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Key findings

• In between 1979–2024, median wages rose more in states where
unionization declined less.

• The productivity–pay gap has grown more slowly in states with smaller
declines in unionization since 1979. In these states, it wasn’t just
corporations and the wealthy who benefited from economic growth, but also
working people, both unionized and nonunionized.

• In high-union-density states, 2023 median household income was on
average more than $12,000 higher than in low-union-density states.

• In recent years, the average unemployment insurance recipiency rate in
high-union-density states was 36.0%—double the 18.0% UI recipiency rate in
low-union-density states.

• In states with higher union densities, the share of people without any form
of health insurance was 5.7%; this rate was 9% in states with lower union
densities.

• 70.6% of states with the highest union density have enacted paid sick leave
legislation, compared with just 11.8% of low-union-density states.

• States with higher rates of unionization spend substantially more per pupil
on education than low-union-density states ($22,777 per pupil vs. $15,568).

• Since 2021, low-union-density states have passed 44 voter restriction laws,
whereas high-union-density states passed six such laws.

Why this matters

Unions don’t just improve workers’ paychecks—they shape the social and
political fabric of the communities they operate in, lifting standards for union and
nonunion workers alike.

What policymakers can do

Policymakers must enact reforms that restore a meaningful right to organize and
collectively bargain. They could begin by passing much needed labor law
reform—including the Protecting the Right to Organize and the Public Service
Freedom to Negotiate Acts.

Charting the problem

Overview

Unions aren’t just good for workers—they also benefit
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Summary: Rebuilding worker power by strengthening unions is not just good
policy—it is a democratic imperative in the face of authoritarian backsliding.
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W e know that unions promote economic
equality and build worker power, helping
workers to win increases in pay, better

benefits, and safer working conditions. But that’s not all
unions do. Unions also have powerful effects on people’s
lives outside of work. They help foster solidarity, promote
civic and political engagement, provide reliable information
to working-class communities about how economic
policies impact their lives, and serve as a counterweight to
corporate power in our democracy. Throughout history,
unions have been engines of resistance to entrenched and
undemocratic power—mobilizing working people to
challenge inequality, defend civil rights, and push back
against authoritarianism in all its forms.

In this report, we document the strong correlation between
higher levels of unionization and a range of economic,
personal, and democratic well-being measures. In the
same way unions give workers a voice at work, with a
direct impact on wages and working conditions, the data
suggest that unions also give workers a voice in shaping
their communities. Where workers have this power, states
have more equitable economic, social, and democratic
structures.

Background
When workers join together in a union and engage in
collective bargaining, their wages, benefits, and working
conditions improve. There is a wealth of research
documenting the positive effects unions have for workers,
both those who are unionized and those who are not.

Higher wages and decreased
income inequality
On average, a worker covered by a union contract earns
12.8% more in wages than a peer in a nonunionized
workplace in the same industry with a similar education,
occupation, and level of experience (EPI 2025a). This wage
advantage is known as the “union wage premium.” But
unions don’t just help union workers—they help all workers
(Bivens et al. 2017). When union density is high, nonunion
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workers benefit too because unions effectively set broader standards—including higher
wages—which nonunion employers must meet to attract and retain the workers they need
(Rosenfeld, Denice, and Laird 2016; Mishel 2021). The combination of the direct wage
effect for union members and this spillover effect for nonunion workers means unions are
crucial to raising wages for working people and reducing income inequality (Card 1996,
2001; Card, Lemieux, and Riddell 2018).

Smaller racial wage gaps
Unions have historically reduced wage gaps between Black and white workers (Farber et
al. 2021). For much of the post-WWII period, Black workers were more likely to be in
unions and received a larger wage premium for union membership. Today, Black workers
represented by a union are paid 12.6% more than their nonunionized Black peers, and
Hispanic workers represented by a union are paid 16.4% more than their nonunionized
Hispanic peers (EPI 2025b).

Higher wages for women
On average, the wages of women represented by a union are 9.8% higher than those of
nonunionized women with comparable characteristics (EPI 2025c). Further, there is
suggestive evidence that within workplaces, union bargaining reduces gender wage gaps.
For example, Biasi and Sarsons (2020) show that the expiration of teacher collective
bargaining agreements led to an increase in the wage gap between men and women with
similar credentials, implying that the terms of the collective bargaining agreement had
previously helped to minimize such wage gaps.

Increased government revenue and less need
for safety net programs
Unionization has a range of positive economic impacts in addition to decreasing wage
inequality and raising wages for historically disadvantaged groups. Sojourner and Pacas
(2018) find that union membership yields a positive “net fiscal impact”—or, to put it simply,
unionized workers have more income and therefore pay more taxes. Unions pave the way
for more income and wealth-building for workers and therefore more revenue for the
government.

