the only story  here. But 
there is no doubt that the collapse of the labor movement is implicated 
in the wage and in e qual ity trends shown above. When the labor move-
ment had or ga nized over a third of the private- sector workforce, it 
stood as a cultural voice for pay equality and a po liti cal actor with in-
fl uence unsurpassed among other interest groups. This infl uence often 
materialized in pay- setting institutions that raised the wages of average 
workers— union and nonunion— while holding in e qual ity in check. 
The removal of the key countervailing power in the economy and pol-
ity had a direct impact on private- sector wage and in e qual ity levels.

Moreover, evidence points to important indirect impacts of  unions on 
wage trends. Take technological changes at the workplace— a common 
explanation for widening wage gaps and stagnant wages for low- skill 
workers. In his in- depth investigation of a plant restructuring, the soci-
ologist Roberto Fernandez found that  unions operated to temper and 
direct technological change in ways that moderated pay in e qual ity and 
limited layoffs.28 Other research found that merit- based pay was less 
common in  unionized fi rms, and merit- based pay is associated with 
higher levels of wage dispersion.29 With  unions in retreat, or ga nized 
labor’s mediating impact on major workplace transformations such as 
technological upgrades has waned, as evidenced by the growth in in e-
qual ity among  union members.

Today,  unions continue to raise wages for their own members. 
While the private- sector  union wage premium for women has fallen, it 
remains substantial. For men, the wage advantage attributable to  union 
membership has held relatively constant for a quarter century. And the 
evidence I present in Figure 3.2 suggests that  unions continue to boost 
wages for nonunion workers in heavily or ga nized industries and re-
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gions, although  unions’ infl uence has fallen considerably over time. In 
the backdrop of these trends are shrinking memberships. As Figures 3.3 
and 3.4 make clear, these increasingly constricted  union effects occur 
in a broader context of wage stagnation for private- sector men, and ris-
ing wage in e qual ity for private- sector men and women.

The long- term effects of the new contracts hammered out between 
the domestic auto manufacturers and the UAW will not be known for 
years, given how recently the restructuring occurred. In all likelihood, 
they will signifi cantly reduce the  union wage premium in the auto 
industry, but not by propping nonunion wages up, as occurred in the 
past, but by forcing  union wages down. During or ga nized labor’s hey-
day, the auto industry served as a forerunner of wider trends in the 
 nation’s economy. If that remains true, then the overall  union wage 
premium should decline as defensive  unions agree to peg labor con-
tracts to their increasingly dominant nonunion competitors.

The recent rounds of labor negotiations in the domestic auto indus-
try  were notable not only by their emphasis on concession bargaining, 
but also by what was missing. In the past, gigantic strikes paralyzed 
huge swaths of the economy, including in the auto industry, as  unions 
sought to increase their leverage at the bargaining table. In the fall of 
1958, for example, Walter Reuther’s UAW called Ford workers off their 
assembly lines to pressure management into accepting the  union’s 
 demands for increased pay, severance packages for idled workers, and 
increased unemployment insurance. On the morning of September 17, 
nearly one hundred thousand Ford employees stretching across twenty- 
four states walked off their jobs. Management settled within six hours.30

Ford’s nonmanagerial workforce today is less than half as large as it 
was back in 1958. Unlike GM and Chrysler, Ford did not enter its 2011 
round of negotiations hamstrung by a no- strike pledge. But nobody at 
Ford struck. As the next chapter makes clear, strikes rarely happen 
anymore.
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Strikes

Let me make one thing plain: I respect the right of workers 
in the private sector to strike. Indeed as president of my 
own  union I led the fi rst strike ever called by that  union.

—President Ronald Reagan, 19811

0 In the fall of 1980, leaders of the Professional Air Traffi c Control-
lers Or ga ni za tion (PATCO) drew up a list of contract demands to 

present to the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA). Membership 
was restive. During the prior de cade, even as compensation for other 
federal employees outpaced infl ation, the purchasing power for the av-
erage air traffi c controller fell. According to labor historian Joseph A. 
McCartin, President Jimmy Carter’s administration “had been disas-
trous for air traffi c controllers,” allowing real wages to decline and si-
multaneously stripping the workers of early retirement and a pop u lar 
program that granted immunity to controllers who reported violations 
to the FAA.2 After Senator Ted Kennedy’s failed effort to oust Carter 
from the top of the ticket in the Demo cratic primary battle, PATCO 
faced a po liti cal dilemma. Endorsing Carter “was impossible when his 
FAA was doing everything it could to weaken PATCO’s negotiating po-
sition” in advance of upcoming contract talks.3 That left two options: 
not endorsing anyone in the presidential contest, or throwing PAT-
CO’s support behind the former governor of California, Ronald Reagan. 
The  union went with Reagan.

After all, prior to entering politics, Reagan served as president of the 
Screen Actors Guild (SAG). And during his tenure he led his fellow ac-
tors into their fi rst strike against the Hollywood studios. Terms of the 
eventual settlement included minimum wage boosts for actors and 
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stuntmen, a retirement plan, and a health fund that Hollywood pro-
ducers initiated with a $375,000 contribution.4 During his Hollywood 
years, Reagan’s support of or ga nized labor was not all- encompassing—
like many  union leaders of his day, he regularly denounced Commu-
nist infl uence in the labor movement. Nonetheless, he was twice elected 
president of SAG, and resigned only when he began producing motion 
pictures. His support of  unions did not end with his entry into politics. 
Early in his fi rst term as governor of California, he signed an act allow-
ing for collective bargaining between local governments and their em-
ployees. During his tenure as governor, public- sector workers initiated 
over one hundred illegal strikes, and both the outcomes and tone taken 
by the governor suggested a politician willing to work with public em-
ployee  unions. As McCartin summarized: “Nearly all strike settlements 
included amnesty clauses, and in only sixteen cases  were any punitive 
actions taken against strikers. Reagan never campaigned against public 
sector  unions or specifi cally encouraged tougher sanctions against their 
strikes.”5

And thus after Reagan’s landslide in the 1980 election, PATCO lead-
ers approached contract talks with cautious optimism. When negotia-
tions dragged on into the spring of 1981, the  union decided that the 
only way to get the government’s undivided attention was through an 
explicit strike threat. The  union set a walkout date for later in the sum-
mer, and hoped that the threat of a shutdown would prod the govern-
ment to meet its demands. Weighing the decision, PATCO’s leaders 
looked at Reagan’s own history as a  union president, his experience 
negotiating with  unions during his governorship, and how the federal 
government had responded to public- sector strikes in the past. Prior 
administrations dealt with dozens of illegal work stoppages in the years 
before the PATCO dispute, and in just 20 percent of them had any strik-
ers been fi red.6 The air traffi c controllers’  union also looked to its own 
recent experience engaging in sick- outs for clues about what action the 
federal government might take if they struck. The  union had always 
been successful in winning back all the jobs for workers temporarily 
sanctioned for their participation in illegal job actions.7 The  union then 
had little reason to believe that the president would “break dramatically 
with pre ce dent” by fi ring all striking workers permanently and disman-
tling their  union.8 At the time, this was a nearly unthinkable outcome. 
Members overwhelmingly rejected the last in a series of government 
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contract offers in late July, and on August 3, 1981, or ga nized air traffi c 
controllers walked off their jobs across the country.

The decision proved an immediate disaster. The president fi rst issued 
a forty- eight- hour ultimatum for the striking workers to return to 
their jobs. In his announcement Reagan stressed his support of private- 
sector work stoppages, citing his own experience as a  union leader, but 
rejected the right of government employees to strike. When the dead-
line passed, and PATCO members failed to report to work, Reagan 
summarily fi red over eleven thousand strikers, slowly replacing them 
with supervisors, nonstriking employees, and members of the mili-
tary. The president’s actions did not stop there. He barred the striking 
PATCO workers from ever returning to federal employment, and his 
Federal Labor Relations Authority decertifi ed the  union later in the 
fall.9

0 0 0

Since the eighties, it has been insane to go on strike. Every 
strike ends in disaster.

—Thomas Geoghegan, 199110

Ner vous private- sector  union leaders watching the PATCO walkout and 
its aftermath might have taken solace in a few distinctive characteris-
tics of the strike. One, it occurred in the public sector. Back in the early 
1980s, government workers made up only a small portion of the total 
 unionized workforce. And government  unions operated according to 
regulations different from those governing their private- sector peers, 
including a ban on strikes by federal workers. The PATCO strike was 
expressly illegal, and thus Reagan could (and would) claim that his 
government was simply upholding the law. Two, private- sector  union 
leaders could point to Reagan’s vocal support for private- sector strikes, 
reiterated during his forty- eight- hour ultimatum to the PATCO workers. 
Because of the legal prohibitions against walkouts among many types 
of government employees, and the small fraction of the workforce em-
ployed by the government, public- sector strikes  were comparatively 
rare. Thus private- sector  union heads might have hoped that the les-
sons of PATCO did not apply to them.
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They  were wrong. Less than two years after the PATCO dispute, 
 unionized copper miners in Arizona legally walked off their jobs to pro-
test drastic wage and benefi t cuts. Unbeknownst to the workers, their 
employer— the giant Phelps Dodge Corporation— anticipated the walk-
out, and had been preparing a contingency plan behind the scenes for 
some time. The company would use the strike as a pretext to replace 
permanently thousands of  union workers and to dismantle the patterned 
bargaining that had governed the copper industry during the preceding 
de cades. According to labor lawyer Jonathan D. Rosenblum, the lesson of 
the Phelps Dodge strike to private employers was clear: “If you  can’t live 
with a  union, then kill it, legally, with permanent replacements.”11

Since the 1938 Supreme Court decision NLRB v. Mackay Radio & Tele-

graph Co., the hiring of permanent replacement workers has been legal. 
But for de cades private- sector employers avoided the tactic— it simply 
fell outside the normative practices of collective bargaining. During the 
1980s, it became widespread.12 Once the practice was established in 
high- profi le disputes such as the air traffi c controllers’ walkout and 
copper miners’ strike, the mere threat of hiring permanent replace-
ments would often suffi ce to bring a  union to its knees. In late 1991 the 
once- mighty United Auto Workers (UAW) authorized a strike against 
Caterpillar, a major producer of construction equipment. The  union 
was attempting to maintain pattern bargaining in the construction 
manufacturing industry by pegging compensation increases at Cater-
pillar to what workers at John Deere received. Caterpillar was commit-
ted to breaking the pattern, and after months of a bitter standoff, the 
company began taking applications for replacement hires. Thousands 
poured in, the  union quickly called off the strike, and workers re-
turned to their jobs under a temporary contract that the UAW had pre-
viously rejected.13

You don’t have to reach as far back as PATCO, Phelps Dodge, or even 
Caterpillar for examples of strikes ending in disaster for the workers 
involved. In the fall of 2003, tens of thousands of grocery workers 
walked off the job following a prolonged contract dispute with their 
Southern California employers. Soon nearly fi fty thousand additional 
area grocery employees joined them— against their will— when rival 
grocery chains locked them out in a telling display of capital solidarity. 
Five long months later, management approached the  union with a 
contract proposal that would freeze wages at previous levels, ratchet 
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up employee contributions to health coverage, and institute a two- tier 
compensation and benefi t package in which new hires would receive 
much lower wages and leaner benefi ts than existing employees.  Union 
strike funds had run dry, whereas management, with a combined net 
revenue topping $100 billion, showed no signs of capitulating, and 
workers  were eager to return to their jobs. The  union accepted manage-
ment’s offer, and nearly 90 percent of the eligible rank and fi le voted to 
ratify the deal. The long- idled grocery workers returned under the new 
contract in early March 2004.14

What began as an attempt by California grocery workers to reverse 
recent increases in their out- of- pocket health care costs and to secure 
wage gains ended with a wage freeze, no end to rising medical costs, and 
the introduction of differential pay structures at the workplace. Added 
to that  were the millions of dollars in lost wages and benefi ts. From 
the workers’ perspective, the Southern Californian work stoppage was 
a disaster. And according to the labor lawyer Thomas Geoghegan, it 
was a disaster experienced by other workers whose  unions  were “in-
sane” enough to call them off their jobs in the aftermath of PATCO, 
Phelps Dodge, and many others.

These preceding examples point to a fundamental shift in the rela-
tionship between  unions, employers, and the use of the strike. The 
strike has always been a gamble, but if these examples are at all repre-
sentative, during the 1980s the odds of success became much steeper. 
Figure 4.1 presents evidence that private- sector  unions heeded the les-
sons of Phelps Dodge and other work stoppages gone wrong by dra-
matically scaling back on striking. The solid- line series represents the 
annual number of strikes involving one thousand or more workers 
between 1947 and 2009. Why only large strikes? The Reagan adminis-
tration’s hostile policies toward or ga nized labor extended all the way 
down to government spending on labor research. Early in the presi-
dent’s fi rst term, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) bud get cuts prevented 
the agency from keeping track of strikes involving fewer than a thou-
sand workers. I obtained some of the missing information after fi ling a 
Freedom of Information Act request with the Federal Mediation and 
Conciliation Ser vice (FMCS). With the exception of the airline indus-
try, parties unable to resolve contractual disputes must fi le with the 
FMCS prior to any work stoppage, as specifi ed in section 8d of the Na-
tional Labor Relations Act (NLRA). The FMCS provided data on private- 
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sector strikes of all sizes occurring between 1984 and 2002. This trun-
cated series is represented by the dotted line in the fi gure.15

Despite a labor force that has grown dramatically over the past half 
century, the number of work stoppages involving a thousand or more 
workers has plummeted. The series peaks in the early 1950s, when be-
tween four hundred and fi ve hundred large strikes occurred annually. 
It plunges throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and bottoms out in 2009. 
That year, only fi ve strikes involving one thousand or more workers oc-
curred in the country.
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Figure 4.1.  Work stoppages in the United States, 1947– 2009. Note: Series do not 

distinguish between strikes and lockouts. The BLS series includes public- sector 

stoppages; the FMCS series is restricted to private- sector stoppages. Source: For large 

strikes, data provided by Bureau of Labor Statistics historical Work Stoppages fi le. For 

all strikes, data provided by the Federal Mediation and Conciliation Ser vice.
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Strikes of such size have always constituted a small fraction of the 
total number of work stoppages in the United States.16 Thus the large- 
strike series may be unrepresentative for any number of reasons. For 
example, the demise of smokestack industries throughout the Midwest 
and Northeast meant a reduced number of or ga nized factories employ-
ing thousands upon thousands of workers. It could be that the decline 
we see in the large- strike series may be capturing the fracturing of 
 union members into smaller establishments throughout the country. 
The FMCS series suggests otherwise. The dramatic declines in work 
stoppages are not due to the particularities of large strikes. Despite an 
uptick in the mid- 1980s, during the last de cades of the twentieth cen-
tury, strike activity in the private sector fell by well over two- thirds. 
The FMCS data also included information on the number of workers 
involved in each stoppage. In 2002, for example, around eighty- seven 
thousand private- sector workers, representing about a tenth of a per-
cent of the private- sector workforce, participated in a work stoppage.

Why Have Strikes Declined? And Why Does It Matter?

Whether one focuses on the BLS or FMCS series, strike declines have 
spanned periods of tight labor markets and periods of steep recessions. 
This apparent decoupling of strike activity from the business cycle, like 
the dramatic decline of the strike itself, is novel. Past research empha-
sized the importance of economic conditions in accounting for trends 
in industrial disputes.  Union fortunes, and with them the deployment 
of the strike, often depended on boom times when labor leaders could 
bargain with management from a position of relative strength. This 
linkage of strike rates with broader economic conditions has been 
borne out in certain historical periods, especially during the middle de-
cades of the last century. For example, the incredibly high strike activity 
of the late 1940s and early 1950s corresponded with a full- employment 
economy (along with employer efforts to reduce wages back to prewar 
levels). Work stoppages in the closing years of the 1960s followed a simi-
lar pattern. Low unemployment triggered a massive increase in walk-
outs, falling during the second half of the 1970s with the declining 
fortune of the U.S. economy.17

That pattern no longer holds. Take the last period of full employment 
in the United States, the late 1990s. The tech- fueled economic boom 

This content downloaded from 
������������206.253.207.235 on Tue, 15 Sep 2020 21:05:08 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Strikes 91

provided  unions with a fertile bargaining ground from which to strike 
against management for higher wages. While infl ation remained low, a 
low jobless rate combined with tepid wage growth in core  union in-
dustries should have prodded  union leaders into assuming a proactive 
stance at the bargaining table. As Figure 4.1 makes clear, it did not. The 
recent decline in work stoppages no longer seems tied to short- term 
fl uctuations in the business cycle.  Unions rarely struck in the full- 
employment economy of the late 1990s, and they rarely struck when 
tougher economic times hit, such as during the steep recession that 
began in 2007.

Could strike decline actually indicate a growth in  union power? Re-
search on Eu ro pe an labor movements has suggested that strike rates 
have historically followed an inverted U-shaped curve, where stoppages 
increased during the early stages of working- class or ga ni za tion, leveled 
off as labor became fi rmly institutionalized within the polity, and then 
declined as the working class shifted its focus to the po liti cal arena. In 
these nations, decreasing strike activity accompanied an expansion of 
the welfare state, as powerful labor movements succeeded in delivering 
for their members po liti cally without enduring the hardships that strik-
ing entails.18 Strike declines, then, may herald an increase in  union 
power. Is this what has happened in the United States? Did strike de-
clines correspond with an expansion of the welfare state and the grow-
ing po liti cal clout of the labor movement? Hardly. If anything, welfare 
entitlements  were scaled back in the 1980s and 1990s, yet strikes con-
tinued to decline. And as we will learn more about in Chapter 7, the 
po liti cal clout of labor  unions has fallen along with membership rolls.

Another possible explanation for the drop- off in strike activity is 
greater labor- management harmony at the bargaining table. Yet as 
strike activity plunged,  unions fi led unfair labor practice (ULP) charges 
at record rates. Indirect evidence suggests that many of these charges 
 were responses to employer illegalities. And contrary to recent patterns 
in strike activity, employers’ testing of existing labor law does seem re-
lated to economic conditions. The fi ling of ULPs increased during peri-
ods of high unemployment. The sociologist Holly McCammon suggests 
that employers used periods of slack labor demand to their advantage 
when confronting  unions, and that often these tactics violated the law, 
triggering the counteraction of ULP charges by  unions.19 Yet we should 
not view  unions’ increasing use of ULPs as a substitute for the strike. 
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Whereas in periods when or ga nized labor was strong the strike repre-
sented an offensive tactic, the fi ling of ULPs in more recent years is in 
many cases a defensive response to employer aggressions against exist-
ing  unions.

Perhaps bargaining remains contentious, but the various parties 
have just gotten better at it. That is, maybe the steep drop- off is due to 
more- effective bargaining strategies from  unions and management— 
perhaps a growth in transparency forestalling the need to strike? Past 
work in labor economics characterized strikes as bargaining mistakes 
due to either asymmetric information, imperfect information, or infor-
mation uncertainty between the competing sides.20 If all parties have 
perfect knowledge of their bargaining partners’ negotiating schedules, 
strikes should not occur. In this framework, strikes are avoidable, and 
represent a misreading of an employer’s or  union’s contract stipulations. 
Strikes distort the eventual settlement and cause substantial losses to 
all parties involved in the interim period.

In certain cases that may well have happened. The various negotiat-
ing parties may simply have grown better at reading one another over 
time. But  here it is important to qualify the strain of labor economics 
that characterizes stoppages simply as mistakes. First, much of this work 
discounts research in po liti cal science and sociology demonstrating the 
po liti cal and cultural components of striking. Walkouts help generate 
solidarity, which is necessary to maintain unity against management 
offensives, and solidarity often translates to power— a vital good in 
confrontations with employers.21

Strikes may generate power in another way as well. The threat of a 
walkout has the potential to increase worker power at the bargaining 
table. After all, the threatened withdrawal of labor represents one of 
labor’s most important points of leverage in negotiations. But the threat 
must appear credible. An employer unworried about a strike will sim-
ply discount the possible costs of a walkout. And during contract nego-
tiations the surest way that a strike threat gains credibility is if the 
 union has struck before, especially in the recent past, where the costs 
remain fresh in the memories of all parties involved. Thus the dramatic 
decline in strikes in the United States likely signals more than increas-
ing effi ciency in bargaining. It likely signals a decisive loss of leverage 
for or ga nized labor.
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Historians often divide strike activity over the twentieth century 
into three distinct periods coinciding with the rise and fall of the labor 
movement. Prior to passage of the NLRA, strikes  were often unruly 
and violent, pitting workers against employers and state agents. Indeed, 
according to historian Jeremy Brecher, before the 1930s “the govern-
ment frequently acted systematically as a strikebreaker.”22 Many of 
these strikes spiraled out of control into full- blown racial and ethnic 
riots. In the spring of 1907, for example, a longshoremen strike settle-
ment precipitated a major riot in lower Manhattan. Following an agree-
ment with their employers, striking dockworkers returned to their jobs 
to fi nd their replacements heading the other way. As reported by the 
New York Times, they attacked the hundreds of strikebreakers— mostly 
Italian immigrants and African Americans— with “cotton hooks, 
clubs . . .  and paving stones.”23 Those strikebreakers who managed to 
avoid the longshoremen still faced the wrath of  union sympathizers in 
the neighborhood. Strikers’ wives proved especially formidable foes, 
simultaneously assaulting the fl eeing replacement workers and the po-
lice who had been called in to quell the uprising. The New York Times 
recounted that one woman, armed with an iron poker, “had knocked 
down three Italians, and was pounding them on the head with the 
poker when the police rescued the men.” Another woman was found 
“seated upon an Italian and was pounding him with a baseball bat.”24

These chaotic, often violent labor disputes of the turn of the century 
soon gave way to mass or ga niz ing strikes by the nation’s fast- growing 
industrial  unions. Unlike in the early de cades of the twentieth century, 
support by the state in the form of the Roo se velt administration’s pro- 
union policies during the New Deal era propelled the labor movement 
and convinced many employers to accept  unions at their fi rms. By the 
close of World War II, the legitimation of or ga nized labor in the law, 
alongside steady  union growth, helped regularize bargaining relations 
between  unions and management. This growth provided labor with the 
or gan i za tion al base from which workers could successfully strike against 
their employers. And strike they did. At the height of the post– World 
War II strike wave, for example, nearly fi ve million American workers 
walked the picket line annually.25 Even by the mid- 1970s, when  union 
repre sen ta tion rates had begun to decline, over fi ve thousand strikes 
shook the American economy each year.26
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Because of the peculiarities of U.S. labor law, by the mid- twentieth 
century, trade  unions no longer initiated work stoppages for or ga niz ing 
purposes on a large scale, as they had in de cades past. In par tic u lar, fol-
lowing passage of the NLRA, courts interpreted the law to protect the 
right of  unions to strike, not workers. As a result, according to Brecher, 
“only an extremely narrow range of strikes  were legally protected. 
Generally, they had to be called by a  union . . .  and they could only be 
about wages, hours, and working conditions.”27As a result, strikes 
largely occurred over compensation, and  were primarily confi ned to 
periods of contract renegotiation.

