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11:00:06 JENN WHITE 

Union organizing in the US is at a historic low with just over 10 percent of 

wage and salary workers belonging to one in 2021.  That's down threefold 

from the 1950s when union membership was at its peak.  But now the White 

House has released a detailed pro-union plan in hopes of changing this.  

Joining us to talk about the plan and the state of union organizing in the 

country is Eli Rosenberg.  He's an economics reporter for the Washington 

Post covering work and labor.  Eli, welcome. 

11:00:36 ELI ROSENBERG 

Thanks so much for having me. 

11:00:37 JENN WHITE 

Also with us is Erik Loomis.  He's an associate professor of history at the 

University of Rhode Island.  He specializes in labor history.  Erik, it's great to 

have you on. 
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11:00:46 ERIK LOOMIS 

Yeah, thanks for having me. 

11:00:47 JENN WHITE 

So, Eli, first, what exactly is this plan the White House released on Monday?  

What's in it? 

11:00:52 ELI ROSENBERG 

Yeah, so Biden came into office pledging to be the most pro-union president 

ever.  And there's a big bill in Congress, the Democrats have been hoping to 

pass, that would drastically change the country's labor laws in a way that 

many people think that it would change that momentum you're talking about 

where union participation has gone down over the years. 

11:01:13 ELI ROSENBERG 

But with that and the political prospects of that bill being uncertain, if not 

extremely unlikely, the White House has just released a report, through a 

taskforce that Biden assembled last year, about the things the federal 

government can do to perhaps increase union participation or encourage 

union growth and worker organizing in the absence of any actions from 

Congress.  And that report just came out on Monday morning. 

11:01:40 JENN WHITE 

We should note that WAMU, our home station, is currently in the middle of 

union negotiations.  Erik, put this move by the White House into a larger 

historical context of how presidents in the past have approached unions. 

11:01:53 ERIK LOOMIS 

Right.  You know, president have generally not really stepped out in favor of 

unions, you know, and spent significant political capital on them.  And that 

really -- of course, Republican presidents have not and really have never, 

most notoriously with Reagan and firing the air traffic controllers in 1981.  

But Democratic presidents, at least since Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, 

really have not either. 

11:02:14 ERIK LOOMIS 

And so, you know, the ability of the Biden administration to immediately 

transform the labor movement is probably quite limited despite the many 

interesting parts of this plan.  But it's also quite notable that a Democratic 

president is making organized labor central to his administration, and really 

attempting to enact many of organized labors longstanding goals. 

11:02:34 JENN WHITE 

Well, and Eli, why is Biden stepping out in this way and saying, hey, I have a 

plan to try to encourage union membership and organizing.  Why make this 

move? 
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11:02:47 ELI ROSENBERG 

Yeah, in the report the White House lays out a pretty detailed case for why 

they believe strengthening unions is not only making good on a campaign 

pledge but actually something that's pretty fundamental to the economy.  

They sort of -- they and many others sort of economists who've been studying 

this in recent years, you know, linked the declining unions to things li ke 

worsening income and equality. 

11:03:11 ELI ROSENBERG 

I think the last couple years there's been a lot more attention on the plight of 

low-wage workers.  Politically things have become much more intense in 

recent years.  There's even people sort of connecting the declining unions to 

sort of ways in which our democracy perhaps is under threat more now than 

it used to be.  So the Biden administration, at least certainly economically, 

have used this as a way to sort of lift up workers, improve the conditions for 

working people.  And this is one way they're trying to make good on that. 

11:03:39 JENN WHITE 

Erik, how much pushback is there to Biden's pro-union agenda? 

11:03:43 ERIK LOOMIS 

Well, certainly, Republicans are going to be universally opposed to it.  I 

mean, I think that this is one of these areas in which you have a stark political 

partisan divide.  Not every Democrat is really pro-union per say.  You know, 

were some of these big legislative pieces come up for a vote, it's not a 

guarantee that each Democrat in Congress and in the Senate would vote for 

them. 

11:04:03 ERIK LOOMIS 

But, you know, you do have a really fundamental divide between Democrats 

who increasingly, and it should be said more so, I think, than it did in the '80s 

and '90s, believe that unions are necessary to rebuild the middle class.  And 

Republicans who see unions as, you know, part of a broader liberal agenda to 

cut back on the freedom of employers to engage in the kind of actions that 

they want to, which often means that workers would not have a lot of power 

on the job. 