Sojourner and Pacas (2018) also find that unionized workers need fewer public benefits.
Higher incomes allow workers and their families to be less dependent on government
benefits and unions also help workers win benefits such as health insurance from their
employers.
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Greater access to employer-sponsored benefits
including health insurance, retirement, and paid
leave
Union workers are far more likely than nonunion workers to be covered by employer-
provided health insurance. More than nine in 10 unionized workers have access to
employer-sponsored health benefits (compared with just 71% of nonunion workers) and
union employers contribute more to their employees’ health care benefits (BLS 2024a).
Furthermore, union employers are more likely to offer and contribute more toward
retirement plans than comparable nonunion employers. Union workers are also more
likely to have paid sick days, vacation and holidays, more input into the number of hours
they work, and more predictable schedules (EPI 2021; Shierholz et al. 2024).

Strengthened health and safety
Unions also improve the health and safety of workplaces by providing health insurance
and paid sick time, requiring safety equipment, and empowering workers to report unsafe
conditions without fear of retaliation (Zoorob 2018; Amick et al. 2015). So-called right-to-
work (RTW) legislation that weakens unions has been associated with a roughly 14%
increase in the rate of occupational fatalities (Zoorob 2018). Higher unionization rates and
collective bargaining coverage are also associated with better health outcomes (Muller
and Raphael 2023).

Increased civic engagement and broader
community benefits
Beyond wages, benefits, and safety, recent scholarship shows the indirect effect unions
have on people’s political and personal attitudes and on the broader community and
economy as a whole. Frymer and Grumbach (2021) find that union membership reduces
white racial resentment. Feigenbaum, Hertel-Fernandez, and Williamson (2019) analyze
the relationship between unions and political advocacy, specifically on policies related to
worker empowerment and economic justice. They find that weakening unions (through the
enactment of RTW laws) has significant long-term political and economic effects, such as
lower voter turnout, lower organized labor contributions, less voter mobilization, fewer
working-class candidates serving in state legislatures and Congress, and less pro-worker
state policy. These political consequences undoubtedly affect not only the communities in
which they take place, but also the broader economy, as the chosen candidates enact
economic policies. Unions are also shown to increase civic engagement. Dean, McCallum,
and Grumbach (2023) found that county-level union density was associated with greater
access to ballot drop boxes—a highly secure way to increase access to voting—during the
2022 midterm elections.
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Our analysis in this report supports this existing scholarship on unions. The strong
relationship between union density and a range of economic, personal well-being, and
democratic outcomes is consistent with the idea that unions amplify the political power of
workers—advancing and defending policies that benefit the broad interests of workers,
their families, and their communities.

The data we analyze across a wide range of indicators support the notion that unions play
a critical role in improving outcomes for working people and their communities. They do
this by advocating for higher wages and better benefits for members, mobilizing and
building grassroots coalitions, and acting as a key countervailing forces against rising
corporate power. Through this work, unions help produce and sustain positive economic,
health, educational, and democratic outcomes in the communities in which they are active,
including by strengthening democratic engagement and, as a result, helping to safeguard
against anti-democratic forces.

Measuring union density across states
and time
First, a brief note on how we measure union density. In this report, we categorize union
density as the share of workers in a state who are members of a union or covered by a
collective bargaining agreement. And because measures of state-level union density are
volatile from year to year as a result of small sample sizes in many states, we average the
data across three years. In particular, “2024” unionization rates are the average, by state,
of unionization rates from 2022, 2023, and 2024.

When we do comparisons over time, we use 1979 as the baseline year because 1979
marks the business cycle peak before the steep drop in unionization that began in the
1980s. It should be noted that unionization rates for 1979 are the average of unionization
rates from 1978 and 1979—union density for 1977 is not available by state.

In many cases in this analysis, we divide the 50 U.S. states plus the District of Columbia
into three equally sized groups based on their current (2022–2024) level of union density.
These groupings are shown in Table 1. We refer to the 17 states with the highest union
density as “high-union-density states” (with 13.4%–25.5% of workers covered); the next 17
states (including D.C.) are “medium-union-density states” (with 8.2%–13.1% of workers
covered); and the remaining 17 are “low-union-density states” (with 3.0%–8.1% of workers
covered). Figure A depicts the data from Table 1 in map form. While there are clearly
regional clusters within the density groups, unionization rates vary nationwide.
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Table 1 Share of workers represented by a union ranges from
3.0% in South Carolina to 25.5% in Hawaii
Union density of the 50 U.S. states plus D.C., in descending order and grouped
into high-, medium-, and low-union-density states

