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KEY TAKEAWAYS
Labor organizations should encourage
upward mobility, secure just wages, and
promote workers’ and entrepreneurs’
rights and freedoms.

The one-size fits-all, politically weaponized, industrial-era union model fails to
meet the desires of an increasingly educated, transient, and adaptable workforce.

Voluntary worker representation and
reduced government barriers to workers’ pursuits can help to elevate workers’
voices, well-being, and opportunities.

L

abor unions have played an important role in
U.S. history—particularly during the first half
of the 20th century—helping workers to earn
safety and health protections, securing just wages in
line with workers’ value, and providing workers a previously unheard voice with management. For multiple
reasons, unions have been declining for decades in the
United States, and now represent only 6 percent of
private-sector workers. In part, the law and a globally
competitive economy have provided much of what
unions used to achieve, while unions have often failed
to adapt to and meet individual worker desires. Yet, new
and expanded types of organized labor associations can
offer many valuable benefits and services to workers, so
long as they are voluntary. Forced payments, exclusive
representation, and government-imposed business
structures inherently take away workers’ and entrepreneurs’ rights and freedoms.
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The Decline of Unions in the United States
While almost 35 percent of all workers belonged to labor unions in the
1950s, only 10 percent of all workers, and just 6 percent of private-sector
workers, belong to them today.1 Traditionally, in states where private-sector
workers can choose not to pay a union, membership is significantly lower—
just over 2 percent in North Carolina and South Carolina, compared to over
21 percent in New York and Hawaii.2
In part, that is because many rights and conditions that unions used to
secure for workers are now codified in law. Moreover, the globally competitive economy has simultaneously weakened unions and empowered
workers. For example, when the only cars Americans could buy were those
produced in the United States, by members of the United Auto Workers, the
union could impose above-market compensation without the threat of competition. But higher costs meant higher prices, fewer people able to afford
cars, and fewer workers needed to produce them. Domestic auto production today is less than half of what it was just two decades ago,3 and unions
undoubtedly contributed to shuttered auto manufacturing plants through
their excessive compensation demands (two-thirds higher than foreign
competitors)4 as well as the red tape and restrictive work rules they imposed.
Meanwhile, a globally competitive labor market helps workers to leave
undesirable, unjust, or unrewarding jobs and pursue better opportunities.
The largely unchanged industrial-era union model is not well suited to
the increasingly educated, transient, and adaptable workforce. The shift
away from lower-skilled manufacturing jobs toward higher-skilled manufacturing5 and more service-oriented jobs6 has rendered one-size-fits-all
union policies and pay scales ineffective and undesirable for many workers
and companies. Unlike a 1950s assembly line where workers clocked in at
9 a.m. and out at 5 p.m., and everyone produced 20 widgets a day, few jobs
today are so clear cut or routine, and most workers want to be recognized
for their unique contributions. Yet, instead of adapting, unions have maintained rigid compensation and workplace structures that restrict increases
in productivity and pay.7
Finally, unions have often turned their focus from individual member
representation to political engagement. Up to one- third of workers’ dues
go to unions’ political and ideological activities, with some unions spending more on politics than on representing their own members.8 This focus
on political candidates and causes is evidenced by AFL-CIO union leader
Richard Trumpka’s quid pro quo threat to congressional lawmakers ahead
of a vote on a union-backed bill:9 “And to those who would oppose, delay
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or derail this legislation—do not ask the labor movement for a dollar or a
door knock, We won’t be coming.”10 Many workers have been turned off by
unions’ political activism, their use of intimidation11 and deceit12 to gain
members, and union corruption.13