Research has found that during this period strikes and the threat of 
strikes in certain sectors raised the wages of workers relative to their 
nonstriking,  unionized peers. Substantial strike funds coupled with 
the damage that prolonged work stoppages caused employers, espe-
cially in capital- intensive industries, enabled a well- established labor 
movement to deploy the strike to achieve wage and benefi t gains for its 
members. For example, using a 1979 employee survey, sociologist Mi-
chael Wallace and his colleagues found evidence that workers who had 
directly participated in a strike in their past had higher wages than 
otherwise comparable nonstrikers.28 In a study focusing on the print-
ing and publishing industry, sociologist Arne Kalleberg and his col-
leagues argued that during par tic u lar periods strike frequency in-
creased labor’s share of total income, especially during the fi rst few 
de cades following World War II— a fi nding echoed in the work of fel-
low sociologist Beth Rubin.29 An active  union with a history of striking 
simply had more leverage in negotiations with its employer than a rela-
tively dormant one. For the entire labor movement then, falling strike 
activity may actually represent a real fi nancial loss, and a clear sign of 
declining power.

What did a successful strike look like? Take the rubber industry 
strike of 1967. In the postwar de cades, a handful of fi rms dominated 
rubber production and pro cessing in the United States. All  were or ga-
nized by the United Rubber Workers. In the spring, contracts expired at 
the fi ve major rubber fi rms: Goodyear, Firestone, General Tire, Uniroyal, 
and B. F. Goodrich. Coordinating contract expirations was a common 
 union practice during this period of pattern bargaining, where settle-
ments with one fi rm often served as the basis for agreements with oth-
ers in the industry. In late April, workers at three of the fi ve companies 
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struck, demanding increased wages, pensions, vacation time, and un-
employment benefi ts. Workers at the other two fi rms followed suit later 
that spring. In return, the employers banded together and developed a 
generous three- year pay and benefi t package that they unveiled to the 
 union in early June. The package’s broad outlines would apply to all 
production workers at the striking fi rms. One by one, the  union settled 
with the rubber companies, and the rank and fi le ratifi ed a resulting 
contract that in broad form duplicated the employers’ coordinated pack-
age. The fi rms would raise workers’ total compensation by over 5 percent, 
and increase employer contributions to supplemental unemployment 
insurance while adding paid vacation days based on se niority. Workers 
at Uniroyal held out the longest, agreeing to return to their jobs in late 
July after ratifying a contract that “largely duplicated” the agreements 
made at their rival fi rms, as reported by the Wall Street Journal.30

Or take the 1933 strike at the Hormel meatpacking plant in Austin, 
Minnesota. The timing and economic setting of the Hormel confl ict 
differed from the major walkouts that  were to come in important ways. 
For instance, unlike the industry- wide walkout that shook the rubber 
industry three de cades later, the Hormel strike largely predated pattern 
bargaining whereby a contract agreement between a leading fi rm and 
major  union provided the outline for industry- wide wage and benefi t 
standards. And rather than benefi ting from a fast- growing economy 
like that of the late 1960s, Hormel workers struck during disastrous 
economic conditions that rendered or ga nized labor relatively quiescent. 
But the stoppage would prove a harbinger of strikes to come in two key 
ways.31 First, its target: After escorting (and none too gently) the com-
pany’s CEO, Jay Hormel, and other top managers from their offi ces, the 
strikers zeroed in on the company’s product by leaving twenty million 
pounds of meat on racks, threatening to spoil if the impasse did not end 
soon. Second, the result: While the  union did not achieve all its de-
mands, it secured substantial wage gains for various classes of employ-
ees following arbitration.32 For de cades, the Hormel meatpackers of 
Austin enjoyed generous contracts, with regular wage increases, profi t- 
sharing agreements, and a provision to allocate certain jobs to disabled 
war veterans.

Today the slaughter house remains, but under new management. 
Over the years, Hormel has “outsourced” much of the butcher work to 
in- house companies, who then deliver their product to the Hormel 
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packaging plant next door. The practice has allowed Hormel to steadily 
whittle away at its once- generous labor contracts. A brutal strike in the 
mid- 1980s, precipitated by management’s unilateral demand of a 23 
percent wage cut, further reduced employees’ living standards. That 
strike pitted  union members against  union members, as the national 
United Food and Commercial Workers  union begged the local to back 
away from its bargaining position. While the national  union urged the 
local to call off the walkout, the governor of the state called in hun-
dreds of National Guardsmen. Troops clad in riot gear cleared a path-
way for replacement workers to maintain production.33 Despite this 
state involvement, the strike dragged on for over a year, and ended 
when the national  union put the local into receivership and agreed to 
wage rates a penny over the company’s last offer.34

This most recent Hormel strike is typical of stoppages during the third 
and most recent era. So what changed? Why today does the typical 
strike “end in disaster” for the workers involved? As noted, the decline 
 doesn’t seem driven by the business cycle, by more harmonious or 
transparent bargaining practices, or by the increasing power of the labor 
movement. It does seem clear that the broader employer assault on labor 
 unions that began in the 1970s helped stymie strike activity. The hiring 
of permanent replacements, moving operations to nonunion  facilities in 
the aftermath of a strike— these tactics would make any rational  union 
leader think twice about calling members off the job. And declining 
membership rates shrank the pool of potential strikers, although strike 
declines outpaced membership losses.

It also may be that part of the decline in strike activity refl ected or-
ga nized labor’s realization that strikes rarely accomplished what they 
had in the past. For example, strike activity may no longer lift workers’ 
wages. In prior research I investigated this issue by linking the detailed 
FMCS strike information to Current Population Survey (CPS) data.35 
The strike data provided by the FMCS contained mea sures on the num-
ber of workers involved in a dispute, the strike’s duration, location, 
date, employer name,  union name, and company product. Ideally, to 
test the hypothesis that strikes led to wage increases for the participat-
ing workers, we would match these fi rm- level strike data to fi rm- level 
data on pay rates and  unionization levels. Unfortunately, no such com-
prehensive data set exists. Instead, I used the employer name and 
product information provided in the FMCS data to link each strike to 
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a three- digit Standard Industrial Classifi cation code. I categorized over 
ten thousand strikes by the industry and locality in which they took 
place. This served as the necessary bridge to link the FMCS data to data 
from the CPS. I used these industry codes, along with the region in 
which the strike occurred, to create a data set composed of strike rates, 
wage rates, and assorted other workforce characteristics at the detailed 
industry- region level. While data limitations prevented mea sur ing the 
direct impact on one’s wages of participating in a strike, the data analy-
ses did indicate whether those  union members in industries and re-
gions with comparatively high strike rates had higher wages than 
members in industries and regions where strikes  were rare.36

The results showed that the positive infl uence of strike activity 
on  wages— whether restricted to the entire workforce, to the highly 
 unionized sector, or to those industries within the highly  unionized 
sector that have maintained the strongest  union presence— has disap-
peared. In contrast with earlier eras, strikes no longer affected workers’ 
wages. Strike activity also failed to narrow worker pay dispersion. I 
examined whether a high strike rate correlated with lower levels of 
wage in e qual ity at the industry- region level. It did not.37

A few caveats about this research are in order. Given the level of data 
aggregation, my analysis could not detect the typical outcome of an 
individual strike. It may be that in the contemporary era  unions call for 
strikes only when faced with the most desperate situations, such as a 
plant closing, rapid downsizing, or severe pay cuts. Even a “successful” 
strike under such adverse circumstances is only likely to restore the 
status quo, and is unlikely to translate into real wage growth for the 
workers involved. Or, strikes may now be a suffi ciently rare event that 
even a strike settlement that does lead to wage increases for the work-
ers involved fails to reverberate across similar fi rms, leading to a mini-
mal overall effect on wages. That is, given the relative infrequency of 
strikes, employers may no longer feel threatened by them. Finally, the 
results may indicate an increased use of lockouts by employers. As I 
mentioned earlier, no work- stoppage data distinguishes between strikes 
and lockouts, so the lack of a positive strike effect may refl ect the in-
creased willingness of employers to lock out their workers in order to 
secure wage cuts and other concessions.

It could also be that the dominant type of strikes in the immediate 
post– World War II period— namely, strikes over economic issues— has 
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fallen in frequency compared with other types of walkouts. Making 
use of earlier BLS strike data, Wallace calculated that for the entire 
post– World War II period, strikes over wages rarely fell below half of all 
work stoppages, rising to over two- thirds by the early 1980s.38 Strikes 
over job security issues (layoffs, tenure arrangements, and the like) re-
mained relatively infrequent from the 1950s onward. However, it may 
be that strikes over job security issues now loom larger as workers 
scramble to retain their positions or se niority arrangements in the 
workplace. No data on strikes during the last few de cades distinguishes 
between types of work stoppages, and a lack of a wage effect may be 
partly driven by a growth in disputes over job security or other conten-
tious issues in the workplace.

We also learned in Chapter 3 that despite the severed connection 
between strikes and wages, the  union wage premium remains sizable. It 
is clear then that the near disappearance of strike activity— a prominent 
example of what  unions no longer do— has not eliminated  unions’ 
abilities to secure wage gains for their members. But the broader con-
text is important to keep in mind. From the 1980s onward, as strike 
activity plummeted and  unionization fell to its lowest rate since the 
1920s, average wage levels remained stagnant. The  unions that sur-
vived  were able to maintain sizable premiums during a period of 
growing in e qual ity and fl at wage levels for the broad middle of the 
distribution. By contrast, when  unions  were strong, large and active 
memberships generated premiums in a context of rapidly rising wages 
for most nonprofessional, nonmanagerial workers.  Union wages  were 
higher than nonunion wages, but wages  were growing for nearly every-
one. Strikes likely helped  union members maintain this pay differen-
tial despite robust wage growth for the entire working class. Also, the 
 union wage premium describes  union members’ wages relative to 
nonmembers. It does not tell us whether members in particularly ac-
tive  unions earn more than their peers in  unions that do not strike. 
Especially in an era where belonging to a  union and striking are both 
low- frequency occurrences, the overall  union wage premium is a par-
ticularly coarse indicator of the effectiveness— or lack thereof— of 
work stoppages.

The decoupling of strikes and wages suggest one explanation for why 
 unions are so reluctant to strike these days— strikes simply don’t work 
to increase labor’s share of available income. For those few strikes that 
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did occur in recent years, they tended to be “nasty, brutish, and long,” 
according to Brecher, with many employers digging in to shed existing 
contracts and sometimes the  unions that negotiated them.39 As a result, 
what was once labor’s most powerful and prominent weapon in wage 
and benefi t negotiations has nearly vanished from the American eco-
nomic landscape.
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5

The Timing Was 
Terrible

Deunionization and Racial In e qual ity

0 The de cades surrounding the turn of the twentieth century proved 
inauspicious for the emergence of a strong African American pres-

ence in the labor movement. Early growth in U.S.  unions coincided with 
often violent attacks on African American nonunion workers.1 Increases 
in low- skill immigration from Eu rope resulted in intense competition for 
jobs among immigrants and U.S.- born whites, leading many native 
workers to or ga nize in  unions to protect their privileged economic posi-
tion. This growing competition between Eu ro pe an immigrants and na-
tive whites would lead to violence against African Americans, given 
black workers’ subordinate position in the economy and their nearly 
universal exclusion from protective institutions like labor  unions.2

While strikes  were not a necessary condition for white  unionists to at-
tack nonunion blacks, they often proved a suffi cient one. Employers’ re-
cruitment of African Americans as replacement workers frequently 
spurred antiblack violence.3 During a Chicago meatpackers’ strike in the 
summer of 1904, for example, picketers attacked an African American 
worker along with his ten- year- old son, gouged the eyes of another black 
strikebreaker, and fatally stabbed a black worker suspected of strikebreak-
ing.4 A strike in the same city just eight months later proved even more 
incendiary. According to the historian William M. Tuttle, Jr., “the hostil-
ity of striking whites toward strikebreaking Negroes had been generalized 
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into hatred for the black race as a  whole.”5 Full- scale rioting ensued, with 
fatalities on both sides.  Unionists often threatened nonunion African 
Americans with lynching. And, on occasion, they followed through. Dur-
ing a meatpacking strike in Oklahoma City in 1922, enraged picketers 
kidnapped a black strikebreaker named Jake Brooks from his home, 
drove him six miles into the woods, and hanged him from a tree.6

Many white  unionists and  union sympathizers associated all Afri-
can Americans with “scabbing.” Subsequent work by historians has 
concluded that blacks made up a minority of strikebreakers during this 
bloody period in America’s labor history, yet the image of blacks cross-
ing picket lines remained  etched in the pop u lar imagination.7 For those 
blacks who did cross lines, strikebreaking presented a rare opportunity 
for them to earn relatively decent wages, albeit for short durations and 
often under the constant threat of violence. Unless faced with labor 
strife, most industrial employers turned to African Americans only 
if the pool of native whites and immigrant workers had run dry, 
and the dominant craft  unions simply kept blacks out. White workers, 
 immigrants and natives, would make up the vast majority of  union 
members for generations, and many  union leaders fought hard to keep 
it that way.

As the nation’s trade  unions policed their racial boundaries, they 
pressed the state for offi cial recognition and protection as organizations 
granted the legal right to bargain with employers. These po liti cal efforts 
culminated in congressional passage of the National Labor Relations 
Act (NLRA), commonly referred to by the name of its chief sponsor, 
Senator Robert Wagner of New York. Shepherding the bill through 
Congress required gaining the votes of powerful southern Demo crats, 
who insisted on a provision excluding agricultural and domestic work-
ers from the law’s purview.8 These exemptions had the intended effect 
of keeping the majority of the African American workforce unor ga-
nized and exploited. In 1935, the historic year in which President Roo-
se velt signed the Wagner Act into law, less than 1 percent of all  union 
members  were black.9

This would change remarkably quickly. In recent years no popula-
tion has been more overrepresented in labor  unions than African Amer-
icans, at least in the private sector. But African American  unionization 
rates would peak just as private- sector  union rolls began to plummet, 
suggesting that deunionization has contributed to racial wage in e qual ity 
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102 What Unions No Longer Do

in recent de cades. In this chapter, I address two primary questions: 
Given the contentious history between blacks and or ga nized labor, why 
have African American  unionization rates surpassed those of white 
workers for de cades, and how has  union decline exacerbated black- 
white wage in e qual ity?

Or ga nized Labor and African Americans

Figure 5.1 displays  unionization ratios for black and white women and 
men between 1973 and 2009. Each series represents the African Amer-
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Figure 5.1.  Ratio of black/white  unionization rates, 1973– 2009. Note: Sample 

restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four, with positive wages. Source: 
Author’s compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 

1983– 2009 come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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ican  unionization rate divided by the white  unionization rate by sex 
and sector. As shown, private- sector  unionization rates for African 
Americans have exceeded those of whites for de cades now, especially 
for female workers. Despite the ste reo typical image of the blue- collar 
male  union member,  unionization rates for African American females 
 rose dramatically during the 1960s and 1970s, with nearly one in four 
black women in the private sector belonging to a  union by the end of 
the 1970s. Their or ga nized presence was not limited to traditionally 
female- dominated industries, either. During the end of the 1970s, half 
of all black female  union members in the private sector worked in 
manufacturing, and another 10 percent worked in communications. In 
the heavily industrialized Midwest, the historical anchor of America’s 
manufacturing base, rates of  unionization for African American fe-
males working in the private sector peaked at 40 percent.

These high rates for black, private- sector females translated into 
large black- white female differentials in  unionization. For de cades the 
black female  unionization rate was twice as high as the rate of white 
females. Corresponding race differentials among males never reached 
such magnitudes. In 1979, a year in which female or ga ni za tion rates 
peaked, the private- sector black- white  unionization ratio for females 
stood at 2 to 1. Among males, the ratio stood at 1.2 to 1. Yet the or ga-
niz ing advantage among black males was still substantial for most of 
the years covered  here. Even as late as 2000, the  unionization rate for 
white males in the private sector was nearly 25 percent less than the 
corresponding rate for black males.

By contrast, public- sector  unionization gaps largely disappeared by 
the early 1980s. This was true for both sexes. While black males and 
females  were more or ga nized than whites in the public sector during 
the early- to- mid 1970s, these advantages diminished quickly.10

What the ratios on display in Figure 5.1 obscure is the scale of private- 
sector or ga ni za tion among black and white workers throughout the past 
de cades. As shown in Figure 5.2, this scale was tremendous, especially 
among black men. By the early 1970s, nearly 40 percent of black men in 
the private sector belonged to a  union. These men  were concentrated in 
the production and transportation industries. Indeed, over 60 percent of 
black male  union members worked in manufacturing, and another 10 
percent worked in transportation. Common occupations included ma-
chine operatives, assembly- line workers, and forklift and truck drivers. 
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104 What Unions No Longer Do

Both sets of industries experienced severe deunionization from the early 
1970s onward, and the fraction of the workforce employed in manufac-
turing plummeted during the last de cades of the twentieth century.11 
These trends are refl ected in the steep declines in or ga ni za tion rates for 
African American men. Yet still over a third of the African American 
male private- sector workforce belonged to a labor  union until the early 
1980s, and over a fourth did until the mid- 1980s.

Rates among African American females never approached these levels, 
but as noted, they  were once substantial. A fi fth of the black female work-
force was  unionized until the early 1980s, and fully one in seven black 
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Figure 5.2.  Private- sector  unionization rates, 1973– 2009. Note: Sample restricted 

to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four, with positive wages. Source: Author’s 

compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 

come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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private- sector female workers belonged to a  union throughout the mid- 
1980s. These  unionized women  were spread across the occupational spec-
trum, although like their male counterparts they concentrated in a few 
highly or ga nized industries. Among production workers, many  unionized 
black women worked as assemblers, sewers and stitchers, and packers and 
wrappers. Among nonproduction workers, many  unionized black females 
worked as telephone operators, nurses’ aides, and janitors. Given negligi-
ble or ga ni za tion rates just de cades before, this turnaround for black 
workers— male and female— represents a dramatic historical reversal. The 
entrance of nearly a quarter of the private- sector African American fe-
male workforce into labor  unions by the 1970s is especially impressive, 
given the double disadvantage African American females faced just de-
cades earlier. Not only did many private- sector  unions exclude blacks 
from their ranks, but gendered occupational hierarchies largely consigned 
black women to a few exclusively nonunion occupations that paid little 
and offered even less opportunity for advancement.12

What caused this reversal? Existing research on the topic points to-
ward two related explanations. The fi rst is the labor- market- position 
theory of  unionization. A “positional” theory of  union or ga niz ing fo-
cuses on the ways in which relatively stable industrial, occupational, 
and geo graph i cal factors affect  unionization. According to this theory, a 
par tic u lar group’s  unionization rate will vary according to how its em-
ployment patterns map onto those labor- market positions within the 
economy where it is relatively easier or diffi cult to or ga nize. To the ex-
tent that the population is employed in par tic u lar occupations and in-
dustries that organizers have had little luck penetrating, its  unionization 
rates will run low, regardless of the group’s desire for or past experience 
with  unions. Conversely, to the extent that the group is in the economic 
locations that have proven most amenable to  union efforts, its rates 
should run comparatively high.

Which positional factors are most important? One factor operating 
against or ga ni za tion is high labor costs relative to other factors in pro-
duction.13 And in industries with high wage bills combined with largely 
unskilled employment, the barriers to  unionization are especially sub-
stantial. Not only do employers’ incentives against  unionization rise 
with relative wage costs, but the substitutability of labor lowers workers’ 
bargaining leverage. Smaller fi rms have proven harder to or ga nize as 
well, as monitoring costs are low, thereby negating a potential benefi t 
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of  union presence, and the productivity gains spurred by  union griev-
ance procedures are likely lower in establishments with few employ-
ees.14 In modern capitalist economies such as that of the United States, 
these characteristics— high wage bills, unskilled employment, and 
smaller fi rms— are found in many ser vice industries, and contribute to 
the comparatively low  unionization rates found in that sector.

Industry location affects  unionization costs in de pen dent of character-
istics specifi c to the industry itself. For example, state- level differences 
in labor laws and the (related) less  union- friendly po liti cal environment 
of the South may depress  unionization rates, other factors held constant. 
Occupation factors into  unionization patterns as well. It has proven to be 
more diffi cult to or ga nize white- collar workers— with their well- 
defi ned career ladders, higher levels of workplace autonomy, and 
greater pay— than their blue- collar counterparts, who are less likely to 
identify with management in battles over repre sen ta tion.15

In the specifi c case of African Americans, a positional theory sug-
gests that blacks happened to be in those labor- market positions most 
amenable to or ga niz ing at the time when mass  unionization acceler-
ated in the United States. The capital- intensive manufacturing sector, 
with large, hierarchically arranged fi rms, constituted the  unionized 
core of the economy in mid- twentieth- century America. The great mi-
gration northward during the early and middle de cades of the twenti-
eth century brought millions of African Americans into the expanding 
industrial centers of the Midwest and Northeast, areas dominated by 
these large, capital- intensive factories. Another million southern blacks 
who remained in the region left their farms for the factories of Mem-
phis, Atlanta, and other southern cities. While  unionization rates in 
the South never approached the levels in other regions, during the 
middle de cades of the twentieth century  unions found success in facto-
ries all over the United States, including in pockets of the traditionally 
antiunion South.