High union density Medium union density Low union density

HI 25.5% MD 13.1% CO 8.1%

NY 21.8% MT 12.8% WI 7.8%

WA 18.5% ME 12.5% ND 7.1%

AK 17.3% KY 10.9% OK 7.0%

CA 16.9% NH 10.9% WY 6.9%

NJ 16.9% DC 10.8% TN 6.2%

CT 16.7% KS 10.3% FL 6.0%

OR 16.5% MO 10.1% ID 5.7%

RI 15.4% WV 10.0% TX 5.3%

VT 14.9% DE 9.5% AR 5.3%

MI 14.7% NM 9.5% VA 5.3%

MN 14.7% IN 9.4% AZ 5.2%

MA 14.3% IA 8.6% LA 5.1%

IL 14.0% NE 8.5% GA 5.1%

OH 13.6% MS 8.3% SD 4.0%

NV 13.6% UT 8.3% NC 3.4%

PA 13.4% AL 8.3% SC 3.0%

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a
union, including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the
variable “union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older.
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Figure A Unionization varies widely by state
Union density by state, 2022–2024 average

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG) data
for all workers ages 16 and older.
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Economic well-being
The first category of well-being we examine is economic well-being, broadly defined as
working people having the means to support themselves. We look at the relationship
between union density and a wide variety of indicators related to economic security and
stability including inflation-adjusted wages, the share of workers with access to an
employer-provided retirement plan, the gap between productivity and pay, household
income, the minimum wage, unemployment insurance recipiency rates, and state and local
tax rates. We find that states with higher union density have consistently better outcomes
for working people on all of these measures.

Wages
We begin with real (inflation-adjusted) wages—arguably the most fundamental measure of
what the economy is delivering for working people. To examine the impact of unionization
on wage trends, we look at the relationship between changes in unionization and changes
in wages over time.

It’s important to note that union density has declined in all states in recent decades, largely
due to a sharp increase in employer opposition to unions and a failure of public policy to
adequately protect workers’ right to organize (Shierholz et al. 2024). However, the extent
of the decline varies by state. If unions boost wages for working people broadly (i.e., for
both union and nonunion workers), then states where union density has fallen less should
see stronger wage growth, all else equal—and that’s exactly what we find.

We compare unionization rates and wages in 2024 with those in 1979. Figure B shows a
strong, positive relationship between wage growth for the median worker—the heart of the
middle class—and changes in unionization over this period. Wages grew faster in states
where unionization declined less.

This aligns with a large body of evidence showing that unions directly raise wages for
union workers and, when union density is sufficiently high, also lift wages for nonunion
workers (Mishel 2021). The fact that wage growth for working people was stronger in
states where unionization declined less highlights the fact that unions play a vital role in
fostering broadly shared economic progress.
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Figure B Median wages rose more in places where unionization
declined less
Percentage point changes in union density vs. annualized percent change in
median wages by state, 1979-2024

Notes: The trendline shows that where unionization declined 10 percentage points less, real median
wages grew 0.263% faster each year on average. From 1979 to 2024, that translates into a 12.5%
difference. The R-squared is 0.26.

Source: EPI analysis of 1978–1979 and 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
(CPS-ORG) data for all workers ages 16 and older.
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Figure C Access to employer-provided retirements plan fell less
in places where unionization fell less
Percentage point (ppt) change in union density vs. percentage point change in
access to employer-provided retirement plan, by state, 1979–2023

Notes: The trendline shows that where unionization declined 10 percentage points less, access to
employer-provided retirement plans declined 6.7 percentage points less on average. The R-squared for
the trendline is 0.24.

Source: EPI analysis of 1978-1979 and 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
(CPS-ORG) data for all workers ages 16 and older; Annual Social and Economic Supplement, IPUMS CPS.

P
pt

 c
ha

ng
e 

in
 e

m
pl

oy
er

-p
ro

vi
de

d 
re

tir
em

en
t p

la
n 

ac
ce

ss

Ppt change in union density, 1979–2023

-20

-10

0

10

-30

20

-20 -15 -10 -5

Retirement security
Evidence shows that unions do not just secure higher wages for their members, they also
secure better benefits (EPI 2021). These better benefits for union workers can also help
raise standards more broadly, including for workers who are not in unions. For example,
Figure C shows the relationship between unionization and access to employer-provided
retirement plans, by state. While the share of workers with employer-provided retirement
plans has declined in most states since 1979, Figure C shows that states with smaller
declines in unionization experienced smaller reductions—or even increases—in access to
employer-provided retirement plans. The increased retirement security that comes with
access to a workplace retirement plan doesn’t just benefit individual workers—it helps
strengthen families and stabilize communities.
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Figure D In states where unions remained stronger, working
people saw a bigger share of overall gains from
economic growth
Percentage point change in union density vs. share of productivity growth that
went to typical workers' compensation, by state, 1979–2024

Notes: The trendline shows that where unionization declined 10 percentage points less, the share of
productivity growth between 1979 and 2024 that went to typical workers' compensation was 6.9
percentage points higher on average. The R-squared is 0.19. For more details on the gap between
productivity and pay and how it is calculated, see https://www.epi.org/productivity-pay-gap/.

