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The Labor Movement in the U.S. 

AFL-CIO ADVOCATES foil EQ1JALITY 

PART OF OUR CONTINUED COVERAGE 
N THE LABOR UNION MOVEMENT, 
NE LOCAL ORGANIZING CAMPAIGN 

DISCUSSES THE IMPORTANCE OF UNION DUES. 

From the AFL-CIO Communications Team 
Union membership helps raise workers' pay and narrow the 
income gap that disadvantages minorities. and women. 
Union workers earn 30 percent more than nonunion work-
ers, a~cording to the U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of 
Labor Statistics. Their median weekly earnings for full-time 
wage and salary work were $863 in 2007, compared with 
$663 for their nonunion counterparts. 
The union wage benefit is even greater for minorities and 
women. Union women earn 33 percent more than nonunion 
women, African American union members earn 37 percent 
more than their nonunion _counterparts, for Latino workers, 
the union advantage equals 51 percent and for Asian 
American workers, the union advantage is 4 percent. 
Union members in low-wage occupations on average earn a 
great deal more than nonuµion workers in the same occupa-
tions, often lifting their earnings above the official poverty 
level. For example, union·cashiers in 2006 earned an aver-
age of $11.87 -46 perc~nt more than nonunion workers in 
the same occupation. Over a year's time, having a union 
card could translate into more than $7,800 in additional pay 
for such a low wage worker. While the nonunion cashier's 
earnings, on average, leaves a worker $3,746 below the 
poverty line for a family of four, the union cashier's earn-

ings, on average, brings the worker $4,075 above the pover-
ty line for a family of four .. 
According to Professor Harley Shaiken of the University of 
California-Berkeley,[!] unions are associated with higher 

• 
productivity, lower employee turnover, improved workplace 
communication, and a better-trained workforce. 
Prof. Shaiken is not alone. There is a substantial amount of 
academic literature on the following benefits of unions and 
unionization to employers and the economy: 

* Productivity 
* Competitiveness 
* Product or service delivery and quality 
* Training 
* Turnover 
· * Solvency of the firm 
* Workplace health and safety 
* Economic development 

Productivity 
According to a recent survey of 73 independent studies on 
unions _and productivity: "The available evidence points to a 
positive and statistically significant association between 
unions and productivity in the U.S. manufacturing and edu-· 
cation sectors, of around 10 and 7 percent, respectively." 

I 

Some scholars have found an even larger positive relation-
ship between unions and productivity. According to Brown 
and Medoff, " unionized establishments are about 22 percent 
more productive than those that are not." 

Product/ Service Delivery and Quality 
According to Professors Michael Ash and Jean Ann Seago, 
heart attack recovery rates are higher in hospitals where 
nurses are unionized than in non-union hospitals. 
Another study looked at the reiationship between unioniza­
tion and product quality in the auto industry. According to a 
summary of this study prepared by American Rights at 
Work: 
"The author examines the system of co-management created 
through the General Motors-United Auto Workers partner­
ship at the Saturn Corporation. , .The author credits the 
union with building a dense communications network 
throughout Saturn's manMement system. Compared to non- . 
represented advisors, union advisors showed greater levels 
of lateral communication and coordination, which had a sig­
nificant positive impact on quality performance." 

Training 
Several studies in have found a positive association between · 
unionization and the amount and quality of workforce trairl- . 
ing. Unionized establishments are more likely to offer for­
mal training. This is especially true for small 'firms. There 
are a number of reasons for this: less turnover among union 
workers, making the employer more likely to offer training; 
collective bargaining agreements that require ~mployers to 

~EDIAN WEl!KL Y EARN NOS OF FULL-TIME 
WAGE AND SALARY WORKl!RS , 2007 
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AVERAGE HOURLY EARNINGS Of UNION AND NONUNION WORKERS IN SELECTED OCCUPATIONS, 2006 
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cashiers 11.87 $24,690 $-t,075 $8,11 16,869 

Ollld Care WO~ers 10.84 $22,547 $1,932 $8.S9 .~17,867 ·$2,748 26.2% 

Qeaners of Vehldes 
13.34 $2?,747 $1,132 $8.87 Sl8,450 -t2,l6S 50.4~ 

and Equipment 
Combined ;ooo 
Preparation amJ 

10.09 $20,987 $312 $8.00 Sl6,640 -$3,975 26.l~' 
Serving Workers, 
1nctudlng ast food 

cooks S,12.45 $25,896 $5,281. ~ .61 17,909 ·$2,706_ 44.6%. 

