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EPI’s Jennifer Sherer delivered the following testimony to the Colorado Senate Committee
on Business, Technology, and Labor on January 21, 2025, in support of SB25-005, Worker
Protection Collective Bargaining, concerning the elimination of the requirement for a
second election to negotiate a union security clause in the collective bargaining process.

Chair Danielson and members of the committee, thank you for the opportunity to testify
today in support of SB25-005. My name is Jennifer Sherer, and I’m Deputy Director of
State Policy and Research at the Economic Policy Institute (EPI). EPI is a nonprofit,
nonpartisan think tank founded in 1986 to research the economic status of working
America and propose public policies that protect and improve conditions for low- and
middle-wage workers.

It’s an honor to be here to share findings from EPI research as Colorado considers a bill to
restore workers’ collective bargaining rights by repealing provisions of an 82-year-old
statute that has limited Colorado workers’ freedom to form unions and collectively bargain.

Nationally and in Colorado, the share of workers covered by a union contract has declined
in the last four decades. Importantly, this decline was not because workers lost interest in
having unions. In fact, during the same period, the number of workers saying they would
vote to unionize if given the opportunity steadily increased (to around 60 million in our
latest estimate), and public approval of labor unions is now at a historic high of 70%.1

In a period of rising inequality2 and record corporate profits,3 it is no surprise workers want
unions. When workers are able to collectively bargain, their wages, benefits, and working
conditions improve.4 On average, a worker covered by a union contract:

• earns 10.2% more than a nonunionized peer in the same sector with similar education,
occupation, and experience and has greater access to paid sick and vacation days5

• is 64% more likely to have employment-provided health insurance

• is 63% more likely to have retirement benefits6

So why can’t the millions of U.S. workers who say they want a union get one? Broken,
outdated federal and state labor laws bear a large share of the blame. Since 1935, federal
law has guaranteed workers the freedom to form and join unions. But the law has been
weakened, both by court decisions and major 1947 amendments modeled in part on
Colorado’s anti-union state law.7 Today employers routinely exploit weaknesses in the law,
mounting aggressive opposition to worker organizing and violating the law with few to no
repercussions.8

Many states place additional obstacles in the path of workers who seek a union contract,
prohibiting bargaining over union security via so-called “right-to-work” laws. Where states
maintain these anti-union policies, outcomes include lower unionization rates, lower
wages (on average, workers in states with anti-union laws earn 3.2% less than their
counterparts in states without such laws, translating to $1,670 less per year per full-time
worker),9 and less safe workplaces—including a roughly 14% higher rate of occupational
fatalities.10
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While Colorado’s anti-union state law is unique and bears a different label, it’s had a similar
impact: At 6.9%, Colorado’s 2023 union membership rate was 30% below the national
average of 10%.11

All workers are disadvantaged in states where laws have suppressed unionization, but
disparities are especially pronounced for women and workers of color12 because of the
role unions play in counteracting labor market discrimination and ensuring equal pay for
equal work.13 For example, EPI research has shown that declining unionization rates are a
major factor in the persistence and expansion of the Black-white wage gap in recent
decades.14

Meanwhile, blocking workers’ access to unions especially benefits the rich and fuels
income inequality. Four decades of declining unionization rates have ushered in sharp
increases in the share of incomes going to the top 10%, staggering increases in CEO pay,
and wage suppression for workers.15 Nationally, the “typical” or median worker would
have earned $1.56 more per hour (the equivalent of $3,250/year) in 2017 if unionization
rates had held steady since 1979.16

Growing income inequality in Colorado has outpaced this national trend and become
especially extreme—here the top 10% now take home 47.6% of all income in the state—an
over 16% increase after four decades of declining unionization (compared with 11.8%
nationally).17

It will take fundamental reform of our labor laws to rebalance and rebuild an economy
capable of generating shared prosperity. At the state level, this reform must start with
eliminating unnecessary hurdles to unionization, so I urge you to pass SB-005. The
second-election rule this bill would repeal is a relic of an anti-union era of Colorado’s
history defined by intense and often violent employer hostility to worker organizing in
which state government was frequently an active partner. Now, at a moment when workers
are looking to unions as critical vehicles for fixing what’s broken in our wildly unequal
economy, it’s Colorado’s turn to play a leading role in helping to restore worker bargaining
power after decades of its erosion.
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