Source: EPI analysis of 1978–1979 and 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group
(CPS-ORG) data for all workers ages 16 and older; total U.S. economy hours and employment data from the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), Office of Productivity and Technology; employment data from the BLS,
Current Employment Statistics (CES) survey; wage data from the Current Population Survey, Outgoing
Rotation Group (CPS-ORG); consumer price index data from the EPI, State of Working America Data
Library; compensation data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA); and state and national GDP and
Personal Income data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), 1978–1979 and 2022–2024.
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The productivity–pay gap
EPI has long highlighted the growing gap since 1979 between productivity—the value of
the output generated by workers in an hour of work on average—and the hourly
compensation received by typical workers (EPI 2025d). This divergence underscores a
core truth: Starting in the 1980s, deliberate policy choices in the U.S. allowed the gains
from economic growth to be increasingly captured by the wealthy, rather than being
broadly shared across low-, middle-, and high-income earners (Shierholz 2024).
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However, the gap between productivity and compensation for working people did not
grow at the same pace in all states. Figure D shows that in states with smaller declines in
unionization since 1979, the gap tended to grow more slowly—meaning that typical
workers saw a slower erosion of the share of productivity growth they were able to
capture. In other words, in places where unions remained stronger, it wasn’t just
corporations and the wealthy who benefited from economic growth—working people, both
unionized and nonunionized, saw a bigger share of the gains.

Household income
Another important indicator of economic well-being is median annual household income.
Looking at total income, not just wages and benefits, provides a full picture of what typical
households bring in over the course of a year from all sources.

We observe a clear, positive relationship between unionization and median household
income across states. The national median income was $80,610 in 2023. As Figure
E shows, high-union-density states had an average median income about
$7,400 higher than the national median, while low-union-density states had an average
median income about $4,900 lower than the national level. In total, the gap in median
household income between high- and low-union-density states was roughly $12,300.
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Figure E Median household incomes in high-union-density
states are more than $12,000 higher, on average, than
median incomes in low-union-density states
Average median household income in high-, medium-, and low-union-density
states, 2023

Notes: We use a simple average of median household income within the high-, medium-, and
low-union-density state groupings.

Source: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2024 Annual
Social and Economic Supplements (CPS ASEC), Table H-8, Median Household Income by State.
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Minimum wage
Minimum wage laws establish a wage floor for the minimum hourly wage employers must
pay workers. Today, the federal minimum wage stands at $7.25—where it has stood for
more than 15 years. As a result of federal inaction, state action on the minimum wage has
become critical. More than half of U.S. states (29 states and D.C.) have passed laws raising
their minimum wage above the federal minimum, though there are still 20 states where the
federal minimum wage applies (EPI 2025e).

Minimum wage increases directly boost the pay of the lowest-paid workers—who typically
have little to no bargaining power—by effectively shifting the wage negotiation from one
between an employer and an individual worker to one between employers and the
broader community. Further, since relative pay plays an important role in wage setting,
minimum wages also increase the wages of workers who earn somewhat above the
minimum, as employers strive to preserve internal wage ladders. This ripple effect,
whereby employers give nonmandated raises after an increase in the minimum wage,
means that the impact of minimum wage hikes extends beyond workers that are directly
affected by the increase (Cengiz et al. 2019).

Unions play a key role in raising minimum wages by advocating for state and local
increases. In Los Angeles, Unite Here Local 11 helped advocate for the $25 minimum wage
for hospitality workers along with defending against countermeasures from the resistant
corporations (Schultheis 2025). In late 2024, Alaska passed a ballot measure raising the
minimum wage which was supported by unions (Rosen 2024). Currently, union leaders and
lawmakers are pushing a minimum wage increase to $15 per hour through the
Pennsylvania state legislature (Lardani 2025). Figure F depicts the geographic variation of
union density and 2025 state minimum wages. Not shown in the figure is the fact that the
average minimum wage of high-union-density states is $13.70 compared with low-union-
density states’ average minimum wage of $9.30.
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Figure F Union density and minimum wages by state

$7.25 $17.50

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; EPI Minimum Wage Tracker, updated July 2025.
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Figure G Unemployed workers are twice as likely to receive
unemployment benefits if they live in
high-union-density states than if they live in
low-union-density states
Average UI recipiency rate (2022–2024) in high-, medium-, and
low-union-density states

