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“The Great Depression invigorated the modern 

American labor movement,” the New Yorker eco-

nomic columnist, James Surowiecki (2011), de-

clared in January 2011. “The Great Recession 

has crippled it.” Although the economy has 

gradually climbed out of the crisis precipitated 

by the 2008 financial debacle, the U.S. labor 

movement indeed appears crippled. In 2015, 

only 11.1 percent of the nation’s wage and sal-

ary workers were union members, and the fig-

ure was an even lower 6.7 percent in the private 

sector—a pale shadow of unionism in the mid- 

1950s, when overall density (the proportion of 

workers who are union members) stood at 

about 35 percent (and higher in the private sec-

tor, although comparable figures by sector are 

not available for that period). Public approval 

of unions also fell dramatically with the finan-

cial crisis, reaching an all- time low in 2009, 

when the Gallup Poll found that only 48 percent 

of Americans approved of labor unions, down 

from 75 percent in the mid- 1950s (Saad 2015). 

That historic peak in union strength and pub-

lic support reflected two decades of unprece-

dented government support for collective bar-

gaining and other policies designed to reduce 

economic inequality. Forged in the crucible of 

the Great Depression, the institutions associ-

ated with those New Deal policies have been 

deeply and deliberately eroded over recent de-

cades. And progressive public policy initiatives 

to restore the strength of those institutions 

were conspicuously absent in the aftermath of 

the Great Recession. On the contrary, the po-
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This article examines the impact of the Great Recession on the U.S. labor movement. After reviewing the clas-

sic industrial relations literature on the relationship between unionization rates and business cycles, we 

analyze historical union density trends. After documenting the relentless downward trend in the private 

sector from the early 1980s, with no apparent relationship to the business cycle, we analyze the negative 

impact of the political dynamic that unfolded in the wake of the Great Recession on public- sector unionism 

in sharp contrast to what took place during the Great Depression. We also explore the new forms of labor 
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about rising inequality sparked by Occupy Wall Street.
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litical influence of anti- union forces—already 

formidable before the 2008 crash—has contin-

ued to mushroom ever since, while the inequal-

ity gap has continued to widen. 

To be sure, the decline in union density long 

predated the 2008 financial crisis. Since at least 

the early 1980s, obituaries for the U.S. labor 

movement like Surowiecki’s have appeared reg-

ularly in both scholarly and journalistic writ-

ings. Private sector deunionization began in 

the late 1950s, but accelerated rapidly in the 

1970s (see figures 1 and 2). Starting in the early 

1980s, often seen as a turning point in the for-

tunes of organized labor, not only union density 

but also the absolute number of union mem-

bers went into free fall (see table 1). As previous 

research has shown, deunionization contrib-

uted significantly to the rapid growth of in-

equality since the 1970s (Western and Rosenfeld 

2011), and is also associated with the deregula-

tion and financialization processes that took 

off in the same period (MacDonald 2014; Milk-

man 2013). Yet there has been surprisingly little 

attention to the impact of the Great Reces-

sion—the deepest economic downturn since 

the 1930s—on the labor movement. Was it the 

final nail in U.S. labor’s coffin, or could it pres-

age some sort of reprise of the 1930s labor up-

surge and the public policy shifts that accom-

panied it?

A useful starting point here is the classic 

industrial relations literature, which from its 

inception was concerned with the relationship 

between unionization trends and business cy-

cles. A century ago, John R. Commons, the 

field’s founder, argued that unions tended to 

grow in times of prosperity and to decline dur-

ing economic downturns (Commons 1918, 1:10–

11). Shortly after World War II, the eminent la-

bor economist John Dunlop (1948, 190–92) put 

forward an alternative claim, namely, that 

spurts in union growth—which by all accounts 

are the only way in which lasting density in-

creases occur—followed major economic de-

pressions as well as wars. In the latter case, 

Dunlop suggested, union growth was due to 

“the rapid rise in the cost of living and the 

shortage of labor supply relative to demand” 

that typically accompanies major military con-

flicts. But he noted that unions also grew in 

periods of “unrest,” during severe depressions 

like those in the 1890s and the 1930s, when la-

bor organizing was tied to broader radical social 

movements. 

Building on Dunlop’s theory, the labor his-

torian Irving Bernstein (1954) argued that ordi-

nary business cycles had little or no effect on 

unionization rates, and that union growth was 

spurred only by depressions “so severe as to 

call into question the very foundations of so-

ciety” (316), such as the crisis of 1893 and the 

Great Depression. He noted that both those la-

bor upsurges were marked by a lag effect: 

unionism grew only after the economy had be-

gun to recover (in 1897 and 1933, respectively). 

Concurring with Dunlop that wars also stimu-

late union growth, Bernstein concluded that 

unions “have been the beneficiaries of disaster” 

(317). Although there is no evidence that Karl 

Polanyi (1944) influenced the thinking of Dun-

lop or Bernstein, some of their arguments are 

echoed in recent Polanyian analyses of the his-

torical dynamics of global labor movements. 

Particularly influential here is Beverly Silver’s 

(2003) argument that global labor movement 

upsurges are an integral feature of broader so-

cial responses to historical waves of market-

ization like those that preceded the Great De-

pression. Laissez- faire deregulation, Polanyi 

theorized, stimulates countermovements from 

below that aim to decommodify labor, demand-

ing protective legislation, unemployment in-

surance, and unionization (Silver 2003, 17; see 

also Evans 2008; Burawoy 2010). 

However, among U.S. industrial relations 

scholars and labor economists, the Dunlop- 

Bernstein perspective had fallen out of favor 

by the 1960s, when a new consensus view 

emerged resurrecting the original Commons 

hypothesis that union membership growth 

tracked business cycles. The literature of that 

era, anchored by elaborate multivariate analy-

ses, acknowledged the influence of additional 

exogenous factors (such as political climate, 

public attitudes toward unions, and labor leg-

islation) on union density, but the central focus 

was on business cycles. Thus, Orley Ashenfel-

ter and John Pencavel (1969), in a much- cited 

analysis of the 1900- to- 1960 period, concluded, 

“A period of increasing employment is favor-

able to successful organizing drives: the orga-

nizing funds of unions will be larger, and the 
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potential union member is more receptive,” 

adding, “With the advent of union security 

agreements . . . increases in employment often 

lead automatically to upturns in union mem-

bership” (437). 