What accounted for the success of  unions in factories? Because of 
relatively low wage bills and strict divisions between managers and fl oor 
workers, manufacturing plants proved easier to or ga nize than other sec-
tors of the economy, and provided the growing labor movement with 
millions of potential members. Low wage bills relative to the other costs 
of production lessened employer opposition to  unionization drives, 
while strict divisions between workers and their managers lessened 
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employee opposition to  unionization, since the average worker saw lit-
tle possibility of moving up into the managerial ranks.16

These structural factors made production work particularly suscep-
tible to or ga niz ing efforts. At the same time many manufacturing 
 employers  were desperate for employees, shifting bargaining leverage 
toward workers— and toward their  union representatives. The mass 
migration of African Americans to cities all across the country was 
spurred in part by the labor demands generated by a nation gearing up 
for war. According to the historian Karen Anderson, labor shortages in 
the World War II era “posed the most serious challenge in American 
history to the traditional management preference for white male labor 
in primary- sector jobs.”17 Women constituted over half of those Afri-
can Americans entering the paid labor force during the war years. 
Among employed black women, the percentage working as domestic 
servants fell by 25 percent during the early 1940s as the fraction work-
ing in production occupations nearly tripled.18 And while core produc-
tion industries like auto remained predominantly male, their racial 
demographics changed dramatically in the mid- twentieth century. 
The proportion of black autoworkers, for example, more than doubled 
during World War II, and then doubled again in the immediate post-
war de cades.19

Overt discrimination by  unions against African American workers 
would continue for years, especially in the craft  unions affi liated with 
the American Federation of Labor (AFL). And the labor movement had 
to overcome the wariness many blacks felt toward  unions as a result 
of the often- brutal treatment white  unionists and  union sympathizers 
meted out to blacks in prior generations. However, as fast- growing in-
dustrial  unions found success or ga niz ing large manufacturing fi rms, 
“unions had little choice but to try to diversify,” according to po liti cal 
scientist Paul Frymer, given African Americans’ growing concentration 
in the industrial cores of many cities.20 Historian Eric Arnesen has 
suggested that the “historic breakthrough” in the relationship between 
African Americans and or ga nized labor came with the rise of the 
 Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), a confederation of  unions 
intent on or ga niz ing the mass- production facilities that employed so 
many African Americans.21

The United Auto Workers (UAW) was one of the fastest- growing CIO 
affi liates and quickly established itself as one of the most racially 
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 progressive  unions in the United States. A 1941 UAW strike against 
Ford sought full  union recognition for workers, including dues- checkoff 
and closed- shop provisions. Hundreds of black employees stayed on as 
strikebreakers, spurring the UAW to seek out local black leaders to gain 
their support. Before long, “black workers, whose participation in 
 union activities had lagged well behind those of most whites, became 
among the most steadfast UAW members.”22 This type of outreach to 
African Americans helped overcome the labor movement’s historic leg-
acy as exclusionary organizations, and allowed CIO affi liates to sign up 
blacks in factories all across the country. At the onset of World War II, 
African American participation rates in the CIO  unions  were double 
their rates in the AFL- affi liated  unions.23

The changing demographics of the labor movement redounded to or-
ga nized labor’s governing hierarchy, so much so that by mid- century 
“no labor leader could appear as anything but a racial liberal if he or she 
aspired to national infl uence,” according to labor historian Nelson Li-
chtenstein.24 Take Walter Reuther: Reuther assumed the helm of the 
UAW in 1946, a position he retained until his death in an airplane 
crash in 1970. Reuther’s UAW provided key fi nancial support for the 
1963 civil rights march on Washington, and Reuther spoke at the gath-
ering. Partly because of these efforts, Reuther’s  union had gained the 
loyalty of the thousands of African Americans working the production 
lines in auto and other factories— those locations in the economy where 
industrial  unions found great success or ga niz ing.

By the 1970s African Americans had the highest  unionization rates of 
any racial or ethnic group. These rapidly rising or ga ni za tion rates 
stemmed from more than blacks’ overrepre sen ta tion in those industries 
where  unions had found great success. The legacy of discrimination and 
continuing impediments to upward mobility concentrated blacks in non-
supervisory, nonmanagerial occupations eligible for  union or ga niz ing.25 
African Americans, especially females, remained blocked from most of 
the high- skill, high- paying occupations that either  were ineligible for 
 union or ga niz ing, or featured low demand for unionization. Thus high 
 unionization rates for blacks may have resulted from their location in 
both the industries and occupations where  unions have been successful. 
If these high rates of or ga ni za tion stem largely from blacks’ labor- market 
location, then analyses that account for workers’ industry, occupation, 
and other relevant positional factors should fi nd rates of  unionization 
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among blacks similar to those of whites. Such a fi nding would buttress 
the positional theory of unionization.

0 0 0

The blacks just  weren’t treated right, until they got that 
 union. We didn’t see freedom until we got that  union in!

—Irene Branch, employee of Memphis Firestone26

On the other hand, African Americans’ high rates of  unionization may 
result from more than where they are situated in the labor market. 
 Unions, on average, offer higher pay and better benefi ts than do other-
wise similar nonunion jobs.  Unions may also protect against inequita-
ble treatment by bargaining for and often delivering more standardized 
and transparent pay and promotion policies, as well as clearly delin-
eated procedures to handle shop fl oor grievances.

For much of the twentieth century, or ga nized labor hardly provided 
African Americans a refuge from racism. Discriminatory practices 
among  unions ranged across locals and over time. As po liti cal scientist 
Michael Goldfi eld maintained, in the earlier de cades of the century, 
with few exceptions, AFL affi liates varied only “in the degree and 
forms of implementation of extreme racist practices.”27 Increasing com-
petition from CIO  unions at mid- century would temper these practices 
in some locals, but the integration of many craft industries remained a 
quarter of a century away. The CIO’s record was less overtly racist, 
especially among locals with leftist leadership.28 Successful or ga niz-
ing drives in mining, steel, and, as we have seen, auto  were notable 
for the  unions’ deliberately inclusive strategies.29 But, according to 
industrial relations professor and civil rights leader Herbert Hill, even 
the most progressive  unions “engaged in a variety of discriminatory 
practices.”30

And even the most progressive  unions had to deal with a rank and 
fi le often vehemently opposed to integration. So- called “hate strikes” 
erupted in plants all across the country as blacks sought entry into posi-
tions and organizations they had long been denied. In 1943, for exam-
ple, after the introduction of black women into a rubber plant because 
of war time labor shortages, thousands of white women walked off the 
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job, demanding separate bathroom facilities. As Anderson maintained, 
many of these stoppages emerged because whites “feared that blacks 
 were dirty or diseased.”31  Union leaders watching such events worried 
about the risk that integration could pose to the morale and dedication 
of their existing members, or to those potential members still ada-
mantly opposed to integration.

Moreover, when it came to race, numerous  unions  were not progres-
sive at all. Holdouts included railway  unions and many of the elite craft 
organizations. It was only in the late 1960s and early 1970s that these 
 unions began to integrate their ranks and end discriminatory practices, 
owing in part to legal coercion and the mounting fi nancial strain of 
lawsuits.32

Still, the “variety of discriminatory practices” a  unionized African 
American worker could expect in her local was often preferable to what 
she would experience in an unor ga nized job. Missing from many ac-
counts of  unions’ racist practices is the fact that it was often worse for 
blacks in unor ga nized workplaces. Irene Branch’s story suggests that 
the  union provided her and her fellow black rubber workers some sem-
blance of freedom in the workplace. While racist treatment would con-
tinue, the  union served as an important mechanism for redress that 
was simply absent in unor ga nized workplaces.33 Or take construction 
 unions, often identifi ed as among the most stubborn and recalcitrant 
when it came to matters of race. During the late 1960s and 1970s, the 
Richard Nixon administration took various steps to force construction 
 unions to integrate and provide African Americans access to highly 
desired apprenticeships. It was certainly the case that many construc-
tion  unions had systematically excluded blacks from the most privi-
leged positions for generations. Yet as historian Judith Stein has 
 recounted, “The nonunion labor pool was hardly buoyant water for 
blacks. Actually,  unionized contractors had better racial rec ords than 
the nonunion ones.”34 During the mid- 1970s, the fraction of minority 
apprentices in  union programs was twice as high as the fraction in 
nonunion ones.35

As a result, when  unions began to diversify, many African American 
workers looked to them as potential protection against economic and 
racial inequity.36 As Lichtenstein explained, “To African- Americans . . .  
long subject to the capricious exercise of an ethnically coded set of dis-
criminations, the very bureaucratization of labor relations inherent in 
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mass  unionization had an impact that was liberating in the world of 
daily work life.”37

The “liberating” impact of  unionized work speaks more to what Af-
rican Americans confronted in nonunion settings than to the racially 
progressive policies of many  unions. Nevertheless, this historical evi-
dence suggests that African American overrepre sen ta tion in or ga nized 
labor may not simply be due to their concentration in labor- market sec-
tors easy to or ga nize. The second dominant explanation for African 
Americans’ concentration in labor  unions is what I term the “protec-
tionist” theory of  unionization. It refers to the protection against dis-
criminatory treatment that or ga nized labor may provide black workers.

How would one differentiate between positional and protectionist 
explanations? If African American workers seek  union jobs to escape 
discriminatory employers in the nonunion sector, then accounting for 
their labor- market location should still result in higher rates of or ga ni-
za tion than whites. That is, an African American working in the same 
industry, occupation, and area as a comparable white worker should 
have a higher probability of being in a  union. Now, “protection”  here is 
not directly observed. The Current Population Survey (CPS) lacks in-
formation about why individuals enter par tic u lar jobs, or how they feel 
about  unions. This lack of information precludes a purely causal inter-
pretation of the fi ndings. Yet there is substantial historical and public 
opinion research to buttress the protectionist argument. As indicated 
by Branch’s quote above, historical research reveals a strong desire 
among many African Americans for the bureaucratized, standardized 
routines of  union employment— a desire refl ected in the accounts of 
scholars Nelson Lichtenstein and Robert Korstad, as well as in Michael 
Honey’s oral histories of African American workers.38

Regarding public attitudes toward or ga nized labor, the economist 
Richard Freeman and politics and law professor Joel Rogers found that 
African Americans’ support of  unions was higher than other groups’.39 
In fact, in their models of  union support, the most powerful predictor 
of pro- union attitudes among nonunion workers was race. In recent 
years, nonunion black workers  were nearly 30 percent more likely to 
support a  unionization drive than otherwise similar nonunion white 
workers. Among other factors, the authors attributed this fi nding to 
“the exceptional vulnerability of blacks in the job market” and their 
“need for protection against discrimination.”40 As I explained in Chapter 
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1, I do not feel that the relative popularity of or ga nized labor tells us 
much about  union decline. Not only has overall demand for  unions 
remained high in the United States, but no amount of pro- union senti-
ment can overcome a disadvantageous economic position and employ-
ers steadfast in their opposition to  unionization. But the comparatively 
high demand for  union protection among blacks may tell us something 
about their higher  unionization rates relative to whites occupying simi-
lar economic positions and working for employers with similar stances 
toward  unions. This is especially true during earlier years when 
 unionization rates remained substantial. Thus in concert with the his-
torical research, this prior work on  union attitudes helps contextualize 
any fi ndings of elevated  unionization rates for African Americans— 
and helps point these potential fi ndings toward a protectionist 
interpretation.

To test positional and protectionist explanations of African Ameri-
can  unionization rates, I again utilize the CPS- May and CPS- MORG 
fi les from 1973 to 2009. The data provide information on a range of 
factors found to infl uence one’s likelihood of belonging to a  union, 
including demographic information like age, race/ethnicity, and sex, 
positional characteristics like industry, occupation, and sector, and 
geo graph i cal characteristics such as the state in which the respondent 
resides. The empirical task  here is to assess how well these variables 
explain differences in  unionization rates between black and white 
workers. If these core positional variables account for all the variation 
in black and white  unionization probabilities, then there is little room 
for racial differences in the desire for  union protection to account for 
blacks’ higher or ga ni za tion rates. On the other hand, if the statistical 
analyses that include key positional variables still reveal large group 
disparities in  unionization, then I interpret the difference as consistent 
with a protectionist theory of  unionization. But we have to be cautious 
with our interpretations, given that the associations we draw are 
 indirect—“protection” in this analysis is inferred, not directly observed.

Despite this drawback, the analysis I present below represents one 
of the most comprehensive investigations into African Americans’ 
engagement with the labor movement in modern America. The goal is 
to compare workers in similar economic positions, in similar locations, 
and with similar demographic characteristics, save for their race. These 
tests treat whether or not the respondent belongs to a labor  union as 
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the dependent variable. And what we are most interested in assessing is 
whether one’s  union membership “depends on,” in the statistical sense, 
the respondent’s race— namely whether or not he or she is African 
American. To accomplish this, the statistical tests mea sure whether or 
not blacks have elevated or depressed  unionization rates once we ac-
count for all the previously discussed factors that affect  unionization. 
The total number of these factors exceeds fi fty in the annual models I 
present in Figure 5.3.41 Given the small differences in  unionization 
rates between blacks and whites in the public sector, I limit these anal-
yses to private- sector workers.

In Figure 5.3 I present the results from the  unionization analyses. 
The point estimates in the fi gure represent the odds of  unionization for 
blacks relative to white workers. In any given year, an odds ratio above 
one indicates a higher probability of  unionization for blacks than 
whites. I break the results out by sex, given the larger racial disparities 
in  unionization among females than males evident in Figure 5.1. I in-
clude a “race/ethnicity model” series as a baseline comparison for the 
positional series. Aside from the respondent’s race/ethnicity, the base-
line series does not account for any other factors infl uencing  union 
membership. Among private- sector men, this baseline adjustment av-
erages 1.3 over the years covered  here, indicating that black men have, 
on average, roughly a third higher odds of  unionization compared to 
whites. Among private- sector women, the equivalent series averages a 
much higher 1.9, revealing that black women average nearly twice the 
odds of white women of belonging to a  union. The baseline estimates 
for men and women trend slightly downward over time, following the 
general pattern of declining  unionization rates for all groups.

The “positional” series adjusts for the respondents’ labor- market po-
sition, along with a host of other factors that pattern  unionization. This 
adjustment actually increases African American odds of belonging to a 
 union relative to whites. Once you compare black workers and white 
workers who live in similar areas, who do similar types of work, and 
who have similar education and age levels (among many other charac-
teristics), blacks’ likelihood of being in a  union is higher than when 
comparing blacks and whites in general. This is especially true among 
women. African American odds ratios peak in the 1980s at just under 
2.5 to 1. Even by the end of the series, when  unionization rates among 
all groups have declined precipitously, African American females have 
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nearly twice the odds of being in a  union compared to otherwise simi-
lar white females. While the African American effect is not as large 
among men, they still have roughly 1.5 times the odds of belonging to 
a  union compared to white men across the series.42

These results provide strong evidence that blacks’ overrepre sen ta tion 
in private- sector  unions is not solely reducible to their concentration in 
highly  unionized labor- market positions. Indeed, accounting for labor- 
market position results in higher African American  unionization odds. 
The results, then, are consistent with the protectionist hypothesis. Afri-
can American overrepre sen ta tion in  unionized jobs stems in part from 
the protections  unions may provide against employer discrimination. It 
is not that labor- market position does not matter. In these analyses 
your industry, occupation, and where in the country you work are 
powerful predictors of whether or not you will be  unionized. It is just 
that once you compare blacks and whites in similar positions, blacks 
are much more likely to belong to a labor  union.

In past work I have explored alternative ways of mea sur ing  union 
participation among blacks and whites. In one investigation, my col-
league Meredith Kleykamp and I used the National Longitudinal Study 
of Youth (NLSY), a panel data set of nearly thirteen thousand individu-
als ages fourteen to twenty- two when fi rst surveyed in 1979. Unlike the 
CPS, the NLSY mea sures respondents’ Armed Forces Qualifying Test 
(AFQT) scores, a test of verbal and math ability. These scores provide a 
proxy for unmea sured skills often used in econometric analyses. After 
adjusting for respondents’ AFQT scores, we found that African Ameri-
cans  were more likely to belong to a  union than whites, similar to the 
results shown  here, although the gender differences  were more muted.43 
In another analysis we used the CPS to construct one- year panels and 
tested whether blacks  were more likely to join a  union than whites.44 
They  were, providing further evidence that the results on display in 
Figure 5.3 are not due to the particularities of the data set I use or to my 
estimation strategy.

The preceding fi ndings help answer why African Americans are 
overrepresented in private- sector  unions. The next step is to answer 
how this overrepre sen ta tion affects economic in e qual ity between black 
and white workers. African Americans’ disproportionate concentration 
in  unions means that deunionization has likely hit their economic 
fortunes especially hard. And deunionization has likely contributed 
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to contemporary patterns of racial wage in e qual ity, given blacks’ 
overrepre sen ta tion in a labor- market institution suffering from de cades 
of decline. In what follows I assess how deunionization has shaped ra-
cial wage in e qual ity in recent de cades. Since black- white differences in 
 unionization rates are negligible in the public sector, and have been for 
some time, my primary focus is on private- sector workers. Given that 
racial differences in  unionization rates are more pronounced among 
females, it is likely that deunionization’s role in exacerbating black- 
white in e qual ity is larger among females than males. But before we get 
to that, we fi rst need to understand what has been happening to racial 
wage in e qual ity in the United States.

Black- White Wage In e qual ity in the Modern United States

In Figure 5.4 I plot whites’ wage advantages over their African Ameri-
can counterparts for men and women in the private and public sector.45 
Let’s begin with men. As shown, racial wage gaps among men are 
large, per sis tent, and exceed those of females throughout the years cov-
ered  here. Among male public- sector employees, white wage advan-
tages have declined a bit in recent years. In the private sector, the trend 
line is quite fl at, at least since 1990.46 The level of in e qual ity among 
private- sector males surpasses that of private- sector females for every 
year covered by this analysis. And male racial wage in e qual ity is not 
due to differences in hours worked. Pay disparities between black and 
white males are comparable to the ones shown  here if I limit the sam-
ple to full- time workers only. A portion of these per sis tent gaps is due 
to whites’ overrepre sen ta tion among top- end earners. Yet limiting the 
sample to the bottom 95 percent of wage earners only reduces racial 
wage disparities by 7– 8 percentage points in recent years.

Explanations for this stubborn racial wage in e qual ity tend to focus 
on African American males’ overrepre sen ta tion in the highly industri-
alized, core manufacturing cities of the Midwest and Northeast. Dein-
dustrialization would hit these urban areas especially hard, with the 
transformation to a postindustrial economy creating new jobs that for-
mer factory workers often lacked the skills to perform. Take Detroit: In 
1947, city leaders could boast of over 338,000 jobs in manufacturing. 
Three de cades later, the number had fallen to 153,000.47 Postwar auto-
mation in the auto factories rendered many positions obsolete— positions 
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disproportionately held by black men. Ford’s sprawling River Rouge 
complex, for example, employed nearly ten thousand black workers. 
Technological upgrading and other managerial changes sliced the River 
Rouge workforce in half during the 1950s.48 Even those new jobs that 
former factory workers could perform  were often located well beyond 
city limits now dominated by shuttered plant gates and growing 
deterioration.49

Analyses of racial wage gaps in the public sector are much less ex-
tensive, but existing work points to individual- level factors like skill 
differences between black and white workers, and to differences in 
occupational placement. Black males in the public sector, on average, 
seem to have lower levels of “human capital” or job- relevant skills, 
and are concentrated in public- sector occupations that pay less than 
others.50

On the bottom of the fi gure I plot the corresponding racial wage gaps 
series for private- and public- sector women. The trend lines  here tell a 
different story from what we see for men. After almost reaching parity 
by 1980, wage in e qual ity between black and white women nearly tri-
pled during the 1980s and 1990s.51 Explanations for the earlier nar-
rowing focused, among other possibilities, on occupational shifts 
among African Americans during the period, including the entrance of 
large numbers of black women into relatively well- paying govern-
ment jobs.52 Among government workers, African American females 
had reached parity with their white counterparts by the late 1970s. 
Over the subsequent de cades, relative wage gains for public- sector 
whites would steadily grow, settling at a 5 percentage- point wage ad-
vantage over African Americans. But as shown, the initial decline and 
subsequent increase in female wage differences are not confi ned to 
the public sector. Indeed the private- sector differentials are more pro-
nounced, and the increases in in e qual ity over time more stark. By 
1980, mean wages for white females in the private sector  were only 4 
percentage points higher than African American women’s wages, down 
from 12 points in the early 1970s. During the 1980s white women’s 
wage advantage doubled, and then nearly doubled again between 1989 
and 2009. As the economists John Bound and Laura Dresser concluded: 
“The news for African American women, once heralded as an equal op-
portunity success story for their near wage parity with white women, is 
not good.”53
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What does the preceding picture tell us about deunionization’s 
possible role in affecting black- white wage in e qual ity? Among male 
private- sector workers, recent years of  union decline occurred along-
side relative stability in black- white wage gaps, at least for the last two 
de cades covered by the data. These large and relatively stable pay dis-
parities combined with the comparatively small differences in  union 
membership rates between black and white males in the private sector 
suggest a minor role for deunionization in explaining contemporary 
patterns of economic in e qual ity. That is not to say that  union decline 
has not affected the wage levels of black men. In her exhaustive analysis 
of race and ethnic wage in e qual ity in metropolitan labor markets, the 
sociologist Leslie McCall concluded that for African American males, 
“unionization is the strongest source of high relative wages, even after 
considering a wide range of other labor market characteristics.”54 But 
given their or ga ni za tion rates,  unionization was a strong source of high 
relative wages for white men as well, likely attenuating the effect of 
 union decline on male racial wage gaps. The economists John Bound 
and Richard Freeman have argued that deunionization played only a 
small role in explaining racial wage gaps (as opposed to levels) among 
young males in the workforce. They found that  union decline explains 
only about 5 percent of the overall trend, although deunionization’s 
contributions  were greater among young men with low education lev-
els, and among young men in the Midwest.55

Among female private- sector workers, on the other hand, declining 
 union memberships in recent de cades corresponded with a steep in-
crease in female wage in e qual ity. And earlier we learned about the 
large racial gaps in or ga ni za tion among female private- sector employ-
ees, providing further evidence that  union decline exacerbated racial 
wage in e qual ity among private- sector females. What little work that 
has been done on women’s racial pay in e qual ity and or ga nized labor 
tends to emphasize the importance of public-sector  unions for blacks’ 
economic advancement during the 1960s and 1970s.56 As we have 
seen, racial gaps in public- sector  unionization rates are essentially 
non ex is tent for most of the years covered in this book, and public- 
sector  unionization rates have held quite steady for some time, leaving 
little room for government  unions to account for recent developments 
in public- sector wage in e qual ity. This is true for public- sector men 
as well.
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Thus, what ever role deunionization has played in exacerbating ra-
cial wage in e qual ity between black and white workers, it is clear that 
the impact is largely limited to the private sector. Given white men’s 
high or ga ni za tion rates, combined with the consistently large racial 
wage gaps among private- sector men, there is little room for  union 
decline to account for a large portion of male racial wage in e qual ity. 
Among women, the story is different. Black females’ or ga ni za tion 
rates  were twice as high as whites for de cades, and black- white wage 
disparities  were not nearly as stark. The consequences of black female 
overrepre sen ta tion in unions and subsequent  union decline have been 
largely overlooked.