Notes: The UI recipiency rate in each state is the share of unemployed workers who are receiving
unemployment insurance benefits through the state’s regular UI program (i.e., not through federal
emergency programs such as Pandemic Unemployment Assistance). We use a simple average of UI
recipiency rates within the high-, medium-, and low-union-density state groupings.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; Department of Labor Employment & Training Administration,
Unemployment Insurance Data Chartbook.
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Unemployment insurance
When a worker is laid off from a job and their household income falls, unemployment
insurance (UI) provides support for workers and their family until they find another job
(Banerjee et al. 2021). UI is a joint federal-state program that acts as a key support for the
national economy but relies on state UI systems to effectively deliver benefits to
unemployed workers. Each state varies in its rules and approaches to operating within the
federal UI framework, leading to wide variation in the share of unemployed workers who
are receiving UI benefits (also known as UI recipiency rates) (The White House 2024). In
2024, state UI recipiency rates ranged from as high as 59.1% in Minnesota to as low as
9.1% in Florida (DOL-ETA 2025).

Studies show a strong correlation between higher UI recipiency rates and areas where
union power is most established, particularly for precarious workers (Clegg et al. 2022). As
Figure G shows, there is a strong positive relationship between unionization and state UI
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recipiency rates. In recent years, the average UI recipiency rate in high-union-density
states was 36.0%, double the 18.0% UI recipiency rate in low-union-density states.

State taxes
According to the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy’s (ITEP) Tax Inequality Index,
Florida has the most regressive tax system in the United States, with low-income families
paying a larger share of their income in taxes than the highest-income families (ITEP
2024). Minnesota, by contrast, has the least regressive tax system in the U.S., with low-
income families paying a smaller share of their income in taxes than high-income families.

Unionization has likely had a hand in differences like these. Unions are instrumental in
influencing state and local policies, including efforts to make tax systems more equitable.
Florida is a low-union-density state and Minnesota is a relatively high-union-density state.
States like Minnesota achieve more equitable tax outcomes through provisions such as
child tax credits, estate taxes, groceries exclusion from sales tax, and graduated income
tax structures—the kinds of policies unions often advocate for and help defend.

Figure H highlights the positive relationship between unionization and more equitable
state and local taxation. Across high-union-density states, the top 1% pays 8.1% of their
income in state and local taxes on average, whereas in low-union-density states, the top
1% has an effective state and local tax rate of just 5.4%.
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Figure H The top 1% pay much more in state and local taxes in
high-union-density states than in low-union-density
states
Effective state and local tax rates in high-, medium, and low-union-density states,
2023

Notes: The effective state and local tax rate in each state is total state and local taxes as a share of family
income. We use a simple average of effective tax rates within the high-, medium-, and low-union-density
state groupings.

Source: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; ITEP "Who Pays? 7th Edition," Appendix A. https://itep.org/
whopays-7th-edition/
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Personal health and well-being
The second category of well-being we examine is personal well-being, which we define as
an individual’s physical and mental health. Within the category of personal well-being, we
look at four indicators: health care coverage, Medicaid expansion, access to paid family
and sick leave, and education. As we demonstrate below, states with higher union density
are more likely to have higher levels of all of these personal well-being metrics.

Access to health insurance
The first marker of personal well-being we examine is access to health insurance. By
bargaining for employer-sponsored health insurance for employees and their dependents,
unions directly impact health care coverage. Access to health insurance with some or all
costs covered by the employer—which unions have successfully negotiated for—greatly
improves job quality.

Almost all union workers (95%) have access to health insurance, compared with just 71% of
nonunion workers (BLS 2024a). Economic research has documented that unionized
workers also face lower direct costs for health care coverage than their nonunionized
peers (Buchmueller and DiNardo 2001). Unions are an important channel workers use to
secure high-quality health insurance, and when union members gain these benefits,
nonunion employers are more likely to offer better compensation, including health care
benefits, in order to remain competitive (Mishel 2021).

There are a variety of ways people can access health insurance, whether privately through
employer-based programs or direct purchase or through a public program such as
Medicaid, Medicare, or the Veterans Administration. Private insurance accounts for 54.8%
of coverage; Medicaid—a state-federal need-based health care program—accounts for
21.2%; Medicare—an age/disability reliant insurance program—accounts for 14.7%; and the
military or Veterans Administration accounts for 1.3% (KFF 2023). Unfortunately, many
people—7.9% of the population in 2023—fall through the cracks and are unable to access
any private or public health insurance programs, either because their employer does not
offer a health care plan or because they earn too much or too little to qualify for one of the
public programs. In states that have not expanded Medicaid, 1.4 million people who lack
employer-based coverage also fall into the “coverage gap”—a range where their earnings
are too high to qualify for Medicaid but too low to cross the threshold where they would
become eligible for subsidies to purchase coverage in one of the health insurance
“exchanges” set up by the Affordable Care Act (ACA) (Cervantes et al. 2025). This
coverage gap could be reduced or eliminated by all states adopting the Medicaid
expansions offered by the ACA or by pulling down the income thresholds for eligibility to
receive ACA premium subsidies. However, unions can also decrease the coverage gap by
empowering workers to demand that employers offer workplace coverage to a wider
segment of their workforce. Consequently, it has been shown that unionized workforces
spend significantly more on their workers’ benefits, such as health care, than their

18



Figure I Residents of high-union-density states are more likely
to have health insurance
Average uninsured rate (2023) in low-, medium-, and high-union-density states,
2023

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2015–2019 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; Keisler-Starkey and Bunch, “Health Insurance Coverage in the
United States,” U.S. Census Bureau, September 2024.
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nonunionized counterparts (BLS 2025).