A recent review of the literature on union 

density trends in the United States and other 

affluent countries similarly concludes that 

union growth is pro- cyclical: “Employment 

growth as well as price and/or wage inflation 
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Figure 1. Private Sector Unionization Rates, United States, 1950–1981

Source: For unionization rates, see www.unionstats.com, “Table I. U.S. Historical Tables: Union Mem-

bership, Coverage, Density, and Employment, 1973–2015.” For recession dates, see National Bureau of 

Economic Research, “US Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions,” www.nber.org/cycles.html.

Note: See note 2 regarding the absence of data collection in 1982 and the changes in data collection 

methodology that followed.
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Figure 2. Private Sector Unionization Rates, United States, 1983–2014

Source: For unionization rates, see www.unionstats.com, “Table I. U.S. Historical Tables: Union Mem-

bership, Coverage, Density, and Employment, 1873–2015.” For recession dates, see National Bureau of 

Economic Research, “US Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions,” www.nber.org/cycles.html.

Note: See note 2 regarding the absence of data collection in 1982 and the changes in data collection 

methodology that followed.
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enhances membership growth . . . [but] a rise 

in unemployment tends to reduce union 

growth and density” (Schnabel 2013, 258). Our 

own perspective is closer to Bruce Western’s 

(1997), whose comparative analysis of OECD 

countries led him to conclude that the in-

stitutional context of unionism matters far 

more than business cycles. “In the right in-

stitutional framework, unions grow even 

through downturns in the business cycle,” 

Western argued. “Without favorable institu-

tional conditions, unions are vulnerable to cy-

clical changes in the economy and grow only 

through extra- institutional strategies, such as 

strike action” (102). 

In the United States, scholarly interest in 

Table 1. U.S. Union Membership and Density, by Sector, 1983–2014

Private Sector Public Sector

Year Members Density Members Density

1983 11,980.2 16.5 5,737.2 36.7

1984 11,684.0 15.3 5,655.7 35.7

1985 11,253.0 14.3 5,743.1 35.7

1986 11,084.7 13.8 5,890.5 35.9

1987 10,857.3 13.2 6,055.7 35.9

1988 10,702.4 12.7 6,299.2 36.6

1989 10,536.2 12.3 6,424.2 36.7

1990 10,254.8 11.9 6,485.0 36.5

1991 9,936.5 11.7 6,632.0 36.9

1992 9,737.2 11.4 6,653.1 36.6

1993 9,580.3 11.1 7,017.8 37.7

1994 9,649.4 10.8 7,091.0 38.7

1995 9,432.1 10.3 6,927.4 37.7

1996 9,415.0 10.0 6,854.4 37.6

1997 9,363.3 9.7 6,746.7 37.2

1998 9,306.1 9.5 6,905.3 37.5

1999 9,418.6 9.4 7,058.1 37.3

2000 9,147.7 9.0 7,110.5 37.5

2001 9,141.3 9.0 7,147.5 37.4

2002 8,651.5 8.6 7,327.2 37.8

2003 8,451.8 8.2 7,324.1 37.2

2004 8,204.5 7.9 7,267.1 36.4

2005 8,255.0 7.8 7,430.4 36.5

2006 7,981.3 7.4 7,377.8 36.2

2007 8,113.6 7.5 7,556.7 35.9

2008 8,265.2 7.6 7,832.3 36.8

2009 7,430.8 7.2 7,896.5 37.4

2010 7,091.9 6.9 7,623.1 36.2

2011 7,204.5 6.9 7,550.2 37.0

2012 7,029.9 6.6 7,319.5 35.9

2013 7,312.7 6.7 7,203.0 35.3

2014 7,356.0 6.6 7,218.0 35.7

Source: www.unionstats.com, “Table I. U.S. Historical Tables: Union Membership, Coverage, Density, and 

Employment, 1973–2015.”

Note: Recession periods (shaded rows): July 1990 to March 1991, March 2001 to November 2001, De-

cember 2007 to June 2009.
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1. An exception is Lee P. Stepina and Jack Fiorito (1986), who reassessed the earlier literature in the context of 

their own analysis of data for the period from 1911 to 1982. They argued that the unemployment rate is not a 

significant predictor of unionization trends, explaining the discrepancy between this finding and those of earlier 

analysts by reference to the widespread provision of unemployment insurance after the New Deal. This last point 

parallels the observation by Bruce Western (1997) and Claus Schnabel (2013) that the otherwise pro- cyclical 

pattern of union growth since the 1960s is absent in countries that have adopted the Ghent system of union- 

administered unemployment insurance. In the Ghent system, unions, rather than the government, administer 

social welfare programs and distribute benefits, particularly unemployment insurance.

the relationship of unions to the business cycle 

receded in the 1980s, as increased attention to 

union decline eclipsed the earlier preoccupa-

tion with explaining patterns of union growth.1 

But in the wake of the Great Recession, the first 

economic downturn that qualifies as suffi-

ciently “severe” (in Bernstein’s terms) to merit 

comparison to the 1930s, and in the wake of 

four decades of neoliberal marketization, it 

seems apposite to revisit the classic questions 

about the impact of economic crises on union 

density and on labor movements generally. 

That is our purpose here. 

We begin with an overview of recent density 

trends in the United States, examining both 

the private sector, where one would expect the 

effects of business cycles to be most apparent, 

and the more highly unionized public sector. 

The public sector is not explored in the earlier 

industrial relations literature, simply because 

when commentators from Commons to Ash-

enfelter and Pencavel were writing, public sec-

tor unionism was extremely limited. In fact, its 

expansion since the 1960s initially masked the 

precipitous decline of private sector unionism. 

However, the shifts in institutional conditions 

that affected union density after the Great Re-

cession were particularly significant in the pub-

lic sector.