11:04:34 JENN WHITE 

We're discussing new efforts by the White House to increase declining union 

membership and the future of the labor movement with Washington Post 

economics reporters Eli Rosenberg and labor historian Erik Loomis.  We're 

also hearing from you. 
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11:04:48 JENN WHITE 

David emails, I worked at a unionized television station in San Diego in the 

'80s.  I went to a non-union station where the hiring manager told me he paid 

a dollar more an hour to his people to prevent them from joining a union.  I 

quickly saw that none of the protections the union station had offered were 

enjoyed there, and I soon realized that the union was actually responsible for 

the extra $1 an hour.  I went back to the union station and have been a union 

man ever since. 

11:05:14 JENN WHITE 

But black atter [sounds like] tweets, I wouldn't touch a union with a 

10' pole.  It seems to me the only people that unions do any good for are the 

top dogs.  The rank and file pay no dues for no gains.  We'll get more into this 

story after the break.  I'm Jenn White.  This is 1A. 

[ I N T E R M IS S I ON ]  

11:06:04 JENN WHITE 

Let's get back to our conversation around new efforts by the White House to 

increase declining union membership and the future of the labor movement.  

We're talking with Eli Rosenberg.  He's an economics reporter for the 

Washington Post covering work and labor.  And Erik Loomis.  He's an 

associate professor of history at the University of Rhode Island.  He 

specializes in labor history.  Eli, why has union membership declined so much 

over the last few decades? 

11:06:29 ELI ROSENBERG 

Yeah, it's a complicated stew of things.  We talk about changes in the national 

global economy with manufacturing, you know, moving overseas and 

automation.  These are big factors that have played a role in this.  But you 

also have to look at the history of laws in this country.  The laws that sort of 

created this boom in union membership 70 plus years ago that allowed that 

peak in union membership in the 1950s dated from the 1930s, the 1940s.  

Those laws haven't really been updated recently. 

11:07:04 ELI ROSENBERG 

And there's been, sort of steady years of different state policies and different 

efforts by businesses and, you know, actions by elected officials to kind of 

chip away at those rules or circumvent them or find ways to kind of push 

back on the union power that this country once had.  And so, you know -- and 

we haven't really had. 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A February 09, 2022 
5 of 11 

Teleperformance Rapidtext  

 

11:07:24 ELI ROSENBERG 

The way the Biden administration has been advocating 

[unintelligible] showing up to support unions and, you know, taking 

steps like releasing this report.  We haven't really seen that in Washington in 

recent years or recent memories.  So it's a lot of combination of factors but 

it's been many, many decades of this decline.  And that's where we are today. 

11:07:44 JENN WHITE 

So, while there's been a decline in union membership, Erik, what about 

support for unions more broadly?  Does it mirror that decline? 

11:07:52 ERIK LOOMIS 

Well, right now you have -- you know, in recent polls you have record high 

support for unions, at least in theory, you know, among Americans.  And that 

is quite remarkable, particularly in a moment in which, you know, as Eli 

pointed out that unions are at a historical  low for all the reasons that he 

suggested. 

11:08:10 ERIK LOOMIS 

And so you do have this sort of disconnect there.  I mean, I think one of the 

big issues is that it's very, very difficult to actually win a union these days 

because companies have tremendously sophisticated anti -union law firms that 

they use to intimidate workers, as we saw in the Amazon union election in 

Alabama last year which, you know, got a lot of attention.  And the union lost 

that by a good bit.  And, you know, so this is a major part of the problem. 

11:08:36 ERIK LOOMIS 

So people support unions in theory but it's incredibly difficult to actually 

form one today, which is part of what the Biden administration is attempting 

to rectify either through passage of the pro act which, again, is highly unlikely 

given the current situation in Washington or, potentially, through some of 

these executive actions that it believes it can take that are delineated in this 

report. 

11:08:59 JENN WHITE 

Well, we heard from a number of you about what it's like being part of your 

industry's union. 

11:09:04 FEMALE (CALLER) 

I am a nurse and I have always worked in a unionized hospital.  I think the 

union is especially important for nurses because nursing is considered a, 

quote unquote, "caring" profession.  It's very easy, I think, for us to be taken 

advantage of.  But we are, you know, not angels.  We are people with 

emotional, physical, safety needs.  And we deserve to be compensated 

appropriately. 
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11:09:30 FEMALE (CALLER) 

I recently left a large university in Massachusetts where I was part of a 

clerical and technical workers union.  I felt that the union, and being in a 

union, did a fantastic job of protecting workers' rates and