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Union membership in the United States has declined dramatically in recent decades, from 20.1 percent
in 1983 to just 10 percent in 2025. The decline has persisted despite high public support for unions and
recognition of their importance. This disconnect reflects decades of policy decisions that have
weakened workers’ ability to organize alongside ballooning corporate power and inequality.

The decline of unions has had profound consequences for workers and the broader economy.
Historically, unions have raised wages and expanded benefits, delivering increased job security and job
satisfaction for union workers. Unions also raise standards across entire industries, which benefits both
union and nonunion workers. Falling unionization rates erode worker power, and workers’ collective
influence in the political sphere has decreased, undermining the resilience of democratic systems. Over
this time, inequality has increased.

To reverse the trend, policymakers must remove structural barriers that prevent workers from forming
and sustaining unions and strengthen labor law enforcement. Unions must also be willing to take a
more holistic view of their role in building and wielding worker power. Growing the labor movement
should be a national priority to support both economic justice and democratic accountability.

Solution: Pass Policies to Increase Union Organizing

Policymakers should make it easier for workers in the United States to organize unions, and through
them wield power both in and out of the workplace. They must: 

Ensure that workers can exercise the rights they already have by providing effective, timely
enforcement and robust protections against retaliation. 
Strengthen collective bargaining rights for workers in both the public and private sectors by
enacting comprehensive reforms, such as the Protecting the Right to Organize (PRO) Act and the
Public Service Freedom to Negotiate Act. 
Adopt additional complementary measures, such as card-check recognition.
Repeal or fundamentally revise the Taft-Hartley Act, which restricts union activity and collective
bargaining rights.
Look to countries where labor institutions remain strong for lessons on protecting workers’ ability
to act collectively. 
Ensure that the National Labor Relations Board has the resources it needs to enforce both existing
and strengthened labor protections rigorously.

Beyond legislation, unions must embrace an ambitious, expansive approach to organizing. They must
move beyond the narrow “business unionism” model and treat unionization as a holistic vehicle for
advancing workers’ economic, social, and political interests.
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Increasing inequality and threats to democratic norms in the US make it especially urgent to translate
broad public support for unions into representational gains. Unions are one of the most effective means
by which working people can build the power they need to counter the worst excesses of concentrated
capital. Reversing decades of corporate sabotage to strengthen the labor movement will require sustained
commitment, but that commitment will serve a goal that is both popular and materially consequential.
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The Public Supports Unions 

Union favorability in the US remains high, with 68 percent expressing support in recent polls. Another
recent national poll found that most US adults view the decline in the share of unionized workers as
harmful to both the country (60 percent) and working people (62 percent).

https://www.forbes.com/sites/josiecox/2025/11/03/income-inequality-is-surging-in-the-us-new-oxfam-report-shows/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/threats-to-us-democracy-dangerous-cracks-in-us-democracy-pillars/
https://www.epi.org/resources/building-worker-power-2021/
https://cepr.net/publications/six-ways-a-78-year-old-law-is-still-screwing-workers/
https://cepr.net/publications/six-ways-a-78-year-old-law-is-still-screwing-workers/
https://cepr.net/publications/the-union-advantage-for-black-workers/
https://gceps.princeton.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/277_Kuziemko.pdf
https://news.gallup.com/poll/12751/labor-unions.aspx
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-2338.2012.00675.x
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/08/27/majorities-of-adults-see-decline-of-union-membership-as-bad-for-the-us-and-working-people/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/12751/labor-unions.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/08/27/majorities-of-adults-see-decline-of-union-membership-as-bad-for-the-us-and-working-people/

	Increase Unionization
	The Public Supports Unions