Our analysis of U.S. union membership 

trends highlights the relentless decline in both 

absolute numbers and density since the early 

1980s in the private sector, with no apparent 

relationship to the business cycle. The primary 

driver of this decline was a wave of concerted 

employer attacks on labor unions in highly or-

ganized sectors; a secondary factor was the lim-

ited organizing efforts on the part of unions 

themselves. Although there is some evidence 

that organizing efforts may have disproportion-

ately declined in periods of recession, the over-

all deunionization trajectory for this period 

does not present a cyclical pattern. On the other 

hand, the political dynamic that unfolded in 

the aftermath of the Great Recession negatively 

affected public sector unions, which had main-

tained stable levels of density before 2008. And 

in the private sector, where density is now in 

the single digits, the center of gravity of the 

U.S. labor movement shifted toward new forms 

of organizing. Building on the momentum of 

the 2011 Occupy Wall Street movement, orga-

nized labor has begun to capitalize on growing 

public concern about inequality in a series of 

innovative campaigns.

u.s.  union densiT y Trends and The 

Gre aT recession

Union density trends in the U.S. private sector 

since 1955 do not conform to the conventional 

wisdom that unionization rates fluctuate in 

relation to the business cycle (see figures 1 and 

2). Instead, the period from 1955 to 2000 was 

marked by continual and indeed accelerating 

erosion in private sector union density, during 

periods of recession and expansion alike. Fig-

ure 2 reveals that in the twenty- first century a 

somewhat different pattern emerged. During 

the brief 2001 recession, private sector density 

at first remained flat, but this was soon fol-

lowed by a resumed decline; similarly, during 

the Great Recession (2007 to 2009) union den-

sity initially increased slightly, and then the 

downward trend resumed in 2009. In any case, 

the pro- cyclical unionization pattern suggested 

in the earlier literature appears to be absent 

during the entire period shown in figures 1 

and 2.

The number of private sector union repre-

sentation elections held under the auspices of 

the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) has 

also declined sharply since the 1970s (see figure 

3). Unlike the density data, these election data 

do suggest a pro- cyclical pattern, with espe-



15 0  t h e  u. s .  l a b o r  m a r K e t  d u r i n g  a n d  a f t e r  t h e  g r e a t  r e c e s s i o n

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

cially steep drop- offs in the number of repre-

sentation elections during periods of recession. 

But there is no cyclical pattern in regard to the 

frequency with which unions are successful in 

winning NLRB representation elections: as fig-

ure 3 shows, since the early 1980s the union 

win rate has increased slowly and steadily, in 

periods of recession and growth alike. 

During the Great Recession the union win 

rate rose more sharply, although whether or 

not this is related to the economic downturn 

is far from clear. In recent years union leaders 

have become increasingly disenchanted with 

the NLRB process and have turned instead to 

alternative paths to union recognition; that is 

surely one major factor contributing to the 

long- term decline in the number of NLRB elec-

tions. This recent diversification in organizing 

strategies also means that the pro- cyclical pat-

tern in the number of NLRB elections offers 

only a partial view of trends in new organizing. 

And unions have become increasingly strategic 

in their approach to NLRB representation elec-

tions, particularly since the early 2000s, when 

the Bush administration’s NLRB appointments 

led to a series of decisions that were especially 

hostile to organized labor (Liebman 2007; Far-

ber 2014). The post- 2008 increase in win rates, 

then, may simply reflect the Obama adminis-

tration’s relatively union- friendly orientation 

(Scheiber 2015), rather than the impact of the 

economic crisis. In any case, the recent uptick 

in NLRB election win rates failed to stem the 

relentless decline in private sector union den-

sity, which has continued without interruption 

since 2008. 

Apart from the effects (or lack thereof) of 

business cycles, many different factors can af-

fect union density trends. Actively recruiting 

new members into the ranks of organized labor 

is the primary way in which unions themselves 

can act to increase the unionization level. But 

other forces that affect density are entirely be-

yond union control. All else being equal, if em-

ployment declines in a highly unionized sector 

of the economy, or expands in a nonunion (or 

weakly unionized) sector, union density will 

fall. Conversely, if employment expands in a 

highly unionized sector or declines in one 

where unionism is absent or weak, the overall 

level of union density will rise. In addition, la-

bor market churning is an inherent feature of 

market economies, with new jobs constantly 

being created and old ones being destroyed. 
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Figure 3. National Labor Relations Board Representation Elections and Union Win Rates, 1973–2014

Source: U.S. National Labor Relations Board, annual reports for fiscal years 1973–2003, available at: 

https://www.nlrb.gov/reports-guidance/reports/annual-reports (accessed September 16, 2016); U.S. 

National Relations Board, representation petitions for fiscal years 2004–2014, available at: http://www 

.nlrb.gov/news-outreach/graphs-data/petitions-and-elections/representation-petitions-rc (accessed 

September 16, 2016).



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

 l a b o r  u n i o n s  a n d  t h e  g r e a t  r e c e s s i o n  151

2. The federal government briefly stopped collecting data on union membership under the Reagan administra-

tion, so no data are available for 1982. Over time, there have been some changes in the data collection method-

ology as well. For details see Barry T. Hirsch and David A. Macpherson (2015) and Gerald Mayer (2004).

This dynamic, along with the effects of 

population growth and labor turnover, means 

that simply to maintain union density at a 

given level requires a great deal of new orga-

nizing; to increase density requires even more 

extensive efforts. In the contemporary United 

States, where unionization is highly concen-

trated in “legacy” industries that in most cases 

are no longer growing, ongoing de union-

ization is virtually inevitable unless organizers 

can recruit massive numbers of new members 

in expanding industries. Although there have 

been some notable attempts in recent decades 

at such large- scale recruiting, particularly in 

the late 1990s, in the face of a hostile institu-

tional environment most U.S. labor unions 

have concentrated instead on defending their 

past gains.

These dynamics are particularly salient in 

the private sector, but economic expansions 

and contractions also can affect public sector 

union density. Here, too, institutional factors 

play a crucial role. In the private sector, the U.S. 

political and regulatory context became in-

creasingly unfavorable to unionism starting in 

the 1970s, but that was far less often true in the 

public sector until very recently. However, in 

the twenty- first century, and especially since 

the Great Recession, concerted political attacks 

on public sector unionism have spread, and 

anti- unionism has become a cornerstone of 

conservative ideology. Both reflecting and con-

tributing to this development, public attitudes 

about unions are sharply polarized politically 

as well. In a 2015 Gallup poll (Saad 2015), for 

example, 55 percent of Democrats but only 18 

percent of Republicans wanted unions “to have 

more influence.” 