Figure I shows a clear negative relationship between state unionization rates and the
uninsured rate: High-union-density states have an uninsured rate of 5.7% versus a 9.0%
rate for low-union-density states. Put another way, people in high-union-density states are
much more likely to have some form of health insurance, compared with their peers in low-
union-density states.

Medicaid expansion
To provide a concrete example of how unions intersect with health care coverage even
outside explicitly bargained workplace plans, we examine—alongside the uninsured
rate—whether a state has expanded Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act to broaden
eligibility to more low-income people. The Medicaid public insurance program provides
critical health coverage to families and individuals with low incomes. As with the
unemployment insurance system, the Medicaid program has broad federal guidelines but
is administered by states, with a 2012 Supreme Court decision ruling that Medicaid
eligibility and expansion could be decided by states. As a result, eligibility, benefits, and
coverage differ greatly by state.
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Figure J The 17 highest-union-density states have all adopted
the Affordable Care Act’s Medicaid expansion
Number of high-, medium-, and low-union-density states that had adopted the
Medicaid expansion as of 2024

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; KFF, “Status of State Medicaid Expansion Decisions,” May 9,
2025.
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Since 2014, 40 states plus the District of Columbia have adopted Medicaid expansion,
leaving 10 states that have not adopted Medicaid expansion (Alabama, Florida, Georgia,
Kansas, Mississippi, Sout Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Wisconsin, and Wyoming). In the
states that have not expanded it, Medicaid is not offered to individuals without children,
regardless of income (except in Wisconsin, which provides coverage through a waiver). By
contrast, states that have adopted Medicaid expansion have extended eligibility to people
with incomes up to $21,597 for an individual (138% of the poverty line) (Cervantes et al.
2025). Expanding Medicaid would help to close the coverage gap and provide health
insurance to the estimated 1.4 million people who do not qualify for Medicaid and who do
not earn enough to be eligible for other subsidized plans under the ACA (Cervantes et al.
2025). Research has found that Medicaid expansion has improved access to health care;
improved health outcomes, including fewer premature deaths; lowered uncompensated
costs; bolstered financial security; boosted economic mobility; and more (CBPP 2020).
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As Figure J shows, there is a clear difference between high- and low-union-density states
in terms of Medicaid expansion. All 17 high-union-density states have expanded Medicaid,
and Illinois is the only high-union-density state that has a trigger law that requires
termination of expansion if the share of federal funding drops. Out of 17 medium-union-
density states, 14 have adopted Medicaid expansion. Alabama, Kansas, and Mississippi are
the only medium-union-density states that have not adopted expansion, though Indiana,
Montana, New Hampshire, and Utah have trigger laws that require termination of
expansion if the share of federal funding drops. Ten out of 17 low-union-density states
have adopted Medicaid expansion. Florida, Georgia, Sout Carolina, Tennessee, Texas,
Wisconsin, and Wyoming are the low-union-density states that have not adopted
expansion, and Arkansas, Arizona, North Carolina, and Virginia have trigger laws that
require termination of expansion if the share of federal funding drops.

Paid sick and family leave
Paid sick and family leave offers workers the ability to prioritize their health and the health
of their loved ones without sacrificing their careers. By providing employees the flexibility
to meet personal needs, paid sick and family leave strengthens both families and the
economy, effectively improving public health and reducing the spread of disease.

Paid sick leave promotes public health and allows workers to recover and come back to
work when ready, rather than needing to put off care and face longer leave down the road
(Wething and Slopen 2025; Pichler and Ziebart 2021). While benefiting workers, studies
show that the costs of paid sick leave for businesses are extremely modest, generally
requiring no measurable change to business practices (Pichler and Ziebarth 2020).

Thanks to unions’ collective bargaining successes, union workers have greater access to
paid sick days than nonunion workers: More than nine in 10 workers (91%) covered by a
union contract have access to paid sick days, compared with just 79% of nonunion
workers (BLS 2024b). While no federal law guarantees paid sick leave to private-sector
workers (aside from certain federal contractors), state and local governments have passed
a record number of laws in recent years requiring covered private employers to provide
paid sick leave to eligible employees (Gould and Wething 2023). Seventeen states and the
District of Columbia have enacted paid sick leave laws that require covered private
employers to provide paid sick leave from work to their eligible employees to attend to
their own health needs or those of a family member (Mitchell 2024). Figure K shows that
there is a strong correlation between states with higher union density and paid sick leave
legislation. Twelve of the 17 (70.6%) states with the highest union density have enacted
paid sick leave legislation, compared with just 23.5% of medium-union-density states and
11.8% of low-union-density states.