Mea sur ing Deunionization’s Impact on 
Black- White Wage Gaps

The quantitative analyses at the beginning of the chapter assess various 
groups’  unionization probabilities. In statistical terms, they treat  union 
membership as the dependent variable, and test whether and to what 
extent different in de pen dent variables affect respondents’ probabilities 
of belonging to a  union. The task now is a bit different. Instead of try-
ing to predict  union membership, the goal is to isolate how  union mem-
bership affects wages among workers, similar to the tests I describe in 
Chapter 3. That is to say, I now treat  union membership as an in de pen-
dent variable, along with numerous other factors that infl uence how 
much money an individual makes at his or her job.

Isolating the causal effect of  union membership on wages turns out 
to be a complicated dilemma with ultimately imperfect solutions, an 
issue I explore in great detail in the Data and Methods Appendix. The 
CPS data sets do contain a rich battery of relevant variables, and have 
been used by labor economists and other researchers interested in mea-
sur ing  union wage premiums across time and place.57 I follow the lead 
of this past work on the topic and utilize various series of the CPS to 
capture how  unions infl uence wages, and to reveal how deunioniza-
tion has contributed to racial wage gaps between 1973 and 2009.

Many of the factors that help predict whether a worker belongs to a 
labor  union also help structure wage returns for workers. Take the 
industry one works in:  Unionization is heavily patterned by industry. 
Historically,  union presence in certain industries such as auto manu-
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facturing was substantial, while or ga nized labor had— and continues 
to have— extraordinary diffi culty gaining traction in service- sector in-
dustries such as retail. Inter- industry wage rates vary as well. Even af-
ter all the recent turmoil in the U.S. auto industry, the typical auto 
plant worker’s hourly wage is much higher than that of an individual 
staffi ng the checkout counter at a local KFC, even if these two workers 
have the same amount of work experience and levels of education. Any 
analysis of wages then must include adjustments for industry. Similar 
to the statistical analyses I presented in Chapter 3, my estimates of the 
 union wage premium contain controls for broad industry categories.

Occupation is also an important economic variable that infl uences 
both  unionization probabilities and wage rates. Members of certain 
occupations, such as managers, are prohibited by law from joining a 
 union, while pay rates for top- tier occupations and bottom- rung ones 
vary widely. Comparisons between nonunion and  union workers, then, 
should be made between individuals in the same industry and occupa-
tion. The fi nal economic factor relevant to my analyses of  union wage 
effects is hours worked per week. Since the outcome variable of interest 
is infl ation- adjusted weekly wages, lacking a control for time spent at 
work could result in misleading comparisons. Take two observationally 
similar individuals, paid the same hourly rate, except that one works 
full time and the other part time, and the full- time worker belongs to a 
labor  union while the part- time worker does not. Someone who works 
only part time will report a weekly wage well below that of a full- time 
worker, leading the analyst to conclude that the  unionization of the 
full- time worker accounts for the wage difference, when it is actually 
due to a difference in hours worked.58 Hence the need to control for hours 
worked.

Aside from those economic factors, investigations into the  union 
wage premium control for a range of demographic and human capital 
characteristics long found to affect wages. These include potential work-
force experience, race, education, and marital status.59 Like in the prior 
analyses of  unionization, I also add year and a set of detailed state- 
grouping “fi xed effects,” as well as controls for urban/rural locale. All 
told, my analyses of the  union wage premium include nearly ninety rel-
evant control variables, lending confi dence that the  union wage premi-
ums revealed are due to  union membership and not other confounding 
factors.60
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 Unions and Black- White Wage In e qual ity 
in the Private Sector

The results from the quantitative analyses indicate that deunionization 
has substantially lowered wage levels among both black and white men 
and exacerbated racial wage in e qual ity among women. I begin by esti-
mating race- specifi c  union wage premiums and wage in e qual ity in 
 recent de cades. Table 5.1 shows the results of this investigation. Specifi -
cally, it displays the remaining racial wage gaps among nonunion work-
ers, and the  union wage premiums for both black and white private- 
sector workers after adjusting for all of the correlates of wages included 
in the analyses. Since many of the dynamics generating pay differen-
tials differ by sex, I generate the premiums from two different analyses: 
one for private- sector women, the other for private- sector men. The 
table presents estimates of black- white weekly wage in e qual ity and 
 union wage premiums averaged across the entire time period under 
analysis.

Table 5.1  Black/white wage in e qual ity and  union wage premiums

Percent higher 
weekly wages

Private- sector women
 White wage advantage (nonunion) 8
 White  union wage premium 24
 Black  union wage premium 22

Private- sector men
 White wage advantage (nonunion) 17
 White  union wage premium 28
 Black  union wage premium 30

Source: Author’s compilations. Data for 1973 to 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; 
data for 1983 to 2009 come from the CPS- MORG fi les.

Note: Sample restricted to private- sector workers ages 16 to 64 with positive wages. 
The weekly wage advantage and  union premiums generated from wage models that 
control for a range of demographic, economic, and geographic factors found to 
infl uence wages, adjusted with the appropriate CPS weights.
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The results reveal that the African American wage defi cits displayed 
in Figures 5.4 and 5.5 are not entirely due to racial differences in the 
economic, demographic, and geographic characteristics included in the 
analyses. Among nonunion private- sector men, whites maintain 17 per-
cent higher wages than similar African American males. This disparity 
is much lower than the observed differences presented in Figure 5.4, but 
still quite substantial. Disparities are similar among  unionized men, as 
indicated by the comparable  union wage premiums among black and 
white men. It is unlikely that deunionization can account for much of 
this residual in e qual ity, since African American  unionization rates 
among private- sector men  were never much greater than the rates for 
white men. Nonunion white women’s weekly wages remain 8 percent 
higher than black women’s. As with their male counterparts, this level 
of in e qual ity is roughly similar among female  union members, since the 
 union wage premium does not differ much between white and black 
women. Unlike the case with men, however, the black female  union 
wage premium is slightly lower than the premium for white women. 
These female racial wage gaps are smaller than the raw differences in 
black and white female wages presented in Figure 5.4, indicating that 
some of the observed differences in female in e qual ity result from racial 
variation in the control variables included in my analyses.

The  union wage premiums displayed  here reveal little differences 
by race, an issue I explore further in the Data and Methods Appendix 
and in prior work with Meredith Kleykamp.61 Regardless of why 
 unionization does not increase the pay of blacks substantially more 
than whites, it still raises pay above the level of those who do not be-
long to a  union. The  union wage premiums displayed  here average 
about 26 percent. That is, an average worker in the United States who 
belongs to a  union earns an estimated 26 percent higher weekly wage 
than an otherwise similar nonunion worker. These large  union wage 
premiums imply that declining  union presence in the private sector has 
contributed to stagnant wage levels for both black and white men, 
given high or ga ni za tion rates among both sets of workers back in the 
early 1970s through the early 1980s. They also suggest a substantial role 
for deunionization in exacerbating black- white wage disparities among 
women, given the racial discrepancies in  unionization.62

To what extent did  union decline exacerbate racial wage in e qual ity 
and reduce wage levels over the preceding four de cades? To answer this 
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question, I use the estimates generated from the cross- sectional premium 
models (displayed in Table 5.1) to predict black- white wage disparities 
under two scenarios, displayed in Figures 5.5 and 5.6. First, I generate 
annual wage estimates for blacks and whites, allowing  unionization to 
decline as it does in the data, and estimate the African American wage 
penalty over time. We can interpret this scenario as the white wage 
advantage over black workers after adjusting for all the factors found to 
infl uence wages that I include in the analyses. Second, I generate an-
nual estimates of black and white wages after fi xing  unionization at its 
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1973 race- specifi c levels for males, and at its 1979 race- specifi c levels 
for females. I then estimate the black wage penalty under this alterna-
tive scenario— the “counterfactual- predicted” in e qual ity series. The 
counterfactual asks what in e qual ity would look like had  unionization 
levels not declined from their peak in 1973 for men, and their peak in 
1979 for women.

In the fi gures I present the overall percentage reduction in black- 
white wage in e qual ity had  unionization in the private sector remained 
at its highest levels, calculated by subtracting the two series and divid-
ing by the counterfactual- predicted series. In e qual ity estimates are 
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Figure 5.6.  Female counterfactual in e qual ity estimates, 1973– 2009. Note: Y axis 

represents the percentage- point reduction in in e qual ity had no deunionization occurred. 

See the text for further details. Sample restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to 

sixty- four, with positive wages. Source: Author’s compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come 

from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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sensitive to the inclusion of top earners in the sample, and with the 
exception of a few occupations, such as airline pi lots,  unionization 
rates among top earners are comparatively low, especially among men. 
So I supplement the counterfactual exercise with a similar analysis 
limited to the bottom 95 percent of wage earners, and present the cor-
responding reduction in in e qual ity for these truncated samples.

Let’s begin with men. In Figure 5.5 the counterfactual series fi xes 
male  unionization rates at their 1973 levels, since that is the year private- 
sector  union levels peaked for black and white men between 1973 and 
2009. It is important to emphasize  here that male private- sector 
 unionization rates actually peaked much earlier— back in the 1940s 
and 1950s. The CPS did not begin asking respondents about member-
ship until 1973, preventing a full accounting of deunionization’s infl u-
ence on private- sector male wages. The results from my analysis, then, 
should be seen as a conservative estimate of the impact of  union decline 
on wage levels among men.

The fi gure reveals what I hypothesized previously. Since  unionization 
rates do not differ dramatically between white and black men for most 
of the period covered  here, deunionization does not reduce black- white 
wage in e qual ity all that appreciably. The counterfactual line for all 
male workers indicates that by the end of the series  union decline has 
exacerbated black- white in e qual ity by about 3– 4 percent. Estimates us-
ing the truncated sample reveal an effect roughly a third larger. What 
these male in e qual ity trend lines obscure, however, is deunionization’s 
impact on male wage levels. For black men in 2009, average weekly 
wages in the truncated sample would be over $50 higher had no  union 
decline occurred. For full- time workers, that translates to an annual 
loss of income of $2,600. White male workers also experience a similar 
weekly wage loss as a result of  union decline, blunting deunionization’s 
impact on black- white wage in e qual ity.

What about private- sector women? In Figure 5.6 I conduct the same 
set of analyses on women, with one minor change. Instead of fi xing 
 unionization at its 1973 race- specifi c levels, the counterfactual series 
 here fi xes female  unionization rates at their 1979 levels, since that was 
the year private- sector  union levels peaked for women between 1973 
and 2009. As shown, deunionization has contributed greatly to grow-
ing racial wage disparities among women. By 2009, compared to the 
model- predicted series, black- white weekly wage gaps would be 12 per-
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cent lower, barring private- sector  union declines from 1979 onward. 
Within the truncated sample of female earners, the corresponding re-
duction reaches 30 percent in recent years. For example, in 2001, white 
workers’ wage advantage in the sample restricted to the bottom 95 
percent of female earners was 6.3 percentage points; absent  union de-
cline in the private sector, the difference would have been 4.8 points. 
Thus had 1979  unionization rates prevailed in 2001, overall in e qual ity 
between black and white females would be approximately 31 percent 
lower than the model- predicted series.63 These in e qual ity effects stem 
from the absolute gains  unions provide African American females. In 
2007, without any private- sector deunionization, weekly wages for 
blacks would be nearly $14 higher. For whites, wage levels would in-
crease by less than $6 a week.

As we will learn more about in the next chapter, past upsurges in 
U.S.  unionization have propelled many disadvantaged populations’ 
economic ascent into the middle class. This was not true for African 
American men— for a while. Most  unions either explicitly or through 
more indirect routes barred black males during the fi rst upsurge of or-
ga nized labor in the United States. Indeed, according to the historian 
Robert Korstad, even during the 1930s and into the 1940s, “to have any 
chance of bringing white workers into the CIO, many  unions had to 
publicly disavow any intention of promoting social equality.”64 And the 
CIO  unions  were, in general, far more progressive on racial matters 
than their peers in the AFL. But by mid- century African American 
men fl ooded into the rapidly expanding labor movement, spurred on 
by the production demands and labor shortages of the war time econ-
omy. There they would enjoy a few de cades of steady membership gains 
prior to or ga nized labor’s decline. By the early 1970s, over 40 percent of 
private- sector black men belonged to a labor  union, a striking turn-
around from just de cades before. They joined private- sector  unions that 
had previously or ga nized a large fraction of the white male labor force. 
Or ga nized labor’s fortunes would soon turn, and with them, the eco-
nomic progress of working- class men of all racial and ethnic back-
grounds. In recent de cades, both black and white male  unionization 
rates in the private sector declined precipitously, and the drop- off among 
black men was steeper. By the early years of the twenty- fi rst century, 
private- sector  unionization rates between black and white males had 
largely converged. This decline in private- sector or ga ni za tion rates 
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128 What Unions No Longer Do

played little role in exacerbating the substantial and per sis tent racial 
wage in e qual ity among males. Weekly wages for both black and white 
men would be around $50 higher today had private- sector  unions re-
mained strong.

Even when African American men  were effectively banned from the 
majority of  unions, they  were at least eligible for employment in cer-
tain occupations sought after by immigrant and low- skill native white 
laborers. Not so for African American women. Whites effectively blocked 
African American females from these positions, consigning them 
largely to farming and domestic ser vice.65 Passage of the NLRA rested 
on the exclusion of these two occupations from the law’s reach, guar-
anteeing the continual subjugation of the female African American 
workforce. Racial and gender oppression thus doubly segregated black 
women, both from the employment niches offering any opportunity 
for economic advancement and from the key labor- market institution 
situated between the employer and the employee.

In 1940, 60 percent of employed black women worked as domestic 
servants. Opportunities for black women did open up during the ar-
mament phase and the war itself. The fraction employed in domestic 
 ser vice fell by a quarter in the run- up to the war, and the portion em-
ployed on farms fell by half. The fraction of employed African Americans 
in production nearly tripled during the war.66 Yet as the confl ict ended, 
many of these women  were unable to retain their positions. As Ander-
son has argued, “their concentration in contracting industries, their 
low se niority, and their sex contributed to employment diffi culties in 
the post- war period.”67 For example, under pressure from the Fair Em-
ployment Practices Commission, St. Louis’s General Cable Corporation 
hired black women in its production divisions during the war. After the 
war, “the cord assembly department, where the company had assigned 
most of its women production workers, was closed. . . .  No black women 
survived the cutbacks.”68 Black men, on the other hand, remained a 
large presence in the company despite the postwar retrenchment.

Rapid occupational ascent for African American women followed 
in the 1960s and 1970s, stemming from the civil rights and women’s 
movements, and the resulting legal pressure on employers. Lawsuits 
and the growing threat thereof also helped open up labor  unions to 
black women. By the end of the 1970s, two in fi ve black female private- 
sector workers in the Midwest and nearly one in four nationwide be-
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longed to a labor  union. Corresponding rates for white females never 
approached these levels. After de cades of struggle, African American 
females joined African American men in private- sector  unions in 
unpre ce dented numbers.

But the timing was terrible. Black females’ membership rates peaked 
just as private- sector  unionization began its dramatic descent. Take 
AT&T, the largest private- sector employer in the country in the early 
1970s, and one with over half a million  union workers. During the 
1970s AT&T entered into a fi ve- year consent decree with the federal 
government, agreeing to diversify positions held traditionally by white 
males. The results  were impressive, with women joining the managerial 
ranks in signifi cant numbers, and increasing their share of largely 
 unionized, blue- collar positions by a third. During the decree years, the 
percentage of black women in outside craft positions doubled, and their 
share of the inside craft positions increased by roughly a quarter.69

Yet AT&T’s overall employment levels barely budged during the de-
cade, and this stability was driven by a large increase in the number of 
offi cers and managers— nonunion occupations that remained dispro-
portionately white. Among the core blue- collar occupations, overall 
employment levels dropped because of increasing automation and 
other technological improvements.70  Here we see black women making 
signifi cant gains in declining industries or ga nized by declining labor 
 unions.

Or take the case of the Memphis Furniture Company in the late 
1970s. By that time, Memphis Furniture employed a predominantly 
black, female production workforce. It remained nonunion. An or ga-
niz ing campaign began in earnest in 1977, with Coretta Scott King ar-
riving to speak to the workers, and neighborhood churches and civil 
rights organizations lending fi nancial and or gan i za tion al support.71 In 
1980, Local 282 of the Furniture Workers of America successfully or ga-
nized the plant after a bitter, protracted strike. But within a few years, 
the company shut its doors. According to Ida Leachman, one of the 
 union’s organizers— and herself an African American woman— the 
plant closing “brought down the local.”72

Thus African American women  were unable to consolidate the eco-
nomic advantages gained through a durable presence in a strong labor 
movement, further disadvantaging a population long accustomed to 
economic marginality. And the collapse of the labor movement helped 
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130 What Unions No Longer Do

set African American females back in terms of racial wage parity. After 
nearly matching white females’ wage levels during the late 1970s, black 
women would see interracial wage gaps rise throughout the fi nal de-
cades of the twentieth century. Deunionization helps explain a good 
part of the contemporary disparity. Had  unionization rates remained 
at their peak levels, black- white wage differences among private- sector 
females would be between 10 percent and 30 percent lower than 
today.

What the preceding analyses and discussion largely ignore is the role 
 unions once played in supporting the livelihoods of other minority 
populations. Early successes of or ga nized labor in this country stemmed 
in part from the energies and commitment of millions of immigrants 
and their offspring, who in turn benefi ted from a fast- growing labor 
movement. In the next chapter we will explore whether a similar dy-
namic is now occurring between labor  unions and the nation’s largest 
ethnic group, Hispanics.
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Justice for Janitors?
Deunionization and Hispanic 

Economic Assimilation

0 Eliseo Medina was born in 1946 in Central Mexico, the son of 
migrant farmworkers. His family made the journey north in the 

mid- 1950s to pick fruit in the fi elds of Delano, California. After fi nish-
ing eighth grade, Medina quit school to join his siblings and parents 
in the grape, orange, and tomato farms that dominated the California 
countryside, farms that relied heavily on foreign workers. There he 
toiled away his adolescence, until a strike led by the legendary leader of 
the United Farm Workers (UFW) Cesar Chavez galvanized Medina. He 
quickly joined the  union, launching a career in or ga nized labor that 
would take him from California to Texas, Florida, and beyond— including 
the fl oor of the Senate Judiciary Committee, where Medina would tes-
tify in favor of an overhaul of the nation’s immigration policies.1

According to the author and activist Randy Shaw, over the past 
thirty years Medina was probably responsible for or ga niz ing more 
workers into  unions than anyone  else in the United States.2 Medina’s 
successes spanned industries and  unions. After leaving the UFW in the 
late 1970s, Medina helped lead or ga niz ing drives for the American 
Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees and the Com-
munications Workers of America before joining the Ser vice Employees 
International  Union (SEIU) in 1986. The SEIU dispatched the itinerant 
or ga niz er to revitalize its fl agging local in San Diego. In just a couple of 
years, Medina helped orchestrate a remarkable turnaround, more than 
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132 What Unions No Longer Do

quintupling the  union’s membership.3 Thereafter Medina  rose rapidly 
up the SEIU’s leadership ranks, winning a seat on the international’s 
executive board in 1996 and assuming the position of secretary trea sur er 
in 2010. Medina served as a key strategist for a series of high- profi le 
 victories during his ascent, including the  unionization of seventy- four 
thousand Californian home health care aides in 1999— the largest or ga-
niz ing victory in generations.4

Medina’s remarkable rise in the labor movement is all the more im-
pressive given his heritage. It was only in 2000 that the American Fed-
eration of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL- CIO) 
abandoned its restrictionist stance toward immigration. Prior to that 
reversal, the major  union federations had looked warily upon foreign-
ers, concerned about employers’ use of them as strikebreakers, and as 
general sources of cheap labor that would help depress wages. There 
also existed a long- standing belief on the part of many  unionists that 
new arrivals brought with them un- American norms and values— 
cultural predispositions that rendered them “unorganizable.” This was 
felt to be especially true for transient groups looking only for short- 
term economic opportunities (and thus unlikely to settle in the United 
States), and for imported laborers such as Chinese workers in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.5

Yet Medina’s case was not without pre ce dent. Despite the often con-
tentious relationship between or ga nized labor and immigrants, many 
American  union leaders came from abroad. Take Sidney Hillman. Hill-
man was born in the village of Zagare, Lithuania, in March 1887. Hill-
man descended from a long line of merchants and rabbis, and relatives 
impressed with the young boy’s obvious perspicacity hoped that he too 
would follow tradition and practice his faith for a living. They  were 
soon disappointed, as Hillman’s teenage rebellion took the form of ac-
tive participation in radical groups. Hillman distributed pamphlets, 
raised funds, and delivered speeches during the failed Rus sian Revolu-
tion of 1905. When the tsarist crackdown came, Hillman worried he 
would be targeted. First fl eeing under an assumed name to En gland, 
Hillman eventually made his way to the garment factories of Chicago. 
There he put his past activist skills to work and helped or ga nize the Amal-
gamated Clothing Workers  Union. The effort would prove a  challenge for 
a number of reasons, including mutual antagonisms and language im-
pediments dividing the disproportionately foreign- born workforce. 
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Hillman’s solution was to create numerous locals based on nationality, 
including separate ones for Lithuanians, Italians, and Poles.6

The Lithuanian immigrant from the village of Zagare would go on to 
become one of the most infl uential  union leaders of his day, a close ad-
viser to President Roo se velt, and, as we will see in the next chapter, a 
powerful po liti cal fi gure who helped reshape electoral politics in the 
United States. Twice appearing on the cover of Time magazine, Hillman 
had a tremendous impact on the shape and structure of the U.S. labor 
movement. And Hillman was not the only early American labor leader 
born outside the United States: Samuel Gompers, found er of the AFL, 
was from London; Harry Bridges, found er and longtime leader of the 
International Longshore and Ware house  Union, hailed from Australia; 
and many other leaders  were the sons and daughters of immigrants. 
Indeed, the labor movement’s great upsurge between the Great Depres-
sion and World War II relied heavily on Eu ro pe an immigrants and 
their children, with many arrivals assuming top leadership posts in the 
nation’s fast- growing  unions. In the early de cades of the twentieth cen-
tury, nearly a third of the  union leaders in the United States  were born 
outside the nation’s borders.7

The relationship between  unions and immigrants was mutually ben-
efi cial, as rapidly growing labor  unions helped facilitate the economic 
incorporation of Eu ro pe an immigrants in the early and mid- twentieth 
century.8 During the labor movement’s peak,  unions helped provide a 
fi rm economic foundation for these otherwise disadvantaged popula-
tions, propelling millions up the class ladder and out of ethnic ghettos. 
In immigrant communities throughout the Midwest and in northeast-
ern cities, a  union card was often the family’s ticket to the middle class. 
In the pro cess, the labor movement transformed America, helping to 
assimilate the famous Ellis Island arrivals of our textbooks into the 
 nation’s economy and polity. Many of these arrivals, buoyed by the 
economic benefi ts of  union membership, would go on to shape the dis-
tinctive economic and po liti cal character of mid- twentieth- century 
America. Sidney Hillman, for one, would emerge as a key policy archi-
tect of the New Deal’s economic programs.