Table 1 presents detailed data on U.S. den-

sity trends for the years from 1983 to 2014, for 

both the public and private sectors.2 It shows 

that both the absolute number of private sec-

tor union members and private sector density 

declined steadily, in periods of recession and 

growth alike, over those three decades. By 

 contrast, in the public sector density levels 

were essentially stable until 2011, regardless of 

whether the economy was in recession or not. 

And until 2009, the absolute number of public 

sector union members increased steadily, apart 

from minor year- to- year fluctuations. That 

trend continued into 2009, thanks in part to 

the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 

signed early that year, which helped to sustain 

employment levels in many public- sector oc-

cupations.

However, in 2010, the absolute number of 

public sector union members began to decline, 

reflecting cutbacks in state- level public sector 

employment tied to austerity measures precip-

itated by the 2008 financial crisis. More than 

half the states laid off public employees in fis-

cal years 2010 or 2011, in efforts to reduce or 

eliminate budget shortfalls (National Gover-

nors’ Association and National Association of 

State Budget Officers 2010). State layoffs of pub-

lic workers also occurred in some previous eco-

nomic downturns, but to a far lesser extent than 

in 2010–2011 (Campbell and Sances 2013, 266–

67). In the years just after the Great Recession, 

public sector job losses disproportionately af-

fected African American and female workers, 

especially African American women (Laird 2015; 

Cohen 2015).

Changes in the absolute number of public 

sector employees do not necessarily presage 

shifts in union density, however, as they typi-

cally affect both the numerator (number of 

union members) and the denominator (number 

of workers) of the density ratio. But after the 

2010 midterm elections brought Republicans 

into political power in many key states, auster-

ity measures combined with a wave of direct 

political attacks on public sector collective bar-

gaining to produce an unprecedented falloff in 

public sector density (Lafer 2013). Ironically, 

Wisconsin, where these political attacks were 

especially prominent, in 1959 had been the first 

state to pass legislation creating collective bar-

gaining rights for public sector workers. The 

2011 attack on public sector bargaining rights 

led by Governor Scott Walker sparked vigorous 

resistance and a dramatic political struggle, but 

ultimately Walker prevailed and the state suf-
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fered a precipitous loss in public sector union 

density (see figure 4). 

Similarly, Indiana, Michigan, and New Jersey 

experienced substantial erosion in public sec-

tor union density (see figures 4 and 5), although 

in these states that erosion (and the political 

attacks on public sector unions that drove it) 

had actually begun well before the higher- 

profile wave of attacks that emerged in 2011. 

On the other hand, in several other states that 

passed legislation restricting public sector col-

lective bargaining rights in 2011 and 2012, the 

impact on union density has thus far been min-

imal or nonexistent (see figure 6). Reflecting 

these uneven state- by- state patterns, the over-

all decline in public sector union density na-

tionwide has been relatively modest to date (see 

table 1). 

In the private sector, unionization also var-

ies widely among states; in 2014 density rates 

ranged from 2.5 percent in North Carolina to 

14.9 percent in New York. Unionism in the 

United States is highly geographically concen-

trated: in 2014, seven states—California, New 
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York, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Ohio, 

and New Jersey—accounted for over half (53.8 

percent) of all private sector U.S. union mem-

bership, although for only 36.3 percent of private 

sector employment (Hirsch and Macpherson 

2015). Similarly, 53.5 percent of the absolute loss 

in private sector density between 2006 and 2014 

was absorbed by those seven states. But there 

was also substantial variation among the seven: 

the largest private sector union membership 

losses were in Michigan, Illinois, Ohio, and New 

Jersey, while California was alone among this 

group of seven states in experiencing a modest 

rise in the absolute number of private sector 

union members. Three of these states—Illinois, 

Ohio, and especially Michigan—also suffered 

absolute losses in private sector employment 

during the 2006- to- 2014 period, especially in 

manufacturing and construction, the industries 

most affected by the Great Recession. Employ-

ment fell in manufacturing in all seven states, 

with particularly sharp drops in Ohio, Michigan, 

New York, and New Jersey. Six of these seven 

highly unionized states also experienced abso-

lute employment declines in construction (New 

Jersey was the only exception), with particularly 

steep declines in California and Illinois.

These state- to- state variations have larger 

implications. Higher unionization rates are 

 associated with lower rates of poverty and 

 inequality, in part because highly unionized 

states also tend to have politically influential 

labor movements that seek and often win im-

proved minimum wages and other legislation 

that benefits union and nonunion workers 

alike. High unionization levels in particular 

states can also affect normative expectations 

for better jobs and more equitable wages (see 

Western and Rosenfeld 2011; Brady, Baker, and 

Finnegan 2013). State- level political attacks on 

private sector unions have been increasing 

across the nation, along with those focused on 

the public sector, although thus far Michigan 

is the only state in this group of seven that has 

passed right- to- work legislation.

Unionization is unevenly distributed not 

only geographically but also across industry 

groups. Moreover, as figures 4 and 5 suggest, 

as the economy recovered from the Great Re-

cession, nonunion jobs often replaced union 

jobs. Not only did union membership decline 

sharply between 2006 and 2014 in the industries 

most affected by the economic downturn, but 

union membership fell faster than employment 

in all but one of those industries (see figure 7). 

The lone exception was the construction indus-

try, a unique case both in regard to its central 

role in the Great Recession and also because 

building trades workers often retain their union 

affiliation even while they are unemployed. In 

manufacturing, wholesale and retail trade, in-

formation services, and the finance, insurance, 

and real estate industry group (FIRE), union 

membership declined far more than employ-

ment in this period. In “other services” and in 

the highly unionized education and transpor-

tation and utilities industries, although em-

ployment grew slightly in this period, union 

membership suffered a decline. Moreover, in 

those industries where employment did expand 

over this period, although union membership 

also grew, in most cases it lagged behind em-

ployment growth; the two exceptions were the 

accommodation and food services industry 

group and public administration. 