Worker Desires and Employer Interests:
The Two Can, and Do, Align
Unions thrive on adversarial relationships and strong-arm tactics, pitting employees against employers and preferring the role of bully instead of
benevolent mediator. This is counter to the amicable relationships that workers and employers desire with one another, and it is counter to employers’
and employees’ mutual dependency on one another. It can also hurt innocent
bystanders, such as patients who become the victims of nurses’ strikes.14
Policies like performance-based pay and bonuses, voluntary paid-family-leave benefits, and promotions from within help workers to grow and help
companies to succeed. Direct communication is also mutually beneficial—
whether it is a worker being able to negotiate a schedule or compensation
package that meets her unique needs, or an employer receiving valuable
employee input and ideas on how to improve the company, everyone benefits from his or her voice being heard.
So how can workers and employers have more communications with, and
investment in, one another? The solution is voluntary engagement, absent
the strong arm of unions or the heavy hand of government. Workers should
never be forced to pay for services they do not desire, nor should they be
prevented from choosing their own representation or representing themselves when talking or negotiating with their employer. Likewise, employers
should not have to succumb to micromanagement by an outside organization in order to meet worker desires. Neither side should be micromanaged
by government regulations that prohibit choices or shut off opportunities.
The following models offer ways to improve upon employee and employer
relations, for workers’ voices to be heard, and for both workers and employers to grow and succeed:
Worker-Choice Arrangements.15 The union exclusivity model is flawed
on both sides: Workers in a unionized workplace can be forced to pay for
representation they do not desire (94 percent of union members never
voted for a union) and can be prevented from communicating or negotiating directly with their employer.16 Meanwhile, unions must represent
all workers, including those in right-to-work states and public employees’
unions, who choose not to join the union and do not pay union dues.
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Forced solidarity is unjust and unhelpful. States on behalf of their public
employees and Congress on behalf of private-sector workers could free
unions from the so-called free-rider problem by enacting worker-choice
models where unions still bargain collectively, but only on behalf of the
members they represent.17 Workers who want the benefits of the union
would have to pay union dues, and those who do not could choose their
own representation. Unions could even allow workers to pick and choose
the services they want to contract with the union to receive.
Professional Worker Organizations.18 Workers do not have to be
employed by the same company or even in the same field of work in order to
organize around shared interests and pool their resources to obtain benefits,
such as health insurance at a lower cost. The Association of Independent
Doctors is a professional organization that provides a collective voice for
independent doctors who previously lacked organization and combined
power, while also offering reduced-cost insurance. The dues-free Freelancer’s Union has attracted nearly half a million workers across very diverse
professions and wide income ranges by providing things that workers value,
such as education, insurance benefits, and advocacy for their professional
interests. An advantage of professional organizations is that workers can
take their benefits with them from one job, contract, or gig to another.
Education and Certification. As technology and trade continue to alter
the workplace, unions or worker associations could provide valuable education and voluntary certifications to help to prepare workers for changes
within their own career or help them to gain the skills and experience for
a new type of work. Some unions do provide valuable worker training;
expanding training beyond the job that workers already perform could be
particularly beneficial for workers in declining industries. Certifications
can also improve workers’ job options by serving as a trusted measure of
knowledge and experience.
Representation Services. Unions have often focused on compensation,
but the typical seniority-based structures that unions impose do not make
sense for workplaces with a wide range of positions, skills, and expertise.
Moreover, union-negotiated pension benefits are less valuable as many
workers do not plan to stay in the same job or profession for their entire
career. Yet, without dictating compensation, unions could still provide value
through things like representation services and setting minimum salary
requirements, while allowing individual workers to negotiate their compensation packages directly with their employer. This is the type of structure
that the Major League Baseball Players Association provides, for instance.
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Government’s Role in Promoting Wage
Growth and Worker Flexibility
Government attempts to micromanage private companies’ compensation structures or dictate their employer and employee relations result in
destroyed jobs, lower incomes, and fewer businesses. The only lasting way
to increase workers’ well-being is by helping them to become more productive and by reducing barriers that prevent them from achieving their
desires.19 To that end, policymakers should:20
ll

