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“Sometimes it’s easy to throw up our hands and say there’s nothing we 
can do to beat an economic and political system that’s so rigged against 
us. But there is. Sign a union card and get involved.”

— Lee Saunders, President, American Federation of State, County and Municipal  
Employees (AFSCME), AFL-CIO

Introduction
The stock market is soaring. Unemployment is falling. Corporate profits are at an all-time high. We hear again and 
again that the economy is roaring back. 

But working families aren’t feeling it. For them, income fell 5 percent since the end of the Great Recession in 2009. 
That may explain why nearly 60 percent of Americans still think the country is moving in the wrong direction.

Unfortunately, this isn’t a new trend. Americans have been working harder for less since the 1970s, when wages 
stopped keeping up with their productivity. Instead of workers benefiting from their own increased productivity, 
employers pocketed the gains as additional profits. 

When unions and union density grew, a prosperous middle class evolved along with them. Not only did unions 
bolster the economy through collective bargaining, but they also fought for programs that benefited everyone – 
pensions and health care, including Social Security and Medicare, a minimum wage, maximum hours and overtime 
provisions, and job safety.

The evidence is clear. Strong unions still are the tried and true solution to building a stronger America. 

1973    union membership as percentage of the workforce       24%

2014    union membership rate                                                         11.1%
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The deck is stacked against working people –  
and it’s not by accident 

Just 36 years ago, in 1979, 90 percent of Americans owned approximately 33 percent of the nation’s wealth. That 
percentage peaked in 1982-83 and has been declining ever since. Today, the richest 10 percent of Americans control 
85 percent of wealth. A snapshot of what this means to workers’ paychecks: In 1983, CEOs earned 46 times what 
the average worker earns; today, the CEO earns 331 times the average worker’s wage. 

It is no accident that the middle class is shrink-
ing as more and more wealth is distributed to 
the very top. For more than 40 years, a network 
of wealthy and corporate special interests – 
including the billionaire Koch brothers and 
shadowy pro-corporate organizations like the 
American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) – 
sought to roll back programs that have ben-
efited working people, from Social Security and 
Medicare to the minimum wage. 

Consider just a few of the items on their agenda:

Union busting. Since 1947, when Congress 
passed the anti-union Taft-Hartley law over 
President Truman’s veto, 25 states passed right-
to-work scam laws, which weaken the ability of 
unions to negotiate better wages, benefits and 
working conditions. Most of those state laws 
were passed in the 1940s and 1950s, but more 
states are now being pushed into the losers’ 
column by anti-union governors and legisla-
tures. Wages for all workers in states with this 
right-to-work scam on the books are lower than 
those in strong union states.

Corporate tax giveaways. Twenty-six Fortune 
500 companies did not pay a penny in corpo-
rate income tax between 2008 and 2012, 
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including corporate giants such as GE and Boeing. These and other corporations also received generous economic 
development tax abatements. Although these giant corporations are dependent on public services and infrastruc-
ture, politicians paid for these tax giveaways and abatements by slashing funding for necessities like fixing roads 
and bridges, and children’s nutrition programs.

Are weekends on the chopping block?  

With weakened unions, politicians are becoming more openly 
hostile to all working people. In 2014, former Wisconsin state 
Sen. Glenn Grothman proposed legislation that would have 
abolished the weekend, arguing that laws that require time off 
for workers are “a little ridiculous because all sorts of people 
want to work seven days a week.”  

— Glenn Grothman is now a U.S. Congressman.

Low pay for correction officers =  
12–25% turnover rate

Outsourcing public services. Cash-strapped 
cities and states handed over control of 
schools, prisons, roads and water treatment to 
for-profit companies with disastrous results. In 
Chicago, Wall Street banks paid $1.2 billion to 
operate the city’s 36,000 parking meters. But 
thanks to the banks jacking up prices and the 
contract’s fine print, drivers will shell out nearly 
10 times that amount to park during the next 
75 years.

Not only are taxpayers no longer in charge of 
their own services, corporations that take them 
over save money by paying lower wages. The 
result is a downward spiral for communities 
turning middle-class careers into low-wage 
jobs.

These kinds of laws or public policies – right- 
to-work, corporate tax giveaways and the 
outsourcing of public services – create barriers 
to success for working people. And because 
unions fight laws that hurt workers, they have 
become a prime target for those who want to 
keep redistributing wealth to the very top.  