Employment growth between 2006 and 2014 

was greatest in industries with low union den-

sity (in 2006), whereas in industries with higher 

density, employment growth was weak or neg-

ative (see figure 8). In addition, union density 

declined over the 2006–2014 period in most of 

these industry groups (see table 2). The only 

ones where density increased were construc-

tion (for the reasons already suggested), accom-

modation and food services (where the increase 

was marginal), and public administration. Den-

sity was unchanged in professional services and 

health and social assistance. In the other eight 

industry groups shown, union density declined, 

with an especially steep drop in transportation 

and utilities.

The overall tendency for unionized jobs to 

be replaced by nonunion ones in the post- 2008 

recovery is also supported by table 3, which 

presents data for the nation’s twenty most 

highly unionized occupations. In 2014 those 

occupations accounted for 43.6 percent of all 

union members, but only 20.7 percent of total 

employment. Union density declined in most 

of these occupations between 2006 and 2014, 

although it remained stable among construc-

tion laborers (for the reasons noted) and rose 

[3
.1

41
.2

4.
13

4]
   

P
ro

je
ct

 M
U

S
E

 (
20

24
-0

4-
23

 0
6:

30
 G

M
T

)



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

 l a b o r  u n i o n s  a n d  t h e  g r e a t  r e c e s s i o n  15 5

among registered nurses, police officers, sec-

retaries and administrative assistants, and bai-

liffs, correctional officers, and jailers. Even in 

states where public sector collective bargaining 

laws came under attack, police were often ex-

empted; registered nurses and corrections are 

among the rare fields in which unionization 

has been strengthened in recent years, a trend 

that remained intact in the aftermath of the 

economic crisis. 

On the whole, however, unionization con-

tinued its relentless long- term decline during 

the Great Recession. Union density declined in 

part because new organizing did not keep up 

with labor force growth, especially in expand-

ing industries and sectors. In addition, employ-

ers in many industries actively sought to un-

dermine or eliminate unions in sectors that 

historically had been highly organized. The re-

sult was that growth in nonunion jobs gener-
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Figure 7. Changes in Employment and in Union Membership Between 2006 and 2014, Selected 

Industry Groups.
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Figure 8: Change in Total Employment, 2006–2014, and Union Density in 2006, Selected Industry 

Groups

Table 2. Union Density in Selected Industry Groups, 2006 and 2014

Year 2006 2014

Construction 14.0% 15.1%

Manufacturing 11.8 9.8

Wholesale and retail trade 5.0 4.2

Information services 12.4 9.5

Finance, insurance, and real estate 2.7 2.5

Transportation and utilities 61.0 51.0

Professional services 2.9 2.9

Education services 33.4 30.9

Health care and social assistance 9.0 9.0

Arts, entertainment, and recreation 7.9 7.6

Accommodation and food services 2.5 2.6

Other services 3.3 3.1

Public administration 31.3 32.3

All industries 12.0 11.1

Source: U.S. Current Population Survey, Outgoing Rotation Group, 2006 and 2014.
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ally outpaced that in union jobs, a long- term 

trend that was also a salient feature of the post-

 2008 recovery. 

an insTiTuTional PersPecTive

The short- term effects of the Great Recession 

were far less consequential for unions than the 

institutional environment, which had been hos-

tile to organized labor for the previous three 

decades, especially in the private sector, and 

which continued to deteriorate in the wake of 

the economic crisis, in sharp contrast to what 

took place in the Great Depression. Since the 

late 1970s, employers had become increasingly 

adept at manipulating the NLRB election pro-

cess with a variety of tactics that create new 

obstacles for unions. In the same period, em-

ployers also began routinely using “replace-

ment workers” in economic strikes, greatly re-

ducing the effectiveness of what had previously 

been a key source of union leverage (Rhomberg 

2012). Tactics and strategies vary across indus-

tries, but since the late 1970s employers have 

consistently been on the offensive, acting both 

to limit the spread of unions into new sectors 

and to weaken the power and influence of those 

established unions that have managed to sur-

vive (Logan 2006, Bronfenbrenner 2009).

In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, 

a new wave of political attacks on organized 

labor emerged. But this was not simply a con-

tinuation of employers’ previous anti- union ef-

forts: for the first time the public sector became 

a central battleground. Here the attacks did not 

come directly from employers—which were 

government agencies—but rather from politi-

cal actors. Attempts at undermining public sec-

tor unions had appeared periodically before the 

Great Recession, although they were not related 

to the business cycle. However, such efforts ac-

Table 3. Employment, Union Membership, and Union Density in Selected Occupations, 2006–2014, 

Ranked by 2014 Union Membership

Occupation

2014  

Total 

Employment

2014  

Union 

Membership

2006  

Union  

Density

2014  

Union  

Density

Elementary and middle school teachers 3,114,449 1,484,906 51.1 47.7

Secondary school teachers 1,085,105 546,239 54.6 50.3

Registered nurses 2,861,760 508,135  16.7 17.8

Police officers 700,292 397,300  56.1 56.7

Driver/sales workers and truck drivers 3,014,250 359,192  14.7 11.9

Janitors and building cleaners 2,206,407 313,402  17.0 14.2

Laborers and freight, stock, and material 

movers, hand

1,828,120 275,078  17.2 15.0

Teacher assistants 915,093 259,311  30.6 28.3

Postsecondary teachers 1,248,366 235,144  19.0 18.8

Secretaries and administrative assistants 2,878,736 222,880  7.5 7.7

Nursing, psychiatric, and home health 

aides

1,967,433 217,655  13.4 11.1

Postal service mail carriers 300,945 205,274  74.0 68.2

Fire fighters 301,982 201,229  70.3 66.6

Bus drivers 556,317 199,271  38.4 35.8

Electricians 668,387 189,041  31.0 28.3

Special education teachers 335,695 188,985  57.8 56.3

Bailiffs, correctional officers, and jailers 404,093 178,537  40.7 44.2

Cashiers 3,194,146 170,353 5.4 5.3

Construction laborers 1,369,980 151,945  11.1 11.1

Social workers 765,563 149,093  19.7 19.5

Source: Hirsch and Macpherson 2012, 2015.
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celerated enormously in the wake of the 2008 

crash and the state and local budget deficits 

that it helped to create. “Public sector labor law 

has long been subject to changes,” the legal 

scholar Joseph Slater (2013) concluded after re-

viewing developments from the 1980s onward. 