ll

ll

ll

ll

ll

Allow worker-choice agreements so that workers are not forced
to pay fees to or be represented by unions, and so that unions are not
forced to represent workers who are not dues-paying members.
Reduce regulations to free up resources for more productive
uses. When entrepreneurs face fewer barriers to entry, they create
more jobs. And when businesses do not have to comply with costly
and unwarranted regulations, they have more resources to devote to
raising wages, and educating and promoting workers.
Allow the private sector to provide benefits that workers desire,
such as the ability to accrue paid time off.21
Allow accessible, affordable, and portable worker benefits. The
average worker will change jobs 12 times throughout his career, but
no one wants to roll over his 401(k) or change health insurance 12
times. Current policies make it difficult for workers to obtain portable benefits.
Protect union-members’ pensions by applying the same rules and
regulations to union pensions as to non-union pensions.22
Refuse to close doors to work opportunities. Excessive wage
regulations, prohibitions on independent work options, and attempting to redefine entire business models all limit income and growth
opportunities.

The massive decline in unionization in the U.S. demonstrates the
diminishing value of unions. Yet, worker desires for upward mobility and
increasing flexibility show that worker voices are as important today as they
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ever have been. By definition, forced unionization and exclusive representation muffle the voices, deny the rights, and extract the earnings of at least a
minority of workers. That does not mean that collective labor organizations
are dead; it does mean that a transformation to voluntary worker associations is required. Choice-based worker representation accompanied by
reduced government barriers to worker pursuits can help to elevate worker
voices, improve their well-being, and expand their opportunities.
Rachel Greszler is Research Fellow in Economics, Budgets, and Entitlements in the Grover
M. Hermann Center for the Federal Budget, of the Institute for Economic Freedom, at The
Heritage Foundation.

ISSUE BRIEF | No. 6011
heritage.org



September 14, 2020 | 7

Endnotes
1.

Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Union Membership—2019,” January 22, 2020, https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf (accessed September 10, 2020).

2.

Ibid. North Carolina and South Carolina are right-to-work states, and New York and Hawaii are forced-unionization states.

3.

Domestic auto production was 207,300 in December 2019, compared to 470,400 in December 1999. Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, “Domestic Auto
Production,” updated September 4, 2020, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/DAUPSA (accessed September 8, 2020).

4.

James Sherk, “Auto Bailout or UAW Bailout? Taxpayer Losses Came from Subsidizing Union Compensation,” testimony before the Committee on
Oversight and Government Reform, U.S. House of Representatives, June 10, 2013, https://www.heritage.org/testimony/auto-bailout-or-uaw-bailouttaxpayer-losses-came-subsidizing-union-compensation.

5.

TERRA Staffing Group, “U.S. Manufacturing Growth and Outlook in 2020 and Beyond,” January 6, 2020, https://www.terrastaffinggroup.com/
resources/blog/us-manufacturing-growth/ (accessed September 10, 2020).

6.

Between 1979 and 2019, manufacturing’s share of employment fell from about 21.3 percent to 8.5 percent, while professional and business services rose
from 8.2 percent to 14.1 percent. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Top Picks,” https://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/surveymost?bls (accessed September 9, 2020).

7.

Studies show that average pay rises by 6 percent to 10 percent after companies adopt pay-for-performance structures: Alison L. Booth and Jeff
Frank, “Earnings, Productivity, and Performance-Related Pay,” Journal of Labor Economics, Vol. 17, No. 3 (July 1999), pp. 447–463; Edward Lazear,
“Performance Pay and Productivity,” American Economic Review, Vol. 90, No. 5 (December 2000), pp. 1346–1361; Tuomas Pekkarinen and Chris Riddell,
“Performance Pay and Earnings: Evidence from Personnel Records,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review, Vol. 61, No. 3 (April 2008), pp. 297–319;
Adam Copeland and Cyril Monnet, “The Welfare Effects of Incentive Schemes,” Review of Economic Studies, Vol. 76, No. 1 (2009), pp. 93–113; and
Daniel Parent, “Methods of Pay and Earnings: A Longitudinal Analysis,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review, Vol. 53, No. 1 (October 1999), pp. 71–86.

8.

Free to Teach, “Where Do Your Union Dues Go? (2017–2018): Teachers Union Spending in Pennsylvania, 2017–18,” https://www.freetoteach.org/wheredo-your-union-dues-go/ (accessed September 10, 2020).

