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Thank you, Subcommittee Chair Allen, Subcommittee Ranking Member DeSaulnier, and
Members of the Subcommittee. I am honored to join you today to share some of my research on
labor unions. I am an associate professor in the Department of Political Science at George
Washington University, where I have taught since 2017. I have researched labor unions for
fifteen years and have published two peer-reviewed books and fifteen academic articles.! Today,
I hope to explain how labor unions not only provide benefits for the workers that they represent,
but also protect the broader working class, our nation’s public health, and our democracy.

I would like to start small with the benefits of unions for union members, and then gradually
zoom out to discuss how unions provide broader benefits for society at large.

First, labor unions make sure that the workers they represent share in the benefits of economic
growth. Although economic theory predicts that workers’ wages will automatically rise with
productivity, in the real world we see wage growth lagging far behind productivity growth.? As
Adam Smith explained, this happens because workers have far less bargaining power than their
employers, who can hold out in wage negotiations much longer than workers can.> My research
shows that unions can help solve this problem. I examined workers in 28 industries across 117
countries and found that wages are more likely to rise along with productivity when workers
have strong unions and well-protected labor rights.* Related research finds that labor rights and
unions are associated with lower levels of income inequality in countries around the world,
including here in the United States.’

Second, labor unions often fight for policies that protect non-union workers, too. One recent
example comes from California, where the United Farm Workers helped to win the nation’s first
state-level outdoor heat standard.® California’s law grants outdoor workers the rights to water,
rest, and shade on hot days. My research compared deaths in California to neighboring states
without heat standards and found that California’s law was associated with a 33-51% reduction
in heat-related deaths among outdoor workers.” These benefits extend to all outdoor workers in
California, not just the 2% of agricultural workers represented by the United Farm

Workers.® The AFL-CIO and unions such as AFSCME, United Steelworkers, and the Teamsters
are currently fighting for the extension of such heat protections across the United States, which
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my research suggests would save between 1,000 and 1,500 lives each year.” Moreover, my
research finds that these simple, life-saving heat protections were inexpensive and had no
negative economic impact on California’s agriculture and construction industries.!°

Third, labor unions often fight for policies that improve public health for everyone. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, for example, unionized nursing homes were safer places for elderly
residents as well as workers. My research found that unionized nursing homes in New York had
30% lower mortality rates during the first months of the pandemic.!! Why? Because unions
fought for personal protective equipment and infection control policies that protected workers
and lowered transmission between residents and nursing home workers; around the United
States, unionized nursing homes had 7% lower worker infection rates.'> As unionized healthcare
workers often said during the pandemic - “if we get sick, you get sick.”!3

Last, I’d like to share some results from a new book I am writing about today’s crises of
economic inequality and democratic erosion.'* I’ve studied every democratic transition over the
past 75 years to better understand why some democracies have survived longer than others. What
I found is that labor unions and the protection of labor rights are crucial. In short, there are two
common trajectories that democracies have followed. In some cases, labor unions helped to lead
their country’s original struggle for democracy. When they did so, the transition to democracy
was quickly followed by improved labor rights in new constitutions and legislation. Those labor
rights led to stronger unions, higher levels of income equality, and a lower probability of a
democratic collapse back into authoritarianism. Where unions did not help to lead the struggle
for democracy - often because repression left them too weak to do so - the transition to
democracy completely failed to increase labor rights. Continuing the labor repression from the
past, these countries went on to have weaker unions, higher levels of income inequality, and a
much higher chance of democratic collapse. In short, labor rights and strong labor unions are at
the heart of economic equality and sustainable democracy around the world.

Given the broad benefits that labor unions provide, it is no surprise that 71% of Americans now
approve of labor unions.!> A recent poll found that support for unions is even higher among
Americans younger than 30 years old - 88% of whom view unions favorably.!® And many
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workers who are not currently union members would like to join a union; a 2023 survey found
that 43% of employed, nonunion workers would vote to join a union if given the opportunity.!”’

Despite such high levels of public support for unions, only 6% of American workers in the
private sector are currently members of a union.'® What explains this large gap? According to
Columbia University law professor Kate Andrias, the problem is that American labor law is
failing to protect workers’ right to join a union: “weak enforcement mechanisms, slight penalties,
and lengthy delays - all of which are routinely exploited by employers resisting unionization -
fail to protect workers’ ability to organize and bargain collectively with their employers.”!
Legislation such as the Protecting the Right to Organize (PRO) Act would increase penalties for
employers that violate labor law and thereby increase the ability of workers to organize and join
unions.?’

Thank you for the opportunity to share my expertise with the subcommittee. I’ll be happy to
answer any questions.
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