“Nothing, however, prepared those in the field 

for what was going to happen in 2011” (526).

The attacks on public sector unions that 

emerged that year were nakedly political in 

character. The ties between organized labor and 

the Democratic Party, and unions’ longstand-

ing tradition of generously supporting Demo-

cratic electoral candidates had for decades 

made unions anathema for the political right. 

Now anti- union organizations such as the 

American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) 

capitalized on the unique opportunity pre-

sented by a series of state- level Republican elec-

toral victories in the 2010 midterm elections. 

In 2011 and 2012 alone, fifteen states passed 

laws restricting public employees’ collective 

bargaining rights (although three of these were 

later overturned in popular referenda). ALEC 

wrote model legislation and disseminated it to 

sympathetic elected officials in various states, 

an approach that proved highly effective. Pri-

vate sector unionism already had declined dra-

matically; by contrast, in the public sector or-

ganized labor’s strength remained intact. Thus 

the unions in that sector were the target. 

Although this focus on the public sector was 

the distinctive feature of the post- 2008 period, 

anti- union efforts continued to escalate in the 

private sector as well. ALEC and other right- 

wing groups promoted proposals for “right- to- 

work” legislation, which prohibits collective 

bargaining agreements to require that all cov-

ered workers pay union dues. Right- to- work 

laws were introduced in nineteen states in 2011 

and 2012, and were soon passed in three former 

union bastions in the Midwest: Indiana in 2012, 

followed by Michigan in 2013 and Wisconsin 

in 2015 (Lafer 2013). ALEC also promoted leg-

islation on a variety of other labor matters, in-

cluding bills eliminating New Deal–era “pre-

vailing wage” laws. These laws require firms 

with public contracts to pay the wages and ben-

efits that the majority of workers in a region 

and occupation receive (typically the wage and 

benefit level specialized in collective bargain-

ing agreements). Indiana passed legislation 

eliminating one such law in 2015 (Lafer 2013, 

Davey 2015). Nine other states already had re-

pealed their prevailing wage laws in the 1980s, 

but efforts to accomplish this in other states 

were ramped up in the aftermath of the Great 

Recession.

By any standard, then, the institutional con-

text in which unions are struggling to survive, 

which had become increasingly hostile to or-

ganized labor over the three decades before the 

Great Recession, seems even more treacherous 

in the post- 2008 period. This presents a strik-

ing contrast to what took place during the 

1930s, when the economic crisis was the impe-

tus for a set of major policy breakthroughs in 

support of collective bargaining and social pro-

tection for workers. (Public sector unionism 

barely existed in that period, so it was simply 

not part of the equation.) Many of the recent 

anti- labor legislative proposals put forward by 

ALEC and other such groups are explicitly de-

signed to undercut or eliminate those New 

Deal–era protections. 

This raises the question: Why are the out-

comes after 2008 so different from those in the 

1930s? Why did a labor upsurge like the one 

that developed during the Great Depression not 

recur in the wake of the Great Recession? Why, 

instead, does union density continue to stall 

or decline today? We cannot definitively answer 

this question, but we can suggest some pos-

sible explanations.

Although employer opposition to unions 

was virulent in the 1930s, just as it is today, 

there are some differences worth noting. First, 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt took a bold 

stand in support of unions and collective bar-

gaining, and he had the political leverage to 

make that a reality. Obama has taken much 

weaker positions in defense of unions, and has 

faced a sharply divided Congress, with one 

house dominated by elected officials who are 

notoriously anti- union, all of which greatly con-

strains his ability to act on even his relatively 

modest efforts to support organized labor. Sec-

ond, although employers strongly opposed 

unions in the 1930s, the depth of the crisis 

meant that many of them were directly depen-

dent on the federal government to restore sta-

bility to the overall economy and to address 
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the problem of cutthroat labor market compe-

tition. In this period, a large fraction of the 

employer community understood the political 

necessity of agreeing to concessions in regard 

to collective bargaining in order to save capi-

talism from itself. By contrast, after the 2008 

crash, Congress moved relatively quickly to bail 

out the banks with no strings attached, and 

demanded virtually no concessions from em-

ployers in return. Once the bailout was accom-

plished, employers were far less dependent on 

the administration or on congressional legisla-

tion than their counterparts in the 1930s to get 

the economy running again (although some did 

benefit from the 2009 American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act).

Another possibility is that it is too early to 

draw definitive conclusions as to the impact of 

the two crises on labor. The upsurge in union 

membership occurred several years after the 

1929 stock market crash. Although it does not 

seem likely that anything comparable to the 

giant upsurge that followed the passage of the 

National Labor Relations Act of 1935 will recur, 

that sort of outcome cannot be ruled out en-

tirely. We may just now be seeing the initial 

fruits of a post- recession organizing upsurge. 

In 2014 and 2015 union density inched up 

slightly in a few states and industries (Milkman 

and Luce 2015; Bureau of Labor Statistics 

2016a). The number of large strikes, and the 

number of workers involved in strikes, also in-

creased slightly in 2015 (Bureau of Labor Sta-

tistics 2016b). Moreover, alongside this renewed 

activity on the part of traditional unions, the 

labor movement’s strategic orientation has be-

gun to pivot, largely in response to the anti- 

union political climate and employer attacks. 

Unions and labor movement allies alike are ex-

ploring alternative organizational forms that 

in some respects recapitulate the strategic rep-

ertoire of the pre- 1930s labor movement (see 

Milkman 2006, 2013). It is to those develop-

ments that we now turn.

neW direcTions: “alT-labor” and 

TWenT y-firsT cenTury u.s. unionism

The besieged organized labor movement be-

gan to experiment with a variety of new initia-

tives in the 1990s and early 2000s. In the late 

1990s the AFL- CIO launched an energetic cam-

paign designed to “organize the unorganized,” 

followed a decade later by high- profile efforts 

to win labor law reform. Several large unions 

left the AFL- CIO in 2005, forming a rival fed-

eration designed to reposition the unions to 

better cope with the increasingly hostile insti-

tutional environment, and again with a pro-

fessed commitment to expanding new organiz-

ing. Although these efforts led to some 

successful union drives, they were typically 

modest in scale and thus insufficient to reverse 

the relentless decline in union density. Other 

campaigns, such as the effort to pass the 

 Employee Free Choice Act, failed entirely to 

achieve their goals. Unionism continued to de-

cline, and the situation became increasingly 

desperate as political attacks on collective bar-

gaining ramped up after the Great Recession.