9.

Rachel Greszler, “6 Ways a Union-Backed Bill Will Upend the Job Market,” The Daily Signal, February 5, 2020, https://www.dailysignal.
com/2020/02/05/6-ways-a-union-backed-bill-will-upend-the-jobs-market/.

10. Richard Trumpka, Twitter, February 5, 2020, https://twitter.com/RichardTrumka/status/1225128484374294531 (accessed September 8, 2020).
11. F. Vincent Vernuccio, “Card Check Coercion: Intimidation,” in Protecting the Secret Ballot: The Dangers of Union Card Check (Midland, MI: Mackinac
Center for Public Policy, 2019), https://www.mackinac.org/26958 (accessed September 10, 2020).
12. Sean Higgins, “Fraud Alleged in Auto Plant ‘Card Check’ Union Organizing Bid,” The Washington Examiner, September 26, 2013, https://www.
washingtonexaminer.com/fraud-alleged-in-auto-plant-card-check-union-organizing-bid (accessed September 10, 2020).
13. Eric D. Lawrence, “Feds: UAW’s FCA Unit ‘Riddled with Corruption’ During Scandal,” Detroit Free Press, December 12, 2018, https://www.freep.com/
story/money/cars/chrysler/2018/12/12/fca-uaw-scandal/2290892002/ (accessed September 10, 2020).
14. Jonathan Gruber and Samuel A. Kleiner, “Do Strikes Kill? Evidence from New York State,” National Bureau of Economic Research, Working Paper No.
15855, March 2010, https://www.nber.org/papers/w15855.pdf (accessed September 10, 2020).
15. F. Vincent Vernuccio, “Worker’s Choice: Freeing Unions and Workers from Forced Representation,” Mackinac Center for Public Policy, June 1, 2016,
https://www.mackinac.org/22471 (accessed September 9, 2020).
16. James Sherk, “Unelected Representatives: 94 Percent of Union Members Never Voted for a Union,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3126,
August 30, 2016, https://www.heritage.org/jobs-and-labor/report/unelected-representatives-94-percent-union-members-never-voted-union.
17. States could allow worker-choice arrangements for public-sector employees by amending their labor laws, while Congress could allow them for
private-sector workers by amending the National Labor Relations Act.
18. F. Vincent Vernuccio, “Unionization for the 21st Century: Solutions for the Ailing Labor Market,” Mackinac Center for Public Policy, November 11, 2014,
https://www.mackinac.org/S2014-07 (accessed September 9, 2020).
19. Rachel Greszler, “The Future of Work: Helping Workers and Employers Adapt to and Thrive in the Ever-Changing Labor Market,” testimony before the
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Subcommittee and the Workforce Protections Subcommittee, Education and Labor Committee, U.S. House of
Representatives October 23, 2019, https://edlabor.house.gov/imo/media/doc/GreszlerTestimony102319.pdf (accessed September 10, 2020).
20. Rachel Greszler, “Labor Policies for COVID-19 and Beyond: Recommendations to Get Americans Back to Work,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No.
3506, June 30, 2020, https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/BG3506.pdf.
21. Private-sector employers are currently prohibited from offering lower-wage hourly workers the choice between accruing paid time off and receiving pay in
exchange for their overtime hours. The Working Families Flexibility Act would end this restriction so that private-sector workers can have the same choice
as public-sector workers to accumulate paid time off. See Rachel Greszler, “Mike Lee’s Bill Would Boost Paid Family Leave Without Growing Government,”
The Daily Signal, April 11, 2019, https://www.dailysignal.com/2019/04/11/mike-lees-bill-would-boost-paid-family-leave-without-growing-government/.
22. Rachel Greszler, “Congress’s Multiemployer Pension Committee Should Act Now: 12 Reforms to Protect Pensioners and Taxpayers,” Heritage
Foundation Backgrounder No. 3368, November 20, 2018, https://www.heritage.org/sites/default/files/2018-11/BG3368_0.pdf.