What about today? Since the 1965 Immigration and Nationality 
Act abolished preexisting country quotas, the immigrant and second- 
generation populations in the United States have expanded dramati-
cally. Over the past forty years, the fraction of the active workforce that 
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is foreign born has more than tripled.9 This growth is especially pro-
nounced for arrivals from Spanish- speaking countries, especially Mex-
ico. However, unlike many of the earlier waves of migrants, arrivals in 
recent de cades encounter an increasingly  union- free economy. Past re-
search on or ga nized labor in America points to immigrants as a neces-
sary ingredient to  unions’ initial rise and subsequent success.10 Can 
recent newcomers repeat this pattern and help inject or ga nized labor 
with energy and vitality seemingly sapped from American- born work-
ers? And what does our nearly  union- free economy portend for recent 
immigrants and their offspring struggling to gain an economic foothold 
in their new country? This chapter addresses these two questions, fo-
cusing on the nation’s largest minority population, Hispanics.

The Historical Context

The history of the American labor movement is at once a story of inclu-
sion and upward assimilation of previously marginalized groups, and 
of virulent racist and xenophobic tendencies. This is a story we saw play 
out for African Americans in the prior chapter, and it is a similar story 
for immigrant populations of generations past. Asians, particularly Chi-
nese and Japa nese, faced extreme hostility from the early craft  unions, 
exemplifi ed by or ga nized labor’s successful lobbying for the Chinese 
Exclusion Act during the late nineteenth century.11 The expression of 
anti- Chinese sentiment extended beyond mere lobbying. In the fall of 
1885, white miners of the Knights of Labor slaughtered dozens of Chi-
nese workers in Rock Springs, Wyoming. Yet just over two de cades later 
in the very same location as the massacre, Chinese miners could be 
found attending United Mine Workers of America meetings alongside 
other workers eager for the benefi ts and protection promised by the 
 union.12 And in more recent years, Asians in the United States (immi-
grants and U.S. natives) held more pro- union attitudes than whites.13

For many de cades, or ga nized labor’s anti- immigrant policies and 
practices extended to Eu ro pe an arrivals. The fact that the leadership 
of many early  unions came from overseas did not prevent these very 
same  unions from actively lobbying against further immigration dur-
ing the  late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In 1897, for ex-
ample, the national board of the AFL endorsed a resolution calling for a 
means test and an educational requirement for all potential newcom-
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ers to the United States. Other  unions advocated more stringent policies. 
The New York branch of the AFL, for example, called for a temporary 
halt to all immigration.14

Aside from the endemic racism of the time, there was practical eco-
nomic logic behind labor’s stance. A restricted labor supply might bol-
ster labor’s position, while a glut of arrivals searching for work might 
undermine it. Added to this was the aforementioned suspicion that 
foreigners  were somehow less “organizable” than workers born in Amer-
ica, despite the growing body of counterevidence exhibited by the con-
spicuous overrepre sen ta tion of immigrants at the top of labor’s hierar-
chy. The counterevidence extended down to the rank and fi le, where 
many immigrant laborers proved the most tenacious supporters of 
strikes and other industrial actions. In the fall of 1912, for example, res-
tive copper miners in Utah considered a walkout as long hours and ris-
ing copper prices failed to produce higher wages.  Union leadership 
urged caution, but  were soon overwhelmed by the “foreign element” 
in the miner’s camp. Austrian, Italian, Japa nese, and Bulgarian im-
migrant workers  were “insistent upon a walkout,” and their sentiment 
prevailed, as reported by the New York Times.15 Seven years later an-
other mining dispute in Wyoming dragged on longer than the com-
pany and many U.S.- born workers desired. Why the lengthy confl ict? 
Striking immigrant workers promised to “shoot anyone” who returned 
to work.16 Across the country in New Jersey the mayor of the town of 
Perth Amboy learned of immigrant laborers’ tenaciousness when 
 striking brick makers— largely Bulgarians— stoned the offi cial after 
mistaking him for a strikebreaker.17 Fog, apparently, was quite thick at 
the time.

Why, despite all the counterexamples cited above, did anti- immigrant 
sentiment prevail among many  unionists and their leaders? For many 
immigrants and their children, the very act of joining a  union became 
part of the pro cess of economic incorporation. In labor historian David 
Montgomery’s words, they saw their membership “as a badge of assimi-
lation.”18 And for many immigrant workers, this badge entitled them to 
react harshly toward what they saw as the threat posed by even more 
recent arrivals. Thus, workers who had made the journey from Ireland, 
En gland, and Germany de cades earlier viewed the latest arrivals from 
Italy and the Eu ro pe an periphery as unorganizable, and thus “unas-
similable.” This sentiment was echoed among U.S.- born workers, many 
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of whom had fought unsuccessfully to keep the fi rst wave of migrants 
out of their country, and out of their  unions. And it was a sentiment 
that would be echoed generations later by  unionized Italian Americans 
and others as they themselves viewed the next waves of arrivals with 
suspicion.

The perennial problem for anti- immigrant  unionists is that new ar-
rivals tend to concentrate in those positions of the economy that  unions 
target. The millions of immigrants from Eu rope who arrived in the 
United States during the de cades surrounding the turn of the twentieth 
century fl ooded into the factories, mills, and mines where  unions 
found greatest success. In turn- of- the- century Detroit, for example, 
over half of all manual workers  were foreign born. During the early de-
cades of the twentieth century, Henry Ford’s employees  were largely 
immigrants, with the greatest share coming from Rus sia, Romania, 
Italy, and Austria- Hungary.19 As Montgomery recounted, so prevalent 
 were immigrants among manual laborers, “that they produced nothing 
less than an ethnic recomposition of the American working class.”20 
The result was that “even those American trade  unionists who  were 
most contemptuous of the newcomers found no alternative to or ga niz-
ing them into their own ranks.”21

This pattern of simultaneously incorporating newcomers while fi ght-
ing to restrict any further immigration extended across the twentieth 
century. It is a pattern evident in the contemporary relationship be-
tween the country’s Hispanics and or ga nized labor. The onset of se-
vere deunionization in the 1970s, coupled with a dramatic increase in 
the Hispanic population, rekindled long- standing tensions between 
or ga nized labor and the nation’s Hispanics. In Los Angeles,  unionists 
 were “openly hostile” to Hispanic workers pouring into the local labor 
market during the 1970s and 1980s, according to sociologist Ruth Milk-
man.22 Worries about the destabilizing impact of ethnic divisions, es-
pecially between Mexicans and native- born whites, motivated some of 
the hostility. This was a long- standing fear in the labor movement. 
Throughout the 1920s the AFL pushed to have immigration from Mex-
ico “severely restricted,” recounted the historian Harvey Levenstein.23 
Samuel Gompers, an immigrant himself, lobbied unsuccessfully to add 
Mexico to the list of countries covered by the National Origins Act of 
1924. His successor at the AFL persuaded the major Mexican labor fed-
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eration to lobby its government to restrict emigration to the United 
States. Even the more radical  union leader John Lewis, son of two im-
migrants from Wales, proposed that the AFL offi cially oppose immigra-
tion from Mexico. His proposal passed at the 1919 AFL convention.24

Under the leadership of President John Sweeney and Executive Vice- 
President Linda Chavez- Thompson, the AFL- CIO fi nally abandoned its 
restrictionist stance toward immigration in 2000. Spurred on by fast- 
growing  unions such as the SEIU and leaders such as Eliseo Medina, 
the AFL- CIO’s executive committee issued a statement calling for gen-
eral amnesty for illegal immigrants in the United States and ending the 
practice of sanctioning employers for hiring undocumented workers. 
Announcing that it “proudly stands on the side of immigrant workers,” 
the AFL- CIO reversed over a century’s worth of lobbying to curtail mi-
gration to the United States.25 It did so in part because of the rapidly 
expanding role of Hispanics in American workplaces, and in  unions 
across the country.

The New Arrivals

Today Hispanics are the single largest minority group in the country, 
accounting for nearly 17 percent of the nation’s total population. And 
today over half of all immigrants in the United States are of Hispanic 
origin. Despite the post- 1965 growth of the immigrant population, the 
foreign- born in the United States today make up a smaller share of all 
workers than they did in the early twentieth century. The fraction of 
the workforce born outside the United States peaked in 1910, when im-
migrants constituted over a fi fth of all workers. Estimates from 2007 
indicated that approximately one in six workers in the United States 
was an immigrant.26 That 2007 fi gure represents a post– World War II 
high— during the 1950s through the 1970s, the proportion of foreign- 
born in the labor force hovered below 10 percent.

Through the 1960s, a large portion of migrants to the United States 
came from Eu rope and Canada. That has changed dramatically, with 
recent arrivals increasingly coming from Latin America and Asia. Since 
the early 1990s, Hispanic migrants have made up the single largest cat-
egory of legal immigrants, and millions more have entered the country 
illegally.27 Nearly a third of the current immigrant population is from 
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Mexico; no other country comes close to matching Mexico’s contribu-
tion to the U.S. immigrant population.28 Accompanying the increasing 
numbers of Hispanic migrants are high birth rates among many His-
panic subpopulations in the United States, further contributing to the 
growth of America’s largest minority group.

The Hispanic category includes a huge and heterogeneous popula-
tion, ranging from the young Mexican migrant worker who just crossed 
the southern border illegally to notable public fi gures such as Marco 
Rubio, a sitting U.S. senator from Florida born in the United States 
whose parents migrated from Cuba. What do all these people have in 
common? Social scientists defi ne Hispanics as those who classify them-
selves according to one of the Hispanic- origin categories provided on 
standard surveys. Common Hispanic- origin categories include Mexican, 
Cuban, or Honduran, as well as broader groupings such as Central and 
South Americans.

As the proportion of Hispanics in the general population increased 
dramatically in recent de cades, so too has the proportion of Hispanics 
in the active workforce. In Figure 6.1 I present trend lines of the frac-
tion of employed workers in the United States who self- identify as His-
panic, as well as the fraction of employed workers who are immigrants 
and Hispanic immigrants for those years in which the data are available. 
In offi cial government questionnaires such as the census, the ethnic- 
origin questions are asked separately from those asking about one’s 
race. Thus, a Hispanic can be of any race. However, for the calculations 
I present in Figure 6.1 and throughout the rest of the chapter, I com-
bine race and ethnic categories and defi ne four mutually exclusive racial/
ethnic groups: white, African American, Hispanic, and other. Anyone 
who defi nes him or herself as Hispanic, regardless of race, is included 
in the Hispanic category.

Since the early 1970s, the portion of the employed population that 
self- identifi es as Hispanic has more than tripled. By 2009, nearly one in 
every seven active workers was Hispanic, up from less than one in 
twenty thirty- fi ve years earlier. Data on the immigrant workforce are 
limited to 1994 forward, as that was the fi rst year in which the Current 
Population Survey (CPS) included questions on country of birth. Even 
though the truncated series covers just a de cade and a half of data, we 
still see a substantial increase in the percentage of immigrants working 
in the United States. This rise is due primarily to the growth of the His-
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panic immigrant population. The size of and trends in the Hispanic and 
Hispanic immigrant workforce reveal populations increasingly impor-
tant to the nation’s economy. Academics have wrestled for years over 
the question of how successfully Hispanics are incorporating eco nom-
ical ly.29 Some researchers have identifi ed the beleaguered labor move-
ment as a possible source of upward mobility for Hispanic immigrants 
and their offspring, and as a site where certain Hispanic subpopula-
tions may utilize their own past experiences with collective mobiliza-
tion to strengthen  unions.30 It is to these issues that we now turn.
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Figure 6.1.  Hispanic and immigrant workforce in the United States, 
1973– 2009. Note: Sample restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four. 
Source: Author’s compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data 

for 1983– 2009 come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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Hispanics and Or ga nized Labor in Modern America

During the 1980s, own ers of downtown offi ce buildings in Los Angeles 
began subcontracting cleaning ser vices. The move relieved them of 
dealing with janitorial contracts, and ushered in a wave of deunioniza-
tion among the city’s cleaning staff. As the total janitorial workforce in 
L.A. doubled during the offi ce building boom of that period, the clean-
ing subcontractors pushed aggressively against  union agreements. Their 
effort coincided with dramatic demographic changes among the city’s 
tens of thousands of janitors. What once was a disproportionately male, 
disproportionately African American occupation quickly came to be 
dominated by Mexican and Central American immigrants, many of 
them female. By 1990, Hispanic immigrants composed over 60 percent 
of the janitorial workforce in Los Angeles.31 And unlike earlier de cades, 
when SEIU Local 399 had or ga nized a large fraction of building clean-
ers, most of these recent arrivals  were nonunion.

In 1988, SEIU sent organizers and resources to Local 399 in an at-
tempt to resuscitate  unionization efforts among the now- unorganized 
cleaning ser vice workers.  Union losses in prior years stemmed in part 
from the building own ers’ switch to subcontractors. These outfi ts  were 
plentiful, and if one of them happened to or ga nize, building own ers 
could easily replace it with a nonunion alternative. Recognizing the 
futility of going after individual subcontractors, the innovative cam-
paign that would materialize, commonly known as Justice for Janitors, 
targeted the building own ers themselves. Instead of or ga niz ing work- 
site by work- site, the  union identifi ed a specifi c geographic locale— 
downtown Los Angeles— and aimed to score large master contracts 
that established wage and benefi t standards for a sizable fraction of 
cleaning staff in the area. The campaign also focused on generating 
substantial community involvement in the effort, and often used high- 
profi le protests to raise visibility. These efforts mirrored the community- 
based strike mobilizations of past immigrant struggles, in which “the 
network of family savings, ethnic fraternal organizations, grocers, and 
churches sustained the strikers,” as recounted by Montgomery.32 The 
SEIU’s organizers also sought the help of community leaders. A success-
ful or ga niz ing strike in the spring of 1990 that capitalized on support 
from leading Los Angeles politicians and church offi cials, including the 
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archbishop of the city, led to substantial wage increases for a segment of 
the city’s janitorial workforce.

Over the coming years, the  union would score a string of victories 
for the largely immigrant, heavily female workforce. In 2000, for ex-
ample, Eliseo Medina led a successful effort that helped to deliver to 
Los Angeles janitors wage gains that surpassed those achieved in prior 
Justice for Janitors campaigns.33 These victories provided a template for 
other successful campaigns elsewhere in California, in Houston, and in 
other locations throughout the United States.34 The broader Justice for 
Janitors movement also provided beleaguered  unions with a rare source 
of hope after de cades of steady membership losses.35 And the continu-
ing infl ux of Hispanics, both immigrant and native- born, into high- 
growth industries and locales suggested to many  union leaders that 
 labor’s exclusionary stance of the past must be abandoned should it 
hope to achieve a fi rm standing in the future. As Linda Chavez- Thomson, 
then secretary trea sur er of the AFL- CIO, stated in 2000, “Immigrants 
are not only the history of the  union movement, they are its future, its 
soul, its spirit.”36 Many organizers and academics began to identify the 
tactics and— crucially—the constituency involved in the Southern Cal-
ifornia janitors’ campaign as key elements of a revitalized labor move-
ment in the twenty- fi rst century.

Over two de cades have passed since Justice for Janitors began, 
enough time to evaluate whether or ga nized labor has gained a foothold 
in Hispanic communities since the high- profi le shift in or ga niz ing strat-
egies beginning with the Justice for Janitors campaign. Evaluating the 
relationships between  unions and Hispanics allows us to test theories 
about the “organizability” of Hispanics in recent de cades, and provides 
insights into the contemporary context of reception for the millions of 
immigrant and second- generation Hispanic workers. Are they follow-
ing the lead of earlier immigrant populations and using the labor move-
ment as a springboard to the middle class?

Figure 6.2 provides a picture that highlights some of these issues. It 
plots the percentage of Hispanics in  unions from 1973 to 2009, along 
with the percentage of Hispanic immigrants in  unions over the last de-
cade and a half. For comparison, it includes the overall  unionization 
rate, represented by the dashed line. As with all the analyses in this 
chapter, I restrict the data to employed workers ages sixteen to sixty- four. 
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Hispanic  unionization rates peaked in the early 1970s, when over a 
third belonged to a  union. Through the early 1980s,  unions or ga nized 
one in fi ve Hispanic workers. And until that period, the Hispanic rate 
of or ga ni za tion was actually higher than the overall rate— substantially 
so in the early 1970s. But over the subsequent two de cades, as the His-
panic fraction of the workforce tripled,  unionization rates among His-
panics halved. And while the basic  unionization trend among Hispanics 
mirrored the broader pattern of deunionization, in recent de cades His-
panics’ levels of or ga ni za tion averaged a few percentage points lower 
than the overall rate. Or ga ni za tion rates among Hispanic immigrants 
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Figure 6.2.  Hispanic and immigrant  unionization rates, 1973– 2009. Note: 
Sample restricted to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four. Source: Author’s 

compilations. Data for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 

come from the CPS- MORG fi les.
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 were a few points lower still. In 2009, the last year of the series, the 
overall  unionization rate was 12.5 percent. Among Hispanics, the rate 
was 10 percent. And among Hispanic immigrants, it was just 7 
percent.

What accounts for these disparities? On the one hand, the low 
 unionization rates among Hispanics in recent years might refl ect the 
changing composition of the Hispanic workforce. If, for example, im-
migrants make up a larger share of the Hispanic population than in the 
1970s and 1980s, this compositional change may explain Hispanics’ 
recent underrepre sen ta tion in  unions. Research on the timing of  union 
decline and Hispanic growth in certain industries dispels the notion 
that the growth of the Hispanic population played a large role in 
deunionization— Hispanics often arrived once  union decline was well 
under way.37 But an infl ux of new arrivals— many of them undocu-
mented, and many of them facing language barriers— could raise labor 
organizers’ concern about the “organizability” of these workers, lead-
ing  unions to focus efforts elsewhere. On the other hand, some scholars 
argue that many immigrants bring to this country strong  union experi-
ence and labor solidarism crucial to counteracting aggressive antiunion 
campaigns by employers, suggesting that the relative decline in His-
panic repre sen ta tion rates is not due to the rise of Hispanic immigra-
tion.38 Instead, relative to de cades past, today’s Hispanic workforce may 
simply concentrate in those industries and occupations where the bar-
riers to  unionization are exceptionally high. Below I expand on these 
competing theories, providing a framework for understanding the em-
pirical results.

Solidaristic Theories

In the prior chapter we learned of “positional” and “protectionist” 
 theories of  unionization.  Here we need to add one more. “Solidaristic” 
theories of  unionization emphasize the ways in which group solidarity, 
ethnic- or class-based, on the part of Hispanics and Hispanic subpopu-
lations may lower or increase their or ga ni za tion rates. Solidaristic theo-
ries suggesting that Hispanics, and especially Hispanic immigrants, will 
have lower  unionization rates tend to take one of two forms. The fi rst 
emphasizes the destabilizing impact outsiders may have on workplace 
solidarity. For example, an infl ux of immigrants into a par tic u lar locale 
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may raise the costs of  unionization by ratcheting up competition be-
tween workers and undermining local solidarity among the working 
class. Evidence for this version remains quite mixed, however. Whereas 
one recent study found that increases in immigration are associated 
with lower  unionization rates, another found the opposite.39 And as 
noted, the historical record is fi lled with examples of immigrants dem-
onstrating strong class- based solidarity.