Paid family leave supports working families by providing workers with the time and
financial security to care for a new child or a seriously ill loved one without risking their job
or paycheck. With access to paid family leave, workers do not have to choose between
their work and their caregiving responsibilities precisely during the times when they need
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Figure K High-union-density states are more likely to have
passed paid leave laws
Number of high-, medium-, and low-union-density states with paid leave laws

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; Bipartisan Policy Center, State Paid Family Leave Laws Across
the U.S., January 16, 2024; A Better Balance, Overview of Paid Sick Time Laws in the United States,
updated March 15, 2024.
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their paychecks the most (Gould 2018). However, the majority of working people in the
U.S. lack access to paid family leave. As of September 2023, approximately just 27% of
private-sector workers and 28% of state and local government workers have access to
paid family leave (Shabo 2025).

Thirteen states and the District of Columbia have established comprehensive, mandatory
state paid family leave systems (BPC 2024), nine of which are in high-union-density states.
That means that 52.9% of high-union-density states have mandatory paid family leave
legislation, compared with 23.5% in medium-union-density states. Only one state
(Colorado) with low union density has paid family leave state legislation.

Education
Across states, unionization is consistently associated with commitment to invest in public
education. We measure quality public education in two ways: overall per-pupil spending
on public education and the likelihood of states having a voucher program.
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Per-pupil spending on public education

Adequate levels of per-pupil spending are instrumental policy for maintaining quality
education. When per-pupil spending is low, students are less likely to get the support they
need to achieve their learning goals. Low per-pupil spending also makes it difficult to
retain teachers and staff, as districts can’t maintain salaries that are competitive with the
local labor market. Increased per-pupil funding, by contrast, pays off for students. A wave
of studies leveraging exogenous changes in school spending found that increased
funding for schools improves test scores and student attainment (Jackson and
Mackevicius 2023). In one study, researchers examined the impact of school finance
reforms between 1972 and 2010 and found that a 10% increase in school spending for 12
years lead to increases in high school graduation rates, 7% higher wages, and 10% higher
family incomes in adulthood for children from districts that saw the spending increase
(Jackson, Johnson, and Persico 2016). Others similarly found that a $1,000 increase in per-
pupil spending for low-income districts would reduce the test score gap between low- and
high-income school districts by nearly 40% of the baseline gap (Lafortune, Rothstein, and
Schanzenbach 2018).

Unions play a key role in negotiating public spending on education. At the school district
and state level, education unions advocate for increased education funds for schools. This
advocacy clearly works: Figure L shows that states with higher rates of unionization spend
substantially more per pupil on education.

Vouchers

Quality public education is threatened by state-level voucher programs—programs that
divert money away from public education toward private schools and homeschooling.
Vouchers reduce education quality in two key ways. First, voucher programs yield worse
academic achievement outcomes relative to public school. Causal studies of voucher
programs across three states and Washington, D.C., show that test score declines can
persist over two years or more and are comparable or worse than declines due to
COVID-19 and Hurricane Katrina (Barnum 2019; Cowen 2023).
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Figure L Per-pupil education spending rises with union density
Per-pupil education spending in high-, medium-, and low-union-density states

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Source: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), National
Public Education Financial Survey Data, School Year 2021-202 (v.1a), Common Core of Data, June 2024.
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Figure M States with higher unionization rates are less likely to have
universal voucher programs

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; EdChoice, "What are School Vouchers." Accessed on July 30,
2025.
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Second, school districts experience an additional cost of providing the same level of
education for fewer students in public education. This cost is entirely borne by the
students who remain in public education, even though they affirmatively did not make the
choice to take up vouchers. When students leave public schools with a voucher, the
school districts must still pay the same amount for costs that can’t immediately adjust to
declines in enrollment, such as cooling/heating and utilities. These required payments for
a district’s fixed costs mean that districts will have even less to spend on the costs—like
instruction itself—that can adjust due to changes in enrollment (Wething 2024).

States with lower levels of unionization often don’t have the political resources to fight
back against vouchers in legislative fights, and as a result, are more likely to have
universal voucher programs, as shown in Figure M. In a universal voucher program, any
child, regardless of income or need, can receive a voucher. This means that a large share
of students that receive vouchers are already attending private school, with state
estimates ranging from 40% to 75%, depending on the state (Lieberman 2023). In effect,
states with voucher programs are subsidizing wealthy families to pay for private schools
that they would have attended even without the voucher.
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Democratic well-being
The final category we examine is democratic well-being, specifically the right to vote.
Recent sustained attacks on this fundamental right threaten to undermine democratic
stability. We look at legislation restricting voting and find that there is a strong correlation
between voting restrictions and low union density.

