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Unions Detrimental to Job Gains 
 
� You can improve your standard of living when you belong to a union because under a union 
contract you receive better benefits, enjoy better working conditions and earn better wages.�  
 
This statement is taken from the Bakery, Confectionery, Tobacco Workers and Grain Millers web 
site.  The unmistakable message of this statement is that workers and their communities would be 
better off if the workers are members of unions. Unfortunately, while some workers might be 
better off, it is not clear that communities and states are.  Indeed, an analysis of Pennsylvania and 
several of its �peer� states shows a dramatic inverse relationship between unionization and job 
growth.   
 
Who are Pennsylvania�s peer states?  These are the states most frequently cited in economic 
development comparisons with Pennsylvania because of proximity and size or because they are 
competitors for businesses seeking to locate or expand operations.  That list includes Illinois, 
Indiana, Kentucky, Maryland, New York, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Tennessee, Virginia 
and West Virginia.   
 
The table below shows job growth in the peer group between 1991 to 2000 and the ranking from 
1 to 12 of the percent unionized work force in each state.  
 
Peer States Ranked By    Union Density  
Job Growth 1991 - 2000   Ranking 
       Quartile Average 
North Carolina  28.7%   12 
Tennessee  25.2%   10 
Virginia  25.2%   11 11 
Kentucky  23.0%   9 
Indiana              19.4%   6 
Maryland  18.9%   7 7.33 
Ohio   17.4%   4 
West Virginia  16.9%   8 
New Jersey  16.0%   2 4.67 
Illinois   15.5%   3 
Pennsylvania  13.0%   5 
New York  11.6%   1 3.0 
 
 
With minor exceptions, especially West Virginia, there is a clear inverse relationship between job 
growth and unionization in the 12 states.  West Virginia is still struggling with its long-term 
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structural issues.  And while the job growth comparisons for the last decade are very illustrative 
of the inverse pattern among the peer group states, the relationship also holds over the last 20 
years and the last 30 years.  
 
New York�s bottom job growth ranking is further explained by the fact it has moved from 7th in 
1964 to top of the unionized rankings among the peer states. Having an amazing 70 percent of its 
public sector workers in unions, the highest in the nation, also hampers New York.  The heavily 
unionized public sector creates a huge built-in bias in support of continuously expanding the size 
and cost of government, which in turn creates a need for more tax dollars and higher taxes--a 
strong enemy of economic growth.  
 
With rare exceptions, low union, higher growth states are also right-to-work states.  This is 
important because it has become apparent that formerly high union level states which have lost 
large numbers of private sector union jobs over the past several decades remain unduly influenced 
by the residual power of the unions.  For example, even though solid majorities of 
Pennsylvanians favor right-to-work legislation, it is forever bottled up in the legislature because 
of the disproportionate political influence of the unions. The same is true for �prevailing wage� 
legislation. 
 
Ironically, there has been a precipitous drop in the numbers and percentages of private sector jobs 
covered by union contracts in virtually all states.  The most remarkable development in the union 
movement has been the rise in the numbers and percentages of public employees who have 
become union members.  Undoubtedly, the political strength of public sector unions has risen to 
bolster the power the private sector unions that might have otherwise declined.   
  
A comparable slow pace of output gains has accompanied the slow job growth. For example, 
Pennsylvania�s real gross state product increase of 28 percent from 1990 to 2000 was eclipsed by 
North Carolina�s 57 percent jump. Indeed, North Carolina�s per-capita gross state product now 
surpasses that of Pennsylvania, a dramatic change from 30 years ago. What is the major 
difference between North Carolina and Pennsylvania?  For the past forty years, Pennsylvania has 
had four times the percentage of workers in unions, despite the large drop in the numbers in 
private sector employment. Moreover, North Carolina is and has always been a right-to-work 
state.  The advantage in terms of attracting business and growing local startups is clear.  
 
Pennsylvania and its hard core union centers such as Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, Wilkes-Barre and 
Harrisburg can continue to ignore economic reality or they can realize that passing right-to-work 
legislation and reining in the power of public sector unions must happen if the state is not to 
become an economic backwater. 
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