The second variant of solidarity theory suggests that part of the pro-
cess of economic assimilation for immigrant populations and their off-
spring involves developing the capacity for class- based collective action 
in the United States.40 Such a development is unlikely to occur among 
the most recent arrivals, who must overcome cultural and legal hurdles 
to convince themselves and labor organizers that they are prime candi-
dates for  unionization. Instead, the class- based solidarity necessary for 
 unionization is likely to develop over time and across generational di-
vides. The historical record offers numerous examples of this pattern. 
In the mills that dotted the mid- Atlantic states during the early twenti-
eth century, many immigrants from Central and Eastern Eu rope largely 
accepted their working conditions and did not agitate for much more 
than their employers offered. As the sociologist Ewa Morawska re-
counts, “Their life in Eu rope as well as in this country had taught 
peasant- immigrants to keep away from public affairs.” Their children, 
however, “saw things differently, at least regarding their lives as indus-
trial workers,” and would go on to be active strike participants and 
 union members.41 If this version of solidarity theory holds true for His-
panics, we would expect to see higher rates of  unionization the longer 
a Hispanic immigrant has been in the United States, and higher rates of 
 unionization for Hispanics born in the United States, after accounting 
for other factors that affect  union membership.

Likewise, the potential for class- based collective action in the United 
States should be lower for arrivals who maintain strong ties across 
borders. Immigrants with a history of cycling between the United 
States and their home nation are more likely to compare their work 
conditions in the United States to those experienced in their home-
land.42 This cross- national frame of reference may inhibit any mobili-
zation over unfair pay and work conditions in the United States. 
Among Hispanic subpopulations, Mexicans move back and forth 
across the two nations’ borders at relatively high rates. If such mobil-
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ity inhibits the generation of labor solidarity in the United States, we 
would expect to see lower likelihoods of  unionization for Mexican 
immigrants.

On the other hand, solidarity on the part of new arrivals could work 
to or ga nized labor’s advantage. Many  unions now recognize that non-
immigrant American workers often lack any experience with  unionism 
or other forms of group solidarity that  unions try to capitalize on dur-
ing or ga niz ing drives. Certain immigrants bring to America strong 
 union experience and worker solidarity that could help offset employ-
ers’ anti- union pressure. 43 And the successes of the Justice for Janitors 
campaign in Southern California and elsewhere serve as examples in 
which organizers  were able to capitalize on the class- based solidarity 
exhibited by many Hispanic immigrants. Past research suggests that 
this solidarity should be most pronounced among non- Mexican His-
panic migrants, because of the signifi cant presence of po liti cal refugees 
and labor activists among that population.44

Positional Theory

Solidarity means little if Hispanics concentrate in unorganizable sec-
tors of the economy. As we have learned, a “positional” theory of  union 
or ga niz ing focuses on the ways in which relatively stable industrial, 
occupational, and geo graph i cal factors affect  unionization. According 
to this theory, Hispanic  unionization rates will vary according to where 
Hispanics fi nd jobs. To the extent that Hispanics work in par tic u lar oc-
cupations and industries that organizers have had little luck penetrat-
ing, their  unionization rates will run low, regardless of their desire for 
or past experience with  unions.

To recount, the most important positional factors include industry, 
occupation, geo graph i cal location, and economic sector. Positional the-
ory would predict that those Hispanics who are disproportionately em-
ployed in low- skill ser vice industries— industries with comparatively 
high labor costs relative to other costs of production— should have lower 
or ga ni za tion rates relative to others. Those Hispanics employed in the 
capital- intensive manufacturing sector, on the other hand, should have 
higher or ga ni za tion rates.

The critical question for our purposes is whether Hispanics and His-
panic subpopulations are more or less likely than nonimmigrant whites 
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to work in labor- market locations where the costs of or ga ni za tion are 
quite high. And  here we have two competing narratives about Hispanic 
employment patterns. On the one hand is the commonplace belief that 
Hispanics are concentrated in low- wage, low- skill ser vice and agricul-
tural occupations— occupations like fruit picker, the trade of Eliseo 
Medina’s family. Notwithstanding the scattered successes of the UFW, 
 unions have always found or ga niz ing agricultural workers diffi cult. On 
the other hand are the less widely known fi ndings from academic stud-
ies suggesting that Hispanics as a group have been “more dependent 
on manufacturing than blacks or whites” throughout much of the 
twentieth century, as the scholars William Sites and Virginia Parks 
have argued.45 Manufacturing served as the anchor of the American 
labor movement.

Mea sur ing Hispanics’ Or ga ni za tion Probabilities

So what explanation best accounts for Hispanics’  unionization rates? 
To test solidarity and positional theories of  unionization, I again utilize 
various series of the CPS from 1973 to 2009. Just as there are no ques-
tions directly mea sur ing “protection” in large- scale data sets of the type 
I analyze, so too are there no questions tapping one’s group solidarity. 
What we have instead is information on a range of factors found to 
infl uence one’s likelihood of belonging to a  union: demographic infor-
mation like age, race/ethnicity, and sex, positional characteristics like 
industry, occupation, and sector, and geo graph i cal characteristics such 
as the state in which the respondent resides. The empirical task is to as-
sess how well these variables explain differences in  unionization rates 
among certain Hispanic subpopulations and other groups. If core posi-
tional variables account for all the differences between, say, Hispanic 
immigrants’  unionization rates and those of U.S.- born whites, then 
there is little room for differences in group solidarity to account for 
variation in or ga ni za tion rates. If the statistical analyses that factor in 
key positional variables still reveal large group disparities in  unionization, 
then I interpret the difference as consistent with one or another version 
of solidarity theory. We should be cautious with our interpretations, 
however, given that similar to the investigation of “protectionist the-
ory” in the prior chapter, “solidarity” in this analyses is inferred, not 
directly observed.
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These analyses treat whether or not the respondent belongs to a la-
bor  union as the dependent variable.46 And what we are most inter-
ested in assessing is whether membership in a  union “depends on,” in 
the statistical sense, the respondent’s race/ethnicity— namely whether 
or not he or she is Hispanic or a member of a par tic u lar Hispanic sub-
population. To accomplish this, the analyses mea sure whether or not 
Hispanics have elevated or depressed  unionization rates once we ac-
count for many of the other factors that infl uence  unionization.47

I begin the analyses with annual predictions of Hispanic  unionization 
probabilities from 1973 to 2009 using CPS- May and CPS- MORG data 
(Figure 6.3). The point estimates indicate Hispanics’ odds of 
 unionization compared to white workers. An odds ratio above 1 sug-
gests that Hispanics are more likely to belong to a  union, while an odds 
ratio below 1 suggests the opposite. An odds ratio of 1 (or close to it) 
indicates no differences in  unionization probabilities between Hispan-
ics and the reference group, non- Hispanic white workers. I present two 
series. The “race/ethnicity model” series only includes race/ethnicity 
identifi ers. That is, it does not take into account the positional and geo-
graph i cal factors that pattern  unionization in the United States. This 
series provides a baseline comparison for the full model series.48 As 
shown, the race/ethnicity series trends sharply downward over the 
nearly forty years covered by the data. Whereas in the mid- 1970s His-
panics had one and a half times the odds of  unionization of whites, by 
the late 1990s Hispanics’ odds of  unionization stabilized at about 20 
percent lower than those of whites.

What could account for this shift? The “positional” series shows the 
results of models that attempt to rule out various explanations for the 
downward trend by comparing statistically similar types of workers. 
The models account for standard correlates of  unionization such as a 
worker’s industry, occupation, sector, potential experience, and where 
the employee works.49 Two results from the picture stand out. One, for 
the majority of the series the point estimates hover close to 1, indicat-
ing little variation in  union membership probabilities between Hispan-
ics and whites after adjusting for differences in labor- market position 
and other factors. Up until the 2000s, the  unionization probabilities 
between whites and Hispanics are not much different at all, and they 
are not statistically signifi cant for most years. For those few years, such 
as the early 1990s, in which differences remain, they are substantively 
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small. Two, the trend line shows a slightly downward slope. Beginning 
in the mid- 1990s, Hispanics’ odds of  unionization fall below 1, and be-
tween 2004 and 2009, the difference in odds ratios between whites and 
Hispanics is statistically signifi cant, indicating reduced probabilities of 
 union membership for Hispanics compared to whites in recent years.

This comparison reveals that Hispanics and whites have similar 
probabilities of belonging to a  union for most of the prior de cades, after 
factoring in differences in where the two populations live and work. 
On the  whole, then, solidarity or the lack thereof on the part of His-
panics does not seem to be driving their propensity to join or avoid 
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Figure 6.3.  Hispanics’ odds of  unionization, 1973– 2009. Note: Sample restricted 

to employed workers, ages sixteen to sixty- four. Source: Author’s compilations. Data 

for 1973– 1981 come from the CPS- May fi les; data for 1983– 2009 come from the 

CPS- MORG fi les.
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 unions. Nor do  union organizers seem reluctant to disrupt existing soli-
daristic ties by bringing newcomers into the labor movement.

But in recent years we do see a slight change: Hispanics’ probabilities 
of  unionization have dropped relative to whites. What could account 
for this development? We know that the Hispanic population is a huge 
and heterogeneous lot, and it may be that compositional changes are 
driving the shifting relationship between or ga nized labor and Hispan-
ics during the early years of the twenty- fi rst century. Solidaristic expla-
nations of  unionization focus on discrete subpopulations, such as re-
cent Hispanic immigrants, immigrants lacking U.S. citizenship, or 
those that cycle back and forth between the United States and their 
country of origin. I now focus on these groups.

In Table 6.1 I present results from a series of analyses that divides the 
Hispanic population by citizenship status, national origin, time since 
immigration, and generation. Each block of results attempts to target 
specifi c subpopulations theorized to have high or low probabilities of 
 unionization. For example, past research has found that Mexican im-
migrants return to their land of origin more often than other migrant 
groups. This cycling may retard the development of class- based solidar-
ity in the United States.50 The nationality analyses, then, test whether 
Mexican immigrants have lower odds of  unionization after accounting 
for key positional characteristics as well as the state in which the re-
spondent lives, and other vital information like potential labor- force 
experience, gender, and educational attainment. The comparison cate-
gories for all the analyses in the table are nonimmigrant, non- Hispanic 
white workers. I pool across the period to ensure suffi cient sample 
sizes.51

I utilize the CPS- March series from 1994 to 2009 for these subpopu-
lation investigations because, unlike the larger CPS- MORG fi les, the 
March series includes a mea sure of fi rm size. Research has shown that 
recent arrivals frequently rely on entrenched immigrant networks to 
fi nd employment.52 These networks frequently steer migrants to ethnic 
workplaces, often of small size.53 By including a fi rm size mea sure, I 
can pinpoint whether  unionization differences between Hispanic sub-
populations and whites remain after controlling for this important in-
tervening variable. The CPS- March series also includes an indicator of 
whether the respondent changed addresses in the past survey year. 
Residential instability may lower one’s  unionization probability, as 
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 union job queues are often long. And recent arrivals may also be more 
likely to move around in search of employment in their new country.

Let’s begin with the “Citizenship” block of results.  Here we see 
 unionization odds ratios for three different Hispanic subpopulations, 
fi rst from data that include public- and private- sector workers, and 
then from data restricted to private- sector workers. Relative to nonim-
migrant white workers, Hispanics born in the United States and His-
panic immigrants who are citizens have higher probabilities of being in 
a  union over the 1994– 2009 period. This is especially true for private- 

Table 6.1  Odds ratios from regressions predicting  unionization, 1994– 2009

All workers Private- sector workers

1. Citizenship models
Hisp. nonimmigrant 1.13** 1.23***
Hisp. immigrant citizen 1.16* 1.27**
Hisp. immigrant noncitizen 0.66*** 0.69***

2. Nationality models
Non- Mexican nonimmigrant 1.24*** 1.35***
Non- Mexican immigrant 0.86* 0.92
Mexican nonimmigrant 1.07 1.17*
Mexican immigrants 0.77*** 0.77***

3. Time- since- immigration models
Hisp. nonimmigrant 1.14** 1.24***
Hisp. immigrant < 5 years 0.54*** 0.51***
Hisp. immigrant 5– 9 years 0.52*** 0.56***
Hisp. immigrant 10– 19 years 0.81** 0.88
Hisp. immigrant > 20 years 1.05 1.10

4. Generation models
Non- Mexican 3rd+ 1.33*** 1.51***
Non- Mexican 2nd 0.98 0.91
Non- Mexican immigrant 0.86* 0.92
Mexican 3rd+ 1.03 1.17
Mexican 2nd 1.12 1.16
Mexican immigrant 0.77*** 0.77***

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from the CPS- March fi les, 1994– 2009.
Note: Sample restricted to employed workers, ages 16 to 64.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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sector workers, where Hispanic nonimmigrants have 23 percent higher 
odds of being  unionized, and Hispanic immigrant citizens have 27 
 percent higher odds of belonging to a  union than comparable nonim-
migrant white workers. Thus there is nothing about being a Hispanic 
immigrant that impedes one’s probability of  unionization— so long as 
you are a citizen. Citizenship status represents a signifi cant divide. Re-
gardless of whether public- sector workers are included in the analyses, 
Hispanic noncitizens’ odds of  unionization are roughly two- thirds as 
high as whites’.

Those immigrants lacking citizenship may differ from citizens in 
ways that go beyond citizenship status. It may be that noncitizens are 
more recent arrivals or tend to be from one par tic u lar country versus 
others. The next block of results focuses on national origin, and par-
ticularly on whether or not there is something distinctive about Mexi-
can immigrants compared to non- Mexican Hispanics that impedes or 
increases their likelihood of  unionization. As shown, non- Mexican His-
panic nonimmigrants have signifi cantly higher odds of  unionization 
compared to nonimmigrant whites, especially in the private sector. 
And non- Mexican immigrants in the private sector have similar 
 unionization odds as whites. American- born workers of Mexican heri-
tage have either similar  unionization odds as whites, or— when restrict-
ing the analysis to the private sector— slightly higher odds of belonging 
to a  union compared to otherwise similar nonimmigrant white work-
ers.  Here the real dividing line seems to be between Mexican immi-
grants and others. The odds of  unionization for Mexican immigrants 
are just three- quarters as large as those of nonimmigrant whites.

One version of solidarity theory posits that it takes time, and perhaps 
even generations, for newcomers to develop the capacity for class- based 
collective action in the United States. Whether because of their precari-
ous legal statuses, language barriers, or a mind- set accustomed to com-
paring working conditions in the United States to those of their country 
of origin, recent arrivals may prove poor candidates for  unionization 
efforts. The Time- since- immigration and Generation sets of analyses 
buttress this hypothesis. Hispanic immigrants who have been in the 
United States for less than a de cade have approximately half the odds of 
 unionization compared to nonimmigrant whites. Those who have re-
sided in the United States for at least two de cades, by contrast, have simi-
lar odds of  unionization as nonimmigrant whites. Breaking down the 
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Hispanic population by generation reveals a similar pattern. Third gen-
eration or above Hispanics are signifi cantly more likely to belong to a 
 union than similar nonimmigrant white workers. Nonimmigrant His-
panics with at least one parent born abroad have odds of  union mem-
bership comparable to U.S.- born whites— whether they are Mexican or 
not. And just as with the nationality models, again we fi nd that Mexi-
can immigrants have the lowest  unionization probabilities.

Disaggregating the data into even more fi nely graded groups of inter-
est, groups like noncitizen Mexican immigrants who arrived in the 
United States very recently, results in categories with very few respon-
dents, which generates extremely shaky estimates from the statistical 
models. In supplementary analyses, I investigated whether Mexican im-
migrants may be overrepresented among those who have not been in 
the United States for very long. Since we know duration in the United 
States plays a large role in patterning  unionization among immigrants, 
an overconcentration of Mexicans among the most recent arrivals may 
explain the Mexican immigrant fi nding from the nationality models. It 
turns out that the fraction of Hispanic immigrants from Mexico re-
mains pretty steady along the time- since- arrival continuum. In the 
CPS- March data sets, roughly 60– 65 percent of all Hispanic immi-
grants are from Mexico, regardless of whether you focus on those who 
have been in the United States for de cades, or on those who arrived 
within the last fi ve years.54

The four blocks of results point to a few conclusions. First, citizen-
ship exerts a strong, positive effect on  unionization, perhaps suggesting 
that citizenship signals incorporation and serves as protection for im-
migrant workers against employers eager to exploit precarious legal sta-
tuses. Similar to other minority populations (most notably, African 
Americans), once assimilated into the open labor market and protected 
against threats of deportation, Hispanic immigrants or ga nize at higher 
rates than U.S.- born whites. Second, all the analyses reveal higher odds 
of  union membership for U.S.- born Hispanics than Hispanic immigrants, 
and among Hispanic immigrants the results indicate increasing odds of 
membership with time spent in the United States. This pattern sup-
ports the version of solidarity theory arguing that the development of 
class- based solidarity in the United States takes time, as recent arrivals 
must navigate language barriers, or shift their frame of reference away 
from their home country. Third, the analyses suggest that non- Mexican 
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Hispanic immigrants have higher probabilities of  unionization than 
Mexican immigrants, perhaps indicative of past experiences with col-
lective action and labor or ga ni za tion among these (largely Central 
American) migrants. The results are also consistent with the argument 
that higher rates of cycling between the United States and Mexico 
impede the  unionization rates of Mexicans.55 However, supplemental 
analyses limited to private- sector workers in fi rms with one thousand 
or more workers revealed no signifi cant differences in  unionization odds 
between Mexicans immigrants and non- Mexican immigrants. Thus na-
tionality does not seem to matter all that much among those Hispanic 
immigrants who fi nd work at very large fi rms.

What the results obscure, however, is just how strongly key posi-
tional characteristics pattern  union memberships. Also, while the odds 
ratios indicate whether the relative probabilities of  unionization for 
Hispanic subpopulations are different from those of U.S.- born whites, 
their magnitudes are not immediately intuitive. After all, 35 percent 
higher odds of  unionization for non- Mexican, U.S.- born Hispanics may 
mean very little if the base rate of  unionization is extremely low. And 
we are well aware that the base rates of  unionization— in the private 
sector, at least— have fallen precipitously in recent years. It is worth 
asking then what best explains  unionization among the small fraction 
of the population that remains or ga nized. Is it one’s ethnicity and im-
migration status? Or where one happens to be situated in the labor 
market?

In Table 6.2 I answer this question through a series of predicted prob-
abilities based on analyses that include public- and private- sector work-
ers and controls for the respondent’s fi rm size and whether he or she 
moved in the prior survey year, along with the standard set of positional, 
geographic, and demographic adjustments. The probabilities reveal the 
magnitude of the effects of various key predictors of  unionization.56 
That is, they help answer the “so what?” question sometimes obscured 
by researchers’ focus on statistical signifi cance. As shown at the top of 
the table, nonimmigrant white workers have a probability of  unionization 
2.4 percentage points higher than Hispanic immigrant noncitizens. 
This difference is much smaller than the effects of key positional char-
acteristics like fi rm size, sector, and occupation. Workers in fi rms with 
one thousand or more employees have a predicted probability of be-
longing to a  union 8 points higher than workers in fi rms with fewer 
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than twenty- fi ve employees, and the sector and occupation effects 
are greater still. This pattern persists for all four block of results. The 
Time- since- immigration results, for example, reveal that Hispanics who 
migrated to the United States most recently have a probability of 
 unionization 3 points lower than nonimmigrant whites. But the sec-
tor effect is seven times as large. Workers in the public sector have a 
 unionization probability 21 points higher than private- sector workers. 
Sector, along with other key positional characteristics, trumps ethnic-
ity and immigration status in predicting Hispanics’  unionization rates.

 Unionization has always been unevenly spread across the demographic 
landscape. The labor movement’s upsurge between the Great Depression 
and World War II relied heavily on Eu ro pe an immigrants and their 
children— immigrants like Sidney Hillman, a major player in the institu-
tionalization of the labor movement in this country. During the labor 
movement’s peak,  unions helped provide a fi rm economic foundation for 
these otherwise disadvantaged populations. One bright spot for or ga nized 
labor of late was its success or ga niz ing largely Hispanic janitors in South-
ern California, many of them immigrants. This campaign was excep-
tional because in recent de cades top  union leaders and many of their 
members had eyed immigrant workers warily. Many assumed immi-
grants  were unorganizable, because of the precarious legal status of some 
recent arrivals, the lower labor standards immigrants  were accustomed to 
in their home countries, and the resulting worry that employers would 
use immigrant labor to undercut existing wages and benefi ts of native- 
born workers. The Justice for Janitors campaign helped counter those 
claims and galvanized organizers across the nation who sought to capital-
ize on the class- based solidarity exhibited by many Hispanic immigrants.

The analyses of this chapter suggest that some of the rekindled en-
thusiasm on the part of labor organizers and supporters of the labor 
movement is warranted. Certain Hispanic subgroups, including immi-
grants who have lived in the United States for a number of years and 
immigrants who are citizens, have membership probabilities that ex-
ceed those of U.S.- born whites. Nonimmigrant Hispanics have some of 
the highest or ga ni za tion rates of all, echoing the historical pattern of 
immigrant groups and their children seeking  unionized employment 
to assimilate upward into the middle class.57

Thus the version of solidarity theory positing that immigrants and 
their children are unorganizable is wrong, a fi nding that Eliseo Medina’s 
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 whole life attests to. But the results presented in this chapter do support 
researchers’ claims— and past historical precedent— that the capacity for 
class- based mobilization among newcomers often takes time. Given that 
the Hispanic population has been growing for de cades now, many His-
panic immigrants are acquiring important labor- market experience, and 

Table 6.2  Predicted probabilities from  unionization regressions, 1994– 2009

Percentage- point difference*

1. Citizenship models
Hisp. immigrant citizen 1.1
Hisp. immigrant noncitizen −2.4

Firm size < 25 vs. 1,000+ −8.1
Public vs. private 21.3
Production vs. professional/managerial 12.3

2. Nationality models
Mexican nonimmigrant 0.5
Mexican immigrant −1.6

Firm size < 25 vs. 1,000+ −8.2
Public vs. private 21.4
Production vs. professional/managerial 12.3

3. Time- since- immigration models
Hispanic nonimmigrant 0.9
Hisp. immigrant < 5 years −3.3

Firm size < 25 vs. 1,000+ −8.1
Public vs. private 21.3
Production vs. professional/managerial 12.3

4. Generation models
Mexican 2nd 0.8
Mexican immigrant −1.6

Firm size < 25 vs. 1,000+ −8.1
Public vs. private 21.3
Production vs. professional/managerial 12.3

Source: Author’s compilations. Data come from the CPS- March fi les, 1994– 2009.
Note: Sample restricted to employed workers, ages 16 to 64.
*Reference category: nonimmigrant, non- Hispanic white workers.
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re orienting their expectations toward economic standards in the United 
States. Many of their children, meanwhile, are aging into their working 
years and, if the fi ndings continue to hold, will make prime candidates 
for or ga niz ing campaigns. To the extent that  union membership contin-
ues to provide a fi rm economic foundation for otherwise disadvantaged 
groups, the fi ndings of the chapter portend economic gains over time 
and across generations for Hispanic immigrants and their offspring with 
jobs in labor- market positions still amenable to  unions.