One response to this dire situation came 

from a variety of nonunion community- based 

labor organizations, many of which have come 

to be known as “worker centers” (Fine 2006) 

and more recently as “alt- labor” (for “alterna-

tive labor”) organizations. These groups. which 

unlike traditional unions were expanding dur-

ing the 1990s and 2000s, began to experiment 

with new approaches to worker organizing. Fo-

cused especially on immigrants and others con-

centrated at the very bottom of the labor mar-

ket, these organizations emerged as highly 

effective advocates for low- wage workers. They 

succeeded in calling media and public atten-

tion to labor and employment law violations, 

such as payment below the legal minimum 

wage (or in some cases outright nonpayment), 

and won legal remedies for some of the victims. 

Initially the traditional unions were deeply 

skeptical of the effectiveness of these ap-

proaches, but that gradually changed in the 

2000s as more and more individual unions  

as well as the AFL- CIO began to partner with 

worker centers. 

There were two key turning points in the 

labor movement’s shift in this direction, one 

before and one soon after the Great Recession. 

The first came in 2006, when massive immi-

grant rights marches swept the nation in re-

sponse to the threat that a draconian immigra-

tion bill, “The Border Protection Anti- Terrorism 

and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005” 

(H.R. 4337), which passed the U.S. House of 
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Representatives in late 2005, would become 

the law of the land. Millions of immigrants 

demonstrated against this legislation in the 

spring of 2006, mobilized by a coalition of 

worker centers and immigrant rights groups, 

with support from some labor unions as well. 

Immediately afterward, formal partnerships 

between the AFL- CIO and worker centers be-

gan to develop, a process that has continued 

ever since. These dramatic immigrant rights 

protests dispelled any lingering doubts in the 

House of Labor about the “organizability” of 

low- wage immigrant workers; at the same time 

the achievements of the worker centers were 

winning growing respect from traditional 

unionists.

The second turning point was the Occupy 

Wall Street uprising, whose meteoric rise in the 

fall of 2011 transformed the national political 

debate and raised public awareness about the 

growing inequality between rich and poor. Or-

ganized labor’s previous efforts to call attention 

to rising inequality had failed to gain any trac-

tion with the public, but after 2011 unions be-

gan to build on the foundation established by 

the Occupy movement. The most dramatic ex-

ample is the Service Employees International 

Union (SEIU)’s organizing campaign in fast- 

food chains, demanding wages of $15 per hour 

and the right to unionize. Launched in New 

York in late 2012, this “Fight for 15” has since 

spread nationwide, propelled by a series of one- 

day demonstration strikes that garnered exten-

sive publicity. Although sponsored by a tradi-

tional labor union, the SEIU, this campaign 

essentially has adopted the strategic repertoire 

of the worker center movement. There is no 

immediate prospect of union recognition, but 

the effort has succeeded in shining a bright 

light on the low wages and other workplace 

abuses in this industry. The strikes have at-

tracted support from workers in other low- wage 

sectors: in December 2014, April 2015, and No-

vember 2015, airport workers, domestic work-

ers, convenience store employees, and adjuncts 

joined in the one- day “Fight for 15” strikes (for 

a fifteen- dollar hourly wage). Another worker- 

center- like union- sponsored campaign is OUR 

(Organization United for Respect) Walmart, 

which launched a series of “Black Friday” 

strikes as well as other efforts to put pressure 

on the nation’s largest employer to improve its 

employment practices. 

The fifteen- dollar- an-hour demand first 

floated by the fast- food organizing effort also 

sparked campaigns to raise the minimum wage 

in key cities and counties where unions still 

have a strong presence. Seattle and SeaTac in 

Washington State, along with others, including 

San Francisco, Emeryville, and Los Angeles in 

California, have passed laws that will raise the 

overall minimum hourly wage to fifteen dollars 

or higher in the coming years, and advocates 

have won more modest increases in minimum 

wages in over a dozen other cities and states 

across the nation. These highly successful cam-

paigns built directly on the Occupy movement’s 

successes in raising public awareness of in-

equality. In 2014 alone, fourteen states raised 

their statewide minimum wage (Luce 2015). 

Public approval of unions has also increased, 

climbing back from its low point in 2009 (Saad 

2015). 

There are no systematic data available on 

the scale of these alt- labor efforts, but we can 

sketch the trajectory of their recent growth by 

drawing on a variety of published accounts. 

There were 137 worker centers in the United 

States in 2003 (Fine 2006), and 160 in 2007 (Fine 

2007, 57). The number grew substantially in the 

aftermath of the Great Recession, to over 200 

by 2010 (Fine 2011, 615) and, according to one 

recent estimate, to a total of 230 by 2013 (Narro 

2013). In addition, several worker centers that 

began as local operations have expanded into 

national operations. These include the Restau-

rant Opportunities Centers United (ROC- 

United), with 11 local organizations across the 

nation; the National Domestic Workers Alli-

ance, with 42 affiliates; and the National Day 

Laborers Organizing Network, with 43 affiliates 

(Fine 2015, 17). Other examples include the Food 

Chain Workers’ Alliance (with which ROC- 

United is also affiliated) and the National 

Guestworker Alliance. Although there are no 

reliable estimates of how many workers are af-

fected by these efforts, many of which are mod-

est in size, the Food Chain Workers’ Alliance 

alone claims to represent 300,000 workers. 

Many of these organizations also have success-

fully litigated claims of wage theft and won back 

pay for substantial numbers of workers. 
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We can be a bit more precise in estimating 

the numbers of workers who have benefitted 

from recent increases in the minimum wage. 

These are summarized in table 4, which sug-

gests that over 2 million workers have been 

impacted by these new laws at the local level 

from 2012 to early 2016 alone. Table 4 also in-

cludes data on several major employers who 

have announced wage hikes in response to 

the “Fight for 15” and related campaigns, 

which we estimate to have benefitted almost 

1 million workers. Table 4 does not include 

the statewide minimum- wage increases that 

have been legislated in the aftermath of the 

Great Recession; an Economic Policy Insti-

tute study estimates that those laws had af-

fected 3.1 million workers by 2014 (Cooper 

2014).