                      

      

     $480 per year                           Nearly $11,000 per year                                                                                        

                                                                           Plus benefits:

                                                                                   - Sick leave
                                                                                   - Health care
                                                                                   - Pension
                                                                                   - Annual vacation days

It pays to be union  

Average union dues
Average salary difference between 

union and nonunion members
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Unions help working people succeed
We know how to unstack the deck. We know how to make sure everyone shares in economic prosperity. And we 
know how to rebuild the middle class. We know how because America did it before. 

When union membership was at its peak in the 1950s, so was the share of the national income going to the middle 
class. That’s because unions bargained for higher wages, driving income and other forms of compensation up for 
everyone, not just members. 

Unions exist to make sure working people get a fair shake and a fair shot:

n  Unions mean higher wages. Union members earn on average $207 more each week than nonunion work-
ers – nearly $11,000 a year. The stronger the union is in a state, the higher the wages. If unions are weakened by 
right-to-work scams or laws eliminating dues check-off, workers earn less and corporations are able to pocket that 
money as higher profits.

n  Unions mean better benefits. Unions help ensure that workers have access to quality health care, paid sick time 
and protection from getting fired unfairly. Unions also campaigned for government programs that benefit everyone 
– Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, and the Fair Labor Standards Act.

n  Unions mean less worry, more happiness. All of these union benefits add up to a better quality of life and more 
happiness, according to a study by professors at Baylor University and the University of Arkansas. 

All of these benefits – from nearly $11,000 more each year to quality health care – are achieved through an invest-
ment of just under $10 a week in union dues. 
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Strong unions mean a strong America
Corporations and Wall Street banks have armies of lobbyists to protect their interests. But unions are among the 
only institutions in America that speaks for the economic well-being of all Americans, whether they are in a union 
or not: 

n  Equal pay and family leave. Unions have long led the fight for equal pay for women, the Family and Medical 
Leave Act, and paid sick days that benefit all workers. And it paid off for union members. Women working full time 
are typically paid 90.6 percent of what their male counterparts are paid, compared with 81.3 percent for nonunion 
women. That means union women who work full time typically make $898 per week – $222 more than women 
who are not in unions.

n  Retirement security for all. Unions believe Americans need more retirement security, not less. That’s why they 
negotiated guaranteed defined-benefit pensions over the years, and fight to keep employers from converting 
them into 401(k)-style savings plans, which are less reliable. Unions also champion Social Security and Medicare, 
and oppose efforts to privatize these essential programs. 

n  Reduced student debt. Not just students but entire families suffer under $1 trillion in student loan debt, and 
unions are leading the charge for reforms that allow students to refinance these loans at lower rates. Unions also 
offer scholarships to members through Union Plus and other programs, to assist with college expenses.
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Conclusion
It’s harder and harder for working Americans to get by these days, and it’s not by accident. For 40 years, the 
wealthy and corporate special interests worked in concert to redistribute wealth away from the middle class and 
toward the very top. 

This redistribution of wealth to the very top is squeezing the middle class out of existence. It’s weakening the foun-
dations of our economy and our nation.

But there is a solution – one that ensures that all Americans share in the prosperity they create: unions. Middle-
class income dropped by approximately 16 percent since 1968 as union density dropped. Unions combat pay 
differences between workers doing the same job and shrink the pay gap between workers and often-overpaid 
executives.

Poor Americans used to be able to work their way into the middle class. And middle-class Americans could own a 
home, pay for their kids’ college and still retire with dignity. Unions fought for the wages and job security to make 
all three goals a reality for members, and all working Americans.

Unions built the American middle class, and together we can save it.   

In 2007, the last year before the Great Recession, income for the middle 60 percent of American households would have 
been roughly 23 percent (nearly $18,000) higher had inequality not widened (i.e., had their income grown at the overall 
average rate — an overall average buoyed by stratospheric growth at the very top).

 
“From equal pay for women to retirement security for all to reducing 
student loan debt, unions benefit everyone, not just union members.”

— Laura Reyes, Secretary-Treasurer, American Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees (AFSCME), AFL-CIO
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“As a small business owner, I need customers. Unions 

are making sure that people have the means to shop at 

my store – and keep our community thriving.” 

— Elizabeth Lessner,  

Small Business Owner, Columbus, Ohio

“Some say that unions aren’t relevant today.  

But if you look at what’s going on, I think they are 

more relevant than ever. How else are we going  

to get back to growing the middle class?”  

— Cathe Wilson,  

Corrections Officer, Gatesville, Texas