Dlmng Room and 

Cafetena Attendants SlO.~J 
and Bartender 

$21,694 $1,079 $8.02 SJ6;682 ·$3,933 30.0 

Helpers 
food Prepara on I 

11.95 :$24,856 $4,241 $7.98 $16,598 -$4,017 49.7% . 
Wl;)rkers 

food _Servers, 
13.45 $2,7,976 $7,361 $9.39 $19,531 ·$1,064 43.2% 

Nonrestaurant 
ubrary Asslstants1 

13.9 $28,995 $8,.380 $9.76 !20,301 _ ·$314 4L8% 
aet1cal 
Maids and 
Housekeep mg lL.91 $24,773 $4,158 $9,06 $161845 -$1,770 31.S~ 

• aeaners 
other Protective I 
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Servic@ Workers, 
14.13 $30,638 $10,023 $9.65 S20,072 · ·$543 52.6% 

1nctud1n9 uf e 
GUards 
Packers and 

11.62 $24,170 $3,5S5 $9.36 Sl9,469 ·$1,146 24.1% 
Padagers, Hand 

Personal and Home U0.3S 
Care Aides 

$2L;590 $975 $9 lS $19,032 -$1,583 tl.4'Ai 

Refuse and 
Recydable Material 21.50 $44,720 · $24,105 $9.12 18,970 .·$1,645 ll5.7GJ., 
Collectors 
Walters and $9.81 S20J405 · ·$210 45.8% Sl4.30 $29,744 $9,129 
Waitresses 

To surpass the poverty level for a family of four, a viorker needs to eain a11 houny wage of at least 9.92 (full-time, year 
rouno). Tile poverty line !rt 2006 for a ramify o1 four was $20,615. 

Sour<e: 8at?Y T. HlfSCh and David A. Mac?hersoci, Uni-On Hembershtp and Eamtngs Data Book, aNAi 2007, forthcoming; 
U.S. Census Bureau, Preliminary fstlmat._es of Weighted Average Poverty Thresholds tor 2006, Jan. 24, 2001, Prepared by 
tne AFL-CIO. 

provide training; and finally, unions often conduct their own traini ng. 

Turnover 
P~ofessor Shaiken also finds that unions reduce turnover. He cites Freeman and Medoff 's 
finding that "about one fifth of the union productivity effect stemmed from lower worker . 
turnover. Unions improve communication channels giving workers the ability to improve 
their conditions short of 'exiting.'" 

Solvency 
Labor's enemies assert that unions drive employers out of business, but academic research 
refutes this claim. According to Professors Richard Freeman and Morris Kleiner, unionism 
has a statistically insignificant effect (meaning no effect) on firm solvency. Freeman and 
Kleiner conclude "unions do not, on average, drive firms or business li nes out of business 
or produce high displacement rates for unionized workers." 
Workplace Health and Safety, 
Employers should be concerned about workplace health and safety as a matter of enlight­
ened self-interest. According to an American Rights at Work summary of a study by John 
E. Baugher and J. Timmons Roberts: 
" Only one factor effectively moves workers who are in subordinate posi tions to actively 
cope with hazards: membership in an independent labor union. These fi ndings suggest that 
union growth could indirectly reduce job stress by giving workers the voice to cope effec­
tively with job hazards." 

FOR EDUCATlONAL' PURPOSES ONLY. NOT AN ENDORSEMENT OF 
UNIONS. 
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