But those labor- market positions continue to shrink. And  here the 
experience of recent Hispanic immigrants and their offspring diverges 
from that of immigrant populations who fl ooded into  unions during 
the great upsurge in or ga niz ing during the 1930s and 1940s. Unlike 
then, immigrants now encounter labor markets largely hostile to 
 unionization efforts. While Hispanics’ and certain Hispanic subgroups’ 
relative  unionization rates are high, their overall  unionization rates 
are low, along with nearly everyone  else’s. The results of Table 6.2 re-
veal that the substantive effects of immigrant status, ethnicity, and 
nationality pale in comparison to positional factors like sector, occupa-
tion, and fi rm size. In today’s economy, in terms of your likelihood of 
belonging to a  union, where you work and what kind of work you do 
matter much more than your ethnicity or whether you are an immi-
grant or not. That would be welcome news to immigrant workers eager 
for the benefi ts and protections a  union offers if the labor- market posi-
tions amenable to  unionization  were plentiful. They are not. Lacking 
the or gan i za tion al vehicle to lift immigrants and their offspring out of 
low- paying jobs offering few possibilities of advancement, many His-
panics stagnate eco nom ical ly in today’s rather unprotected economy.

0 0 0

Justice for Janitors was not the fi rst successful, high- profi le or ga niz ing 
campaign involving Hispanics and Hispanic immigrants. During the 
mid- 1960s Cesar Chavez painstakingly assembled a co ali tion of farm-
workers, student activists, clergy, and politicians to pressure growers to 
recognize the National Farm Workers Association, later to become the 
Chavez- led UFW. The SEIU and other social movement  unions have 
adopted and adapted key or ga niz ing strategies fi rst championed by 
Chavez and his long- standing director of or ga niz ing, Marshall Ganz— 
strategies such as community outreach (especially to religious leaders), 
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highly publicized protests, and other forms of direct action. Figures like 
Eliseo Medina and other veterans of the UFW provided a direct link 
between that historic campaign and the efforts of the SEIU and other 
 unions today.

The UFW understood some forty years ago the myriad ways that ex-
isting labor law hindered the or ga ni za tion of new members. For a time, 
Chavez and his staff maneuvered successfully around these roadblocks, 
turning what ostensibly  were legal obstacles into advantages for their 
campaigns. For example, Congress was able to pass the National Labor 
Relations Act (NLRA) only after exempting farm labor from the law’s 
reach. This successful pressure from growers’ associations meant that 
farmworkers had no legal right to or ga nize. But it also meant that the 
UFW could legally generate “secondary boycotts,” or the boycotting of 
a business that is not the direct site of a labor confl ict. The NLRA deems 
secondary boycotts an unfair labor practice if orchestrated by a labor 
 union protected by existing labor law, something the UFW was not. By 
turning its “exemption from the NLRA into an asset,” Shaw recounted, 
the UFW or ga nized boycotts against major grocery chains selling the 
products of farmworkers’ labor.58 This type of creativity and strategic 
thinking has served as a model for those  unions still actively or ga niz-
ing new members. Stephen Lerner, one of the architects of Justice for 
Janitors, has remarked that he “was enormously infl uenced by the cam-
paign tactics and strategies of the farmworkers movement.”59

Membership in the UFW is currently down by over 60 percent from 
the  union’s heyday in the 1970s.60 And while there are many causes 
of the UFW’s decline— including dictatorial and erratic governance on 
the part of Chavez himself, especially in his later years— surely one of 
the main reasons relates to farmworkers’ precarious labor- market po-
sition. During the 1980s, dozens of  unionized produce companies in 
California began shutting down. Others that remained or ga nized en-
tered into joint ventures with nonunion fi rms, quickly shifting their 
operations to the unor ga nized workplaces. The results for the workers 
 were predictable, but nonetheless dramatic. In the early 1980s, a  union 
member working as a fi eld irrigator averaged over $7 an hour, plus ben-
efi ts. By the early 1990s, the nonunion worker doing the same job aver-
aged $4.25 an hour and no benefi ts.61 As author Frank Bardacke con-
cluded, “Much of what the  union had won was lost.”62 Or ga niz ing a 
highly competitive agricultural industry reliant on easily substitutable 
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labor was never an easy task. In today’s antiunion environment, with 
U.S. growers competing with fi rms in Central and South America, it is 
even harder.

Or ga niz ing highly competitive low- skill ser vice industries has also 
proven exceedingly diffi cult. Despite the widely publicized or ga niz ing 
drives of the Justice for Janitors campaigns, the percentage of Hispanic 
janitors in labor  unions has actually declined since 1990, along with 
the fraction of all janitors who claim  union membership. This, of course, 
does not detract from the magnitude of SEIU’s victory, nor should it 
dampen organizers’ enthusiasms about replicating the tactics and les-
sons involved in Los Angeles, Houston, and elsewhere. The  union won 
a series of dramatic victories that resulted in the or ga ni za tion of thou-
sands of disproportionately Hispanic, disproportionately immigrant 
building cleaners who would not otherwise be  unionized. But it ought 
to temper  unions’ and labor researchers’ expectations about what the 
campaign means for labor’s future, and for what role the labor move-
ment may play in the upward assimilation of Hispanics. That these 
victories failed to reverse the broader trend of  union decline simply 
highlights the challenging or ga niz ing environment all  unions face in 
the twenty- fi rst century. Today, only one in seven Hispanic janitors 
in the United States belongs to a  union, down from one in fi ve back 
in 1988, when Justice for Janitors began.63
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7

The Ballot Box
Deunionization and Po liti cal Participation

0 The labor movement has been active in elections for well over half 
a century. The passage of pro- union legislation in the aftermath 

of the Great Depression, most notably the National Labor Relations Act 
of 1935, laid the legal foundation for labor’s rapid growth and bonded 
the nation’s emergent  unions to the Demo cratic Party. Throughout the 
de cades following the Depression, many  unions emptied their coffers 
and exhausted their or ga niz ing muscle during election drives, provid-
ing a counterweight to the campaign efforts of the nation’s business 
lobby. Labor leaders enjoyed privileged access to top Demo cratic offi -
cials and served as key advisers, helping to devise domestic policy 
throughout the New Deal era.

Or ga nized labor’s po liti cal clout became increasingly clear during 
the reelection drives of Franklin Roo se velt. Time reported that Roo se-
velt’s 1944 campaign was marked in part by the “emergence of or ga-
nized labor as an in de pen dent po liti cal power. Sidney Hillman’s P.A.C. 
got the voters registered, and then delivered them to the polls.”1 In 
return for his efforts, Hillman, already a close confi dant of the president, 
reportedly received veto power over the selection of the vice president, 
an issue the president’s po liti cal enemies tried to use to their advantage. 
During the campaign, Republican state committees purchased a million 
dollars worth of radio advertising to spread the phrase “Clear everything 
with Sidney.” Roo se velt’s opponents charged the president with issuing 
the order to staff members tasked with vetting vice presidential nominees 
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at the Demo cratic National Convention that August. Republicans and 
business leaders believed voters would recoil at the revelation of or ga-
nized labor’s tremendous power in politics. It didn’t work. Sidney 
Hillman, at the time chairman of the Congress of Industrial Organiza-
tions’ po liti cal action committee, “got the voters registered, and then 
delivered them to the polls,” helping to ensure Roo se velt’s fourth term. 
Roo se velt was deeply thankful, telling his friend, “One thing I want 
to make perfectly clear is my appreciation. It was a great campaign 
and nobody knows better than you how much you contributed to its 
success.”2

We have met Sidney Hillman before, in Chapter 6. Hillman was a 
Lithuanian immigrant who founded and would serve as president of the 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (now part of the UNITE 
half of the UNITE  HERE trade  union). In addition to being a close friend 
and obviously infl uential adviser to Roo se velt, Hillman served on vari-
ous government boards, including the National Industry Recovery 
Board, and he helped Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins draft what 
would become the Fair Labor Standards Act.3 Like the president he had 
worked so hard to elect, Hillman did not survive the fourth term Roo-
se velt had won. He died of a heart attack in the summer of 1946. Presi-
dent Harry Truman commemorated the labor leader’s legacy by re-
marking that Hillman was “a great humanitarian and an outstanding 
statesman in the fi eld of labor- management relations.”4

Not only did  union leaders like Hillman support Demo crats, but the 
strong link between or ga nized labor and the Demo cratic Party ex-
tended down to the  union rank and fi le, where it would persist for de-
cades. In 1964, for example, fully 86 percent of  union members sup-
ported the Demo cratic candidate for president, Lyndon Johnson.5 But 
or ga nized labor was too large and politicized a constituency for Repub-
lican offi ceholders to ignore completely. The 1964 race represented the 
high water mark for labor’s Demo cratic vote share. In more typical elec-
tions, many  unionists voted Republican. And unlike today, it was not 
uncommon for a Republican offi ceholder to maintain strong alliances 
with labor leaders.

Given labor’s strength, politicians from heavily industrialized locales 
with a strong  union presence simply had no choice but to court labor’s 
vote, regardless of their own party allegiances. For example, labor- backed 
legislative initiatives to raise the nation’s minimum wage frequently 
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gained the support of Republicans representing heavily  unionized 
areas in the Northeast and Midwest. A  House vote in 1966 to increase 
the minimum wage to $1.60 an hour garnered 165 Demo cratic and 18 
Republican votes. Of those Republicans who broke party ranks, twelve 
came from just three states: New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.6 
All three states had a strong  union presence. Similarly, efforts to tilt the 
country’s labor laws in a more pro- union direction, such as a fi ght in 
the mid- 1960s to repeal section 14(b) of the Taft- Hartley Act— the sec-
tion allowing for states to enact right- to- work legislation— relied on the 
support of non- southern Demo crats and pro- labor Republicans like 
Senator Jacob Javits of New York.7

Or ga nized labor’s strength was such that even during periods of 
Republican ascendancy, elected offi cials could not afford to disregard 
 union leaders’ advice when devising policy. Take the case of W. J. Usery 
Jr. Usery was a longtime labor activist who got his start as a cofound er 
of a local branch of the International Association of Machinists (IAM) 
in Georgia. For years he  rose through the ranks of the IAM before Presi-
dent Richard Nixon nominated him to be assistant secretary of labor in 
1969.8 While Nixon was no great supporter of the labor movement, he 
understood that labor’s assistance was essential for his legislative pro-
gram. As he put it, “No program works without Labor cooperation.”9 
President Ford followed Nixon’s pre ce dent, promoting Usery to secretary 
of labor in 1976.10

That was nearly four de cades ago. Do  unions matter in politics any-
more? In the aftermath of the 2008 elections, many labor leaders anx-
iously waited for the newly elected president to press for passage of the 
Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA). EFCA had been the signature legis-
lative goal of the labor movement for years, and as a candidate Barack 
Obama had expressed his support for it on the campaign trail.11 In its 
most robust form, the proposed legislation would radically recast how 
 union elections are held in the United States, bypassing the traditional 
election campaign in favor of a “card check” policy in which a  union is 
recognized after over half of workers sign up in support of collective bar-
gaining. A compromise version of the bill would retain the secret- ballot 
election procedure, but would reduce election times, grant organizers 
greater access to employees on the work site, and institute binding arbi-
tration if a contract had not been agreed upon after a specifi ed period.12 
As Gerald McIntee, president of the American Federation of State, 
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County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) described it, quick pas-
sage of EFCA would be proper “payback” for all the efforts or ga nized 
labor had expended on behalf of Obama and other Demo crats during 
the campaign season.13  Unions and their members had spent tens of 
millions of dollars and countless hours on the ground fi ghting to elect 
Demo crats across the country during the 2008 contest, and they wanted 
legislative returns.

The “payback” AFSCME and other  unions expected as a result of 
their 2008 campaign efforts never materialized. Once ensconced in 
the Oval Office, Obama expended no po liti cal capital on EFCA, and 
the legislation fl oundered during his fi rst term.  Unions  were under-
standably frustrated by the lack of legislative gains from their election 
efforts.14 But how signifi cant  were those efforts themselves? As I will 
explore in this chapter, the outcomes of other recent contests cast doubt 
on the or ga niz ing effi cacy of  unions during contemporary election 
drives and on the subsequent po liti cal clout of  union leaders in shap-
ing policy.

For example, early in the 2004 primary contest, ex- House leader Rich-
ard Gephardt secured the endorsements of over twenty labor  unions, 
including the once- powerful Teamsters and Steelworkers. His cam-
paign never took off, and he quit the contest prior to the fi rst primary.15 
Howard Dean appeared set to lock up the Demo cratic nomination after 
two of the largest and most active  unions, the Ser vice Employees Inter-
national  Union and AFSCME, backed his candidacy. Dean lost the nomi-
nation to John Kerry. With the primary fi eld cleared, or ga nized labor 
backed Kerry, contributing manpower at the polls and tens of millions 
of dollars to unseat President George W. Bush. The election rested on 
the outcome in Ohio, a state with a disproportionately high share of 
 union workers. Kerry lost.

During the protracted Demo cratic primary battle of 2008, labor  unions 
diverged in their endorsements.  Unions such as the International As-
sociation of Machinists and Aerospace Workers came out early to back 
Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama secured the support of the Correction 
Offi cers’ Benevolent Association in the fall of 2007 (but not many oth-
ers, at least early on), and John Edwards’s populist campaign attracted 
the Steelworkers and the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA). It 
is unclear whether these endorsements affected the primary results; 
certainly the lack of big- name labor supporters did not doom Obama’s 
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primary campaign. The labor movement eventually rallied around the 
Demo cratic candidate once the primary fi eld cleared, contributing mil-
lions of dollars in campaign funds and promising to send legions of 
 union members to the polls to outvote the unor ga nized. The money 
undoubtedly helped, but with a  unionization rate lower than it had 
been in nearly a century, did the manpower?

Answering this question requires an investigation into or ga nized la-
bor’s impact on recent elections.  Unions’ or ga niz ing muscle may infl u-
ence elections in various ways. For example,  union election efforts carry 
weight if membership boosts voting rates (what I term the “direct effects” 
of  unions on voting), and if these  union votes skew toward a par tic u lar 
party or candidate.16 In what follows I address these two potential infl u-
ences, paying par tic u lar attention to or ga nized labor’s infl uence on vot-
ing rates. After all, the broad impact of  union members’ partisan cast 
depends on whether or ga nized labor is able to infl uence turnout in the 
contemporary era of shrinking  union rolls. As I will show, this ability 
of  unions to increase turnout among its membership has been drasti-
cally curtailed.

The answer to the question of whether or not  unions matter in poli-
tics anymore carries repercussions well beyond the relative fate of the 
Demo cratic Party. Po liti cal participation is strongly infl uenced by socio-
economic status (SES). The more education and income one has, the more 
likely one is to participate in politics.  Unions are uncommon among or-
ganizations in that historically they helped equalize participation across 
SES divides. Indeed, other than  unions, only churches mobilize the less- 
advantaged on a mass scale. In the immediate aftermath of the 2004 
presidential election, story after story in the nation’s newspapers cred-
ited Bush’s victory to the mobilizing efforts of predominantly white 
Evangelical churches.17 But unlike Evangelical churches,  unions remain 
unique in that they are a set of associations with the potential to mobi-
lize non- elite voters to support eco nom ical ly progressive policies. No 
po liti cal party will advocate on behalf of the economic interests of the 
working and middle class without a constituency pressing for pro- labor 
legislation. The question of  unions’ po liti cal impact therefore speaks to 
whether non- elites have a vital po liti cal voice in this contemporary era 
of nearly unpre ce dented economic in e qual ity.

Whether  unions continue to serve their historical role equalizing 
po liti cal participation depends not only on their ability to boost voting 
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164 What Unions No Longer Do

rates among members, but also on who these members are. As we have 
learned, most  union members today are public- sector workers. And 
public- sector workers have, on average, higher education levels than 
workers in the private sector. The sectoral and educational shifts have 
implications for  unions’ ability to mobilize society’s most vulnerable 
workers. After all,  unions can mobilize the less- advantaged only to the 
extent that they represent the less- advantaged. Thus before turning to 
the analysis of  union effects on voting, we fi rst need to investigate the 
changing sectoral and educational makeup of today’s labor movement.

A Changing Membership Base

 Union members’ education levels have increased in recent de cades, as 
employers began demanding high school diplomas and even college 
experience for jobs that once required nothing more than a  union card. 
Analyses of Current Population Survey (CPS) May and CPS- MORG data 
indicate that in 1973, over 40 percent of male, private- sector  unionists 
had never completed high school. Of these members, over two- thirds 
worked in manufacturing and construction. Thirty- fi ve years later, the 
percentage of  union members lacking a high school diploma had fallen 
into the single digits. In the early 1970s, only a tiny fraction of male 
private- sector  union members had completed college— roughly 2 per-
cent. In 2009, fully one in seven had completed a four- year college 
degree.

An increase in the educational attainment of Americans in general 
does not fully explain these rising educational levels of  unionists. In 
earlier de cades, the fraction of  union members lacking a high school 
diploma was larger than among nonmembers. By 2008, the percentage 
of nonunion workers without a high school diploma was nearly double 
the corresponding percentage of  union members.

The increasing educational levels of  unionists contributed to a change 
in the class makeup of the labor movement. According to the po liti cal 
scientists Jan Leighley and Jonathan Nagler, the fraction of  union 
members in the top third of the country’s income distribution in-
creased by 24 percent between 1971 and 2004. As the proportion of 
high- income  unionists increased, the proportion of members with in-
come levels in the bottom third of the distribution decreased by nearly 
45 percent.18
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The changes in the composition of  union members do not end there. 
Related to the education and income gains by  union members over the 
past de cades is the sectoral shift among the nation’s trade  unions. To-
day, the total number of public- sector  union members exceeds their 
private- sector counterparts. This marks a dramatic break with de cades 
past, when private- sector  union rolls dwarfed those found in the public 
sector. Figure 7.1 displays the percentage of all  union members who 
worked in the public and private sectors between 1973 and 2009. In 
the early 1970s, less than 20 percent all  union members worked in the 
public sector. By 2009, the majority of  union members worked for the 
government.
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Figure 7.1.   Union members in the public and private sectors, 1973– 2009. 
Source: Hirsch and Macpherson’s  Unionstats database, based on CPS- May data for 

1973– 1981 and CPS- MORG data for 1983– 2009. See  www .unionsats .com .
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166 What Unions No Longer Do

Why might the changing sectoral composition of the labor move-
ment matter for politics? Public- sector workers, on average, have higher 
levels of education than private- sector employees. This is also true 
when restricting the analysis to  union members. Figure 7.2 shows the 
fractions of public- and private- sector  unionists who dropped out of 
high school, completed high school, and who had completed at least 
some college for three presidential election years: 1984, 1996, and 
2008.19 The fi gure highlights two noteworthy developments. First, 
within each sector,  union members have made impressive educational 
gains, as noted earlier. For example, the percentage of private- sector 
 unionists with at least some college experience more than doubled 
between 1984 and 2008. Meanwhile, the fraction of private- sector 
 unionists who failed to complete high school plummeted. In 1984, over 
one in fi ve  union members in the private sector had not graduated 
from high school, half as many as in the early 1970s. By the election of 
2008, that fraction had fallen to fewer than one in twenty. Educational 
gains among public- sector  union members  were not quite as steep, 
largely due to the already high proportion of government workers who 
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Figure 7.2.  Educational attainment of U.S.  union members by sector, 1984, 
1996, and 2008. Note: Estimates limited to employed  union members only, age 

eigh teen and over, who are U.S. citizens. Source: Author’s compilations, CPS- November 

data for 1984, 1996, and 2008.
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had completed high school or more in 1984. But educational upgrad-
ing still occurred. Between 1984 and 2008, the proportion of public- 
sector  unionists with at least some college experience increased by 23 
percent.20

Second, between sector comparisons reveal large disparities in educa-
tional attainment. In 2008, for example, 40 percent of private- sector 
members had only completed high school— over twice the fraction of 
public- sector  unionists. In 2008, the vast majority of public- sector 
members had attended college, with attendance rates 44 percent higher 
among governmental  union members than among members in the 
private sector.

It is likely that  unions’ historical role in narrowing po liti cal partici-
pation gaps across income and educational divides was most pronounced 
in the private sector, where educational attainment— and po liti cal 
participation— was lower than in the public sector. Figure 7.3 presents 
voter turnout rates for public- and private- sector workers for all presi-
dential and non- presidential (off- year) elections between 1984 and 
2008. Even in those elections that galvanized the electorate, public- 
sector workers participated more than those in the private sector. The 
historic 2008 presidential contest witnessed elevated voter participation 
rates among both public- and private- sector workers, but public- sector 
employees outvoted those in the private sector by 13 percentage points. 
Sectoral differences are more pronounced during non- presidential elec-
tion years, when overall turnout is depressed. In the off- year election of 
1998, for example, public- sector workers outvoted private- sector em-
ployees by 23 percentage points. Overall, public- sector voter participa-
tion rates in non- presidential elections rivaled and often exceeded the 
presidential voting rates of private- sector employees.

The changing composition of or ga nized labor limits  unions’ role in 
counteracting in e qual ity in po liti cal participation. The majority of  union 
members today are college educated, and the majority of  union mem-
bers today work in the public sector. The bond between education and 
civic participation is extremely strong. And the already high voter turn-
out rates and education levels among government workers,  union and 
nonunion alike, leave little room for  unions to raise turnout in the 
public sector. Thus, it is likely that the impact of  unions on voting, and 
on equalizing the electorate, is even smaller than what is suggested by 
declining  union rolls.
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Mea sur ing  Union Effects on Voting

In this election as in so many others during the New Deal 
era, money was the least of the contributions labor offered 
the Demo crats. Throughout the urban North the new 
 unions recentered the party’s electoral base, providing 
thousands of reliable precinct workers during each cam-
paign season, and shifting to the Demo cratic column 
millions of new voters.