The right to vote is a core tenet of our democracy, won and enshrined after years of
sustained protest and activism. Yet many states continue to take actions that
disproportionately disenfranchise people of color (Johnson and Feldman 2020). The
number of voter suppression laws enacted across the country is high and rising, and the
voting rights of all citizens—especially the voting rights of people of color—are under
attack. States have passed restrictions on when and where early voting can take place,
when and how people can register to vote, who can vote by mail, and what types of
identification are required to vote, among other forms of voter suppression. These barriers
to voting have disproportionately impacted racial minorities, poor people, and young and
old voters, all of whom are less likely to have the accepted voter ID (Brennan Center n.d.).

Figure N shows that since 2021, low-union-density states have passed 44 voter restriction
laws, while high-union-density states passed six laws restricting voting. The most familiar
restrictions passed are voter ID restrictions—be it Wyoming’s H.B. 279 that creates an ID
requirement for people applying in-person for a mail ballot or Idaho’s H.B. 124 that
removes student IDs as a valid form of identification. More subtle means of voter
restriction can be seen in laws like voter purges, like West Virginia’s S.B. 624 or
Mississippi’s H.B. 1310, where registered voters are “purged” from the system due to a
variety of reasons, such as lack of response or getting an out of state ID.

Figure O further shows the relationship between union density and voter suppression
legislation, by showing the number of states that have not passed any voter restriction
laws at all since 2021, by union density. A large majority of low- and medium-union-density
states have passed at least one voter restriction bill, while a large majority of high-union-
density states have passed none. Among high-union-density states, 12 out of 17 had not
passed any voter restrictions between 2021 and 2024, while only four of the medium-
union-density states and three of the low-union-density states can claim this distinction.

These results are consistent with other evidence that highlights union efforts to defend
voting rights. Unions have long been at the forefront of efforts to defend voting
rights—mobilizing members to oppose voter suppression laws, educating communities
about their rights, and turning out to vote in the face of rising barriers. In an era of
intensifying attacks on democratic participation, this is even more important (Eisen et al.
2019; Bondy 2025).
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Figure N Low-union-density states have passed 44 voter
restriction laws
Voter restriction laws passed by low-, medium-, and high-union-density states,
2021–2024

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; EPI analysis of Brennan Center for Justice analysis of voting
rights laws.
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Figure O Voter restriction bills are more likely to pass in
low-union-density states than in high-union-density
states
Number of high-, medium-, and low-union-density states that have passed
restrictive voting laws, 2021–2024

Notes: Union density is defined as the share of workers in the state who are represented by a union,
including union members and other workers who are covered by a union contract, based on the variable
“union” from EPI extracts of CPS-ORG microdata.

Sources: EPI analysis of 2022–2024 Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (CPS-ORG)
microdata for all workers ages 16 and older; EPI analysis of Brennan Center for Justice analysis of voting
rights laws.
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Conclusion
In this report, we have sought to demonstrate that the benefits of unionization extend far
beyond the workplace. High union density is consistently associated with a much broader
set of positive spillover effects across multiple dimensions: from higher wages and better
benefits; to more equitable tax systems; safer workplaces; stronger public services; and
healthier, more inclusive democracies. Unions don’t just improve workers’
paychecks—they shape the social and political fabric of the communities they operate in,
lifting standards for union and nonunion workers alike, while their political advocacy helps
to drive an array of strongly positive outcomes, especially in states where unions
represent a sizeable share of the workforce.

However, union density levels across the country are not nearly as high as they could and
should be. While nearly half of all nonunion workers say they want a union in their
workplace, just 11.1% of all workers are covered by a union contract (Poydock et al. 2025).
Current law places too many obstacles in the way of workers trying to organize and gives
employers too much power to interfere with workers’ free choice (Mishel, Rhinehart, and
Windham 2020). It is therefore critical that policymakers enact reforms that restore a
meaningful right to organize and collectively bargain. One simple way to help accomplish
this would be to pass much needed labor law reform. The Protecting the Right to Organize
and the Public Service Freedom to Negotiate Acts strengthen rights for both private- and
public-sector workers and would give workers access to a union and the well-being it
promotes.

The evidence is clear: When unions are strong, workers have more power and
communities thrive. In the face of rising inequality and authoritarianism, unions organize,
educate, and mobilize working people to defend voting rights, push back against
disinformation, and expand civic participation. They help build the democratic muscle
memory we need to withstand authoritarian backsliding. Rebuilding worker power is not
just good policy—it is a democratic imperative.
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