Table 4. Estimated Number of Workers Impacted by Minimum Wage Increases and Employer-

Sponsored Wage Hikes, 2012–2015

A. City/County/Local Minimum Wage Increases Year Passed

Number of workers 

impacted

Albuquerque, N.Mex. 2012 40,000

Long Beach, Calif.a 2012 NA

San Jose, Calif. 2012 69,000

Bernalillo County, N.Mex. 2013 10,000

Montgomery County, Md. 2013 77,000

Prince George’s County, Md. 2013 51,194

Sea-Tac, Wash. 2013 6,300

Berkeley, Calif.b 2014 8,400

Chicago, Ill. 2014 400,000

Las Cruces, N.Mex.b 2014 6,297

Louisville, Ky. 2014 45,000

Mountain View, Calif.b 2014 6,356

Oakland, Calif. 2014 32,500

Richmond, Calif.b 2014 3,000

San Diego, Calif. 2014 150,500

San Francisco, Calif.c 2014 142,000

Santa Fe County, N.Mex.b 2014 6,695

Seattle, Wash. 2014 102,000

Sunnyvale, Calif.b 2014 10,895

Washington, D.C.c 2014 43,000

Tacoma, Wash.b 2014 24,903

Bangor, Maineb 2015 10,050

Birmingham, Ala.b 2015 12,831

Denver, Colo. school district 2015 1,700

El Cerrito, Calif.b 2015 4,022

Emeryville, Calif.b 2015 2,227

Johnson County, Iowab 2015 8,920

Lexington, Ky. 2015 31,000

Los Angeles County, Calif. 2015 125,000

Los Angeles, Calif. 2015 600,000

Palo Alto, Calif.b 2015 4,643

Portland, Maineb 2015 29,850

Santa Clara, Calif.b 2015 8,615

Santa Monica, Calif.b 2016 34,400

Total 2,187,299

(continued)
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States have set and raised their minimum 

wages for decades, and increases often come 

in waves (examples include 2004 and 2006), but 

local minimum- wage laws are a relatively recent 

phenomenon. As of 2010, only a handful of cit-

ies had passed their own minimum wage ordi-

nances, but between 2012 and early 2016, thirty- 

two municipalities did so. In September 2015, 

seven cities in the San Francisco Bay Area an-

nounced plans to work together to establish a 

regional minimum wage, another recent inno-

vation. Organized labor has also promoted a 

variety of legislative measures at the state and 

local levels aimed at improving the situation 

of low- wage workers, mandating benefits such 

as paid family leave and paid sick days, and 

improving enforcement of labor standards. 

(Milkman and Appelbaum 2013; Reich, Jacobs, 

and Dietz 2014).

Both these legislative initiatives and the 

spurt of alt- labor organizing efforts resemble 

pre–New Deal labor movement strategies, in 

contrast to the NLRB- based union organizing 

campaigns that became common in the mid- 

twentieth century (see Milkman 2013). In the 

Progressive Era of the last century, labor reform 

groups and their middle- class allies publicized 

sweatshops and employer abuses and provided 

educational and social services for immigrant 

workers in much the same way that worker cen-

ters do today (Flanagan 2002; Stromquist 2006). 

These reformers also promoted unionization 

and campaigned for progressive legislation, in-

cluding the first state minimum- wage laws (al-

Aetna 5,700

GAP 65,000

Giant Food Stores 10,000

IKEA 3,360

Indiana University 11,000

McDonalds 90,000

Starbucks 76,400

State University of New York 28,000

Target 138,800

TJX (Target, Marshalls, HomeGoods) 60,320

University of California 3,200

University of Wisconsin–Madison 2,571

Walmart 500,000

Total 994,351

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Notes: Estimates of workers impacted come from a variety of sources. Where possible, we used city 

studies, academic reports, or newspaper articles that estimated the impact, or public company state-

ments announcing wage increases. In cases where these sources provided a range of potential workers 

covered, we used the midpoint. In a few cases, we calculated our own estimate of potential impact ex-

trapolating from data for cities similar in population size. For further details on this methodology, please 

contact the authors.
aThe Long Beach, Calif., ordinance applies only to hotel workers; a citywide minimum wage is under 

consideration.
bAuthors’ estimate of workers impacted, based on the size of the labor force and coverage data from 

similar cities.
cWashington, D.C., passed an initial citywide minimum wage in 1993 and then raised the wage rate in 

2013. San Francisco passed an initial citywide minimum wage in 2003; voters then passed an increase 

in the wage rate in 2014.

Table 4. (continued)

B. Large Employers That Announced Minimum Wage  

Hikes During or After 2012

Number of workers 

impacted
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though at the time these applied only to women 

and children). In that era the cities and states 

were “laboratories of democracy,” whose re-

forms helped to set the stage for the landmark 

labor and employment legislation of the New 

Deal.

In the absence of systematic data, we can 

only sketch the achievements and prospects of 

the new alt- labor efforts and the flurry of leg-

islative activity that have emerged in a fragmen-

tary way. But they stand out as central compo-

nents of organized labor’s response to the Great 

Recession. To be sure, these developments have 

had no apparent effect on the steady decline 

in union membership and density. But like the 

parallel efforts a century ago, they could rep-

resent the embryo of a Polanyian counter- 

movement in response to the post- 1970s wave 

of neoliberal marketization.

To sum up: Although the Great Recession 

does not appear to have been a significant 

factor in the long- term decline in union den-

sity, which had been under way for many de-

cades, the 2008 financial crisis nevertheless 

did impact the labor movement. It opened 

up political space for right- wing attacks on 

the rights of unions to exist and bargain col-

lectively in both the private and public sec-

tors, further eroding an already hostile insti-

tutional environment. Steep job losses in 

traditionally unionized industries during and 

after the Great Recession added to the chal-

lenge for the labor movement in maintaining 

union density. Nevertheless, the surge in suc-

cessful efforts to increase state and local 

minimum wages and the growing momen-

tum of innovative organizing efforts like the 

“Fight for 15” offer some hope that James 

Surowiecki’s (2011) obituary for the labor 

movement may prove to have been prema-

ture.
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