—Nelson Lichtenstein, 200221
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Figure 7.3.  Voter turnout by economic sector, 1984– 2008. Note: Estimates limited 

to employed U.S. citizens only, age eigh teen and over. Source: Author’s compilations, 

CPS- November data for 1984– 2008.
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The 1936 presidential election reversed Republican dominance in the 
nation’s largest cities. Traditionally, Demo cratic strongholds included 
rural western areas and the states of the old Confederacy. As described 
above by labor historian Nelson Lichtenstein, the nation’s fast- growing 
industrial  unions— made up disproportionately of immigrants and their 
children— helped ensure Roo se velt’s landslide reelection. The vote in 
cities with a strong manufacturing base swung toward the Demo cratic 
Party, tethering the rapidly  unionizing urban masses to the New Deal 
po liti cal co ali tion.

The above quote also points to the myriad ways in which or ga nized 
labor may affect electoral outcomes.22 Money has always mattered in 
American politics, and  unions have long used their money to support 
po liti cal allies. During the 1936 presidential campaign, for example, 
the powerful UMWA contributed a half million dollars to Roo se velt’s 
reelection effort.23 But as Lichtenstein suggests, it was through path-
ways other than fi nancial contributions that  unions historically had 
the greatest impact at the ballot box. Or ga nized labor could never 
hope to match corporate coffers. In the hotly contested (and incredibly 
protracted) 2000 election cycle, business- related interests outspent 
or ga nized labor by a ratio of fourteen to one.24 Moreover, fi nancial do-
nations in and of themselves do little to counter in e qual ity in po liti cal 
participation. Or ga nized labor’s role as an equalizing po liti cal institu-
tion rests on its ability to motivate members to volunteer their time and 
effort to politics. For this reason, social scientists who research or ga-
nized labor and politics focus primarily on  unions’ abilities to affect 
voter behavior.

Mea sur ing the direct effects of  unions on voting is not straightforward. 
Ideally, one could randomly assign  union membership to a group of 
workers, follow them over time, and compare their po liti cal behavior to 
the group of workers— the controls— who  were not assigned  union status. 
As I discuss in prior chapters, it is extremely diffi cult to replicate these 
laboratory conditions when dealing with the economic and po liti cal be-
havior of individuals. Another strategy would be to follow an individual 
over time through various election cycles as he or she enters or exits a 
trade  union, and compare the person’s po liti cal behavior while  unionized 
to that when he or she was not  unionized. Unfortunately, such time- 
series data do not exist. Instead, researchers interested in isolating direct 
 union effects on voting must attempt to control for all the confounding 
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170 What Unions No Longer Do

factors thought to infl uence both membership in a  union and voting be-
havior. The goal is to compare individuals who are observationally equiv-
alent save for their  union status and mea sure whether the  union member 
votes more or less than the nonmember. The approach is similar to that of 
mea sur ing  union wage effects. The  union vote premium, analogous to 
the  union wage premium introduced previously, refers to the “difference 
in voting rates among persons with and without  union attachment who 
have observationally similar characteristics,” as the economist Richard 
Freeman has defi ned it.25 Like the investigations of  unionization (Chap-
ters 5 and 6) and  union wage effects (Chapters 2, 3, and 5), I use regres-
sion analysis to control statistically for the observed correlates of voting in 
order to isolate the impact of  union membership.26

The Current Population Survey (CPS) November Voting and Registra-
tion fi les (CPS- November) and the National Election Study (NES) lend 
themselves to this analysis.27 The CPS- November fi les are much larger 
than the NES and include a consistent mea sure for economic sector. 
They are most appropriate for the core analysis of  unions and voting.28

Direct Effects of  Unions on Voting, 1984– 2008

Figure 7.4 displays the results of a cross- year investigation into the di-
rect  union effects on voting. The fi rst set of columns shows raw turnout 
differentials between  union members and nonmembers. They indicate 
that government employees outvote private- sector workers, a fi nding 
consistent with Figure 7.3. Averaged across nonmembers and  union 
members, the sector voting differential is a full 18 percentage points. 
But these results fail to adjust for many of the dominant factors affect-
ing one’s probability of voting, such as education and income. The right- 
hand side of results do, and they reveal much narrower sector turnout 
differentials. After the adjustments, the sector difference in voting among 
 union members is just 3.5 percentage points, while the gap among 
nonmembers is more than halved, from 18 to 8 points.

The results also indicate that  unions continue to infl uence voter turn-
out in the contemporary United States, and that this infl uence varies by 
sector. First, the  union vote premium: A weighted average of the sector- 
specifi c  union vote premium (to account for the larger size of the 
private- sector workforce) indicates that  union members’ voting rates 
are approximately 5 percentage points higher than the rates of non-

This content downloaded from 
������������206.253.207.235 on Tue, 15 Sep 2020 21:07:34 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 The Ballot Box 171

members. This overall  union vote premium is in line with what other 
research has found.29 Second, sectoral differences in the premium: As 
shown, the ability of  unions to infl uence po liti cal participation among 
their members is especially large in the private sector, where turnout 
rates run relatively low. The public- sector  union vote premium is roughly 
a third as large as the private- sector  union vote premium.30

These results reveal that the  union vote premium is largest in the 
private sector, where  unions have been receding for de cades. As dis-
cussed earlier, today’s or ga nized workforce is increasingly an educated 
one. If or ga nized labor’s impact on voting is spread evenly among 
private- sector members, then the decreasing numbers of members at 
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Figure 7.4.  Probabilities of voting among  union members and nonmembers by 
sector, 1984– 2008. Notes: Unadjusted percentages represent voter turnout for various 

groups unadjusted for any other covariates. Adjusted probabilities generated from 

voter- turnout models that adjust for a range of demographic, economic, and geographic 

factors found to infl uence voting. Samples are restricted to employed citizens only, age 

eigh teen and over. Source: Author’s compilations, CPS- November data for 1984– 2008.
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172 What Unions No Longer Do

the bottom of the educational spectrum leaves less room for  unions to 
narrow educational in e qual ity in civic participation. But what if the 
ability of  unions to infl uence their members to vote is concentrated 
among the least educated? If so, then the overall ability of or ga nized 
labor to affect po liti cal in e qual ity is even smaller than suggested by 
the shrinking numbers of  unionized, private- sector workers. Not only 
are there fewer  unionists among the least educated, but the impact of 
 unions on voting might diminish as one climbs the educational ladder. 
In Figure 7.5 I test this hypothesis by estimating  union vote premiums 
among private- sector workers for major education levels.
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Figure 7.5.  Differences in turnout probabilities between  union members and 
nonmembers in the private sector by education level, 1984– 2008. Notes: Point 

estimates represent the difference in voting probability between a  union member of a 

given education level and an otherwise similar nonmember. Probabilities generated 

from voter- turnout models that adjust for a range of demographic, economic, and 

geographic factors found to infl uence voting. Samples are restricted to employed 

citizens only, age eigh teen and over. Source: Author’s compilations, CPS- November data 

from 1984– 2008.
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 Union vote effects are largest for the least educated. Among high 
school dropouts in the private sector,  union members’ probability of 
voting is 11 percentage points higher than for otherwise similar non-
members. Further up the educational spectrum, the gap in turnout 
differentials shrinks. Nonetheless, the  union vote premium among 
private- sector college graduates is nearly twice the public- sector pre-
mium, displayed previously in Figure 7.4.31

 Unions, Churches, and Elections, 1984– 2008

The other major institution in the contemporary United States with 
the potential to equalize po liti cal participation across educational and 
income divides is the church. Research has consistently demonstrated 
that church attendance is associated with higher rates of voting, similar 
to the effect of  union membership.32 What is not clear is whether this 
relationship is stronger for low- SES churchgoers, mirroring the  union 
membership pattern. For this analysis, the NES data set is more useful, 
as it includes mea sures of church attendance that the CPS- November 
fi les lack. In what follows I utilize the NES to estimate whether fre-
quent church attenders (defi ned as those who attend at least once a 
month)  were more likely to vote than infrequent and non- attenders 
during the 1984– 2008 period. I then compare the results to an equiva-
lent analysis on  unions and turnout using the NES. However, unlike 
with the CPS analyses displayed above, because of data limitations in 
the NES I am unable to separate out the impact of  unions on voting in 
the public and private sectors.

Figure 7.6 presents the results of an analysis similar to that displayed 
in Figure 7.5 but with a focus on the effects of church attendance on 
voting for various educational levels. Two results from this picture stand 
out. First, frequent church attenders are much more likely to vote than 
individuals who rarely or never attend. Among all respondents, those 
who attend church once a month or more outvoted those who rarely or 
never attend by an average of 11 percentage points across the 1984– 
2008 period.33 Second, similar to the effect of  union membership, the 
impact of church attendance on turnout is highest for those with the 
lowest levels of education. The effect of church attendance on voting for 
those with a college degree is just a third as large as it is among those 
with a high school diploma or less. Like  unions, then, churches help 
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equalize po liti cal participation, although unlike the  unionization dif-
ferentials, the largest impact of church attendance on voting appears to 
be among those with just a high school diploma.34

How do these church attendance effects compare to that of  union 
membership? The CPS results from Figure 7.5 show that the impact of 
 union membership on voting is largest for individuals working in the 
private sector with less than a high school diploma. Among these re-
spondents,  union members had voting rates 11.4 points higher than 
otherwise similar nonmembers between 1984 and 2008. That effect 
is smaller than the largest vote differentials found between frequent 

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e-

po
in

t d
iff

er
en

ce

20

15

10

5

0

13.7

15.7

10.0

4.2

HS dropout HS graduate Some college BA or higher

Figure 7.6.  Differences in turnout probabilities between frequent and infre-
quent churchgoers by education level, 1984– 2008. Notes: Point estimates 

represent the difference in voting probability between someone of a given educational 

level who attends church at least once a month and an otherwise similar respondent 

who attends church less than once a month or not at all. Probabilities generated from 

voter- turnout models that adjust for a range of demographic, economic, and geographic 

factors found to infl uence voting. Samples restricted to employed citizens only, age 

eigh teen and over. Source: Author’s compilations, NES Cumulative Data File for 

1984– 2008.
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churchgoers and those who never or rarely attend, although it is still 
substantial. The  union and church attendance analyses are not directly 
comparable, however, given that they rely on different data sets, and 
the NES lacks key information on respondents’ labor- market position.35 
An analysis of  union vote effects in the NES that adjusts for church at-
tendance along with the respondents’ state of residence, year of the 
election, age, race, and marital status reveals voting differentials broadly 
comparable to the  union analysis using the CPS. Once again, the im-
pact of  union membership on voting is strongest among high school 
dropouts, who are 10 percentage points more likely than nonmembers to 
vote. And once again, the smallest effect is among  union members with 
a college degree or more, who had voting rates only 2.5 points higher 
than nonmembers with at least a college degree. While these differences 
in voter turnout are sizable, especially among the least educated, church 
membership appears to be a more powerful predictor of voting.36

But the  union and church attendance analyses are not directly com-
parable for another reason— a reason that suggests these churchgoing 
effects may be slightly infl ated. For the vast majority of  unionists in 
the United States, membership is a compulsory feature of working a 
 unionized job. Attending church, for adults anyway, is a voluntary ac-
tivity. If an underlying characteristic jointly infl uences an individual 
both to join a church and participate in politics, then the voting differ-
entials we see in Figure 7.6 will be biased upward. What appears to 
be the infl uence of churchgoing on voting may result from this other 
factor— let’s call it a “participatory tendency.” Selection of this sort is less 
of a concern with  union members, who likely had little choice about 
their  union membership.37 A recent investigation that mea sured the 
effect of church attendance on voting before and after the repeal of so- 
called “blue laws”— laws that restrict commercial activity on Sunday— 
found that both church attendance and voting dropped in the aftermath 
of the laws’ repeal.38 That suggests that at least some of the effect of 
church attendance on voting is causal. However, without direct controls 
for an individual’s “participatory tendency” it is impossible to tell what 
fraction of the church effect on voting is due to church membership, 
and what fraction is due to one’s underlying inclination to participate 
in religious and civic life. Thus we should regard the results shown in 
Figure 7.6 as representing the upper bound of the true causal impact of 
churchgoing on voting.
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I end this section with a brief examination into the party allegiances 
of po liti cally active  union members and frequent church attenders. While 
both church and  union membership help raise voter turnout in the 
contemporary United States, the partisan cast of church and  union 
members differs markedly. Figure 7.7 plots the fraction of frequent 
churchgoers and  union members who voted for the Demo cratic presi-
dential candidate during the elections between 1984 and 2008. Among 
all  union members who voted for one of the major po liti cal party can-
didates, nearly two- thirds voted for the Demo crat. Among all frequent 
churchgoers who voted for either a Republican or Demo crat, less than 
half chose the Demo crat. And, as the subsequent columns show, this 
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compilations, NES Cumulative Data File for 1984– 2008.
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partisan gap between  union members and frequent churchgoers is es-
pecially large for whites and white male voters.

Whether pressing for increases in the minimum wage or fi ghting to 
alter the nation’s labor laws to make or ga niz ing easier, Demo crats have 
mostly been the ones in recent de cades to champion the needs and pol-
icy desires of or ga nized labor. The partisan behavior of  union members 
refl ects this alliance. The steep decline in  unionization thus removes an 
important constituency for Demo cratic offi ceholders, forcing them to look 
for votes elsewhere. And as the dependence of Demo crats on the labor 
movement decreases, so too does the movement’s legislative impact. The 
policy desires of  unions are not likely to sway offi ceholders no longer 
beholden to  union members for their votes.  Union decline therefore af-
fects not only the relative electoral successes or failures of the Demo crats, 
but also the type of legislation considered by our politicians.

Unlike  union memberships, an analysis of the NES suggests that 
frequent church attendance has not declined appreciably over the past 
quarter century. This is especially true for white churchgoers, a con-
stituency that leans heavily toward the Republican Party. White Evan-
gelical churchgoers, in par tic u lar, have proven a durable electoral base 
for Republicans. And in recent de cades it has been the Republican Party 
that has consistently blocked legislative efforts to narrow economic in-
e qual ity, whether by contesting minimum wage increases, supporting 
tax cuts for top- end earners, or fi libustering attempts to make labor or-
ga niz ing easier in the United States. Thus while  unions and churches 
stand out as the major organizations that help narrow participatory in e-
qual ity, the effects of  unions and many churches on economic in e qual ity 
are very different.39

2008 Reexamined

As the presidential fortunes of the Republican Party reversed in the 2008 
election, stories emphasizing the GOP’s success in motivating white 
Evangelicals to vote disappeared. A new election- related meme spread 
throughout the nation’s press, this one focused on how a triumphant 
labor movement now expected legislative rewards for its campaign- 
related efforts.40 Many reporters and editorialists simply declared that 
or ga nized labor had played a pivotal role in expanding the Demo cratic 
 House majority, and in delivering the Senate and White  House to the 
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Demo crats. Writing in the Washington Times shortly after the election, 
Gary Andres, a frequent conservative editorialist, observed: “No special 
interest group deserves more credit for electing and expanding a Demo-
cratic majority in Congress than or ga nized labor.  Unions infused 
Demo crats with money, manpower and message support across Amer-
ica. Their resources are both concentrated and large, and they continue 
to provide electoral and legislative lifeblood.”41

Prominent labor leaders shared this assumption of  unions’ outsize 
infl uence in helping Barack Obama defeat Senator John McCain in the 
presidential race, and in expanding Demo cratic majorities in Congress. 
John Sweeney, president of the American Federation of Labor-Congress 
of Industrial Organizations, applauded  unions for powering “the engine 
of change” throughout the fall campaign. He went on to credit labor’s 
“unpre ce dented” mobilization effort, and claimed that “union voters 
 were the fi rewall that stopped John McCain” in heavily industrialized 
states like Ohio and Pennsylvania.42

Few within the labor movement or the media cited evidence prov-
ing that or ga nized labor deserved credit for the Demo crats’ ascendancy. 
But some did, pointing to the millions of dollars  unions poured into the 
campaign, and to exit poll results indicating that  union members tilted 
toward the Demo crats.43 And indeed, an analysis of 2008 NES data 
buttresses the exit poll fi ndings. Compared to nonmembers, respon-
dents who belonged to a labor  union favored the Demo cratic presiden-
tial candidate by 9 percentage points. Whereas 53 percent of  unionized 
voters backed Obama, only 44 percent of nonunion voters supported the 
eventual president. Looking at the 2004 NES, however, suggests a more 
complicated story. In the presidential race of 2004, less than a third of 
nonunion voters backed the Demo cratic candidate, John Kerry, com-
pared to just over half of  union voters. The 20- percentage- point spread 
is over twice the difference in the  union- nonunion voting rates of 
2008. What seems to have happened in 2008 is not that  union voters 
championed the Demo cratic candidate by any great margin— Obama’s 
support among  union members was only 2 percentage points higher 
than Kerry’s— but that nonunion voters switched over to cast their votes 
for the Demo crats in great numbers.

For any par tic u lar election year, the NES sample sizes are quite small, 
so the voting rates described above should be treated with some caution. 
In recent election cycles, CNN has provided results from its own surveys 
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of voter characteristics, conducted as voters left their polling places.44 The 
sample sizes of CNN’s exit polls are substantial, averaging around seven-
teen thousand respondents per election, allowing for comparisons with 
the NES data. CNN’s 2008 exit poll indicates that 60 percent of  union 
members surveyed voted for Obama. Among nonunion voters, 52 per-
cent backed Obama, for an 8 percentage point difference. In the 2004 
race that returned President Bush to offi ce for a second term, 61 percent 
of  union voters supported Senator Kerry, compared to only 45 percent of 
nonunion respondents. Again, the fraction of the  unionized electorate 
supporting the Demo cratic candidate remained relatively constant be-
tween 2004 and 2008. What changed was the voting behavior of non-
union Americans, and with it partisan control of the White  House.

Another fi nding casts more doubt on the role of  unions in the 2008 
election. After all, the partisan behavior of  unionized workers tells us 
little about or ga nized labor’s efforts to motivate members to turn out 
and vote on Election Day. If  unions do not motivate their members to 
vote, then the overall impact on electoral outcomes will be small re-
gardless of whether those voting all backed a par tic u lar candidate. To 
assess the direct effect of or ga nized labor on voter turnout in 2008, 
Figure 7.8 replicates the earlier analysis of CPS- November data, restrict-
ing the time frame to 2008.45

The results indicate that the  union vote premium in 2008 was slightly 
lower than its recent historical average.  Union members had a voting 
probability about 3 percentage points higher than nonmembers. But 
unlike the results from the analysis that combined elections from 
1984– 2008, the  union effect on voting in 2008 was limited entirely to 
private- sector members. By 2008, the labor movement’s membership was 
nearly evenly split between public- and private- sector workers. Thus, in 
the 2008 presidential contest,  union membership had no impact on the 
po liti cal participation of half the labor movement’s base.

Historically,  unions stood as the champion of the working class in 
the po liti cal sphere, encouraging members to vote and to campaign for 
labor- backed candidates and initiatives. As we have seen,  unions con-
tinue to infl uence the participation of those who might not otherwise 
be motivated to vote. The  union vote premium is highest among private- 
sector workers with low levels of education.  Here too we see how 
important the labor movement is for vulnerable Americans, except in 
this case the focus is on low- educated workers, not racial and ethnic 
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minorities or immigrants. Americans without college experience make 
up a segment of the electorate with comparatively low participation 
rates, partly due to the dearth of organizations that bother to target 
them.  Unions and churches stand largely alone as buffers against 
greater in e qual ity in po liti cal participation in the contemporary United 
States. Yet one of these buffers is rapidly eroding. Today, fewer and 
fewer  unionists are drawn from the working class. Left behind are the 
millions of nonunion, working- class Americans lacking the or gan i za-
tion al ties to lift them into the po liti cal realm.

While  unions and churches both narrowed participatory in e qual ity, 
only one of these sets of organizations has consistently championed 
mea sures to reduce economic in e qual ity. For de cades  unions provided 
Demo crats with a voting base and other resources in return for Demo-
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cratic support of labor’s legislative priorities. These priorities empha-
sized the economic needs of working- class and middle- class Americans. 
Many churches, especially Evangelical ones with predominantly white 
memberships, have similarly aligned themselves with a po liti cal phi-
losophy, except their ties are to the Republicans, and their legislative 
agenda does not emphasize efforts to reduce economic in e qual ity. And 
unlike  unionization rates, church membership has held relatively steady 
over the past quarter century.

I should make clear what the preceding investigation does not fi nd. 
My primary interest is on the role  unions play in motivating Americans 
to vote. But labor  unions also spend millions of dollars each election 
cycle on campaign- related activities, ranging from issue advertisements 
in the media, to increasing the coffers of candidates labor has endorsed. 
 Unions clearly play a major role in our elections, even if their direct 
role in motivating members to vote has been drastically diminished. 
After all, money talks in contemporary American politics, and labor 
 unions still have a lot of it.

Yet it is important to realize what the preceding fi ndings mean for 
the civic inclusion of non- elites in our country.  Unions do have a lot 
of money to spend on politics. The recent Supreme Court case Citizens 

United v. Federal Election Commission further erodes any impediments la-
bor  unions face in spending this money on campaigns. The case over-
turned prevailing law that had prohibited labor  unions from running 
po liti cal advertisements mentioning a specifi c candidate’s name within 
sixty days of a general election and thirty days of a primary. The ruling 
also allows corporations to spend freely on candidates and the causes 
they champion. For or ga nized labor, competing with corporate dona-
tions will always be a losing battle. Or ga nized labor was able to compen-
sate for the fi nancial power of the business lobby in the past through its 
advantage in manpower, motivating its millions of members and like- 
minded citizens to vote. In doing so, it boosted the po liti cal participa-
tion of non- elites, giving voice to the policy preferences of the working 
and middle class. As we have seen, this advantage, and with it the labor 
movement’s ability to equalize civic participation, has been substan-
tially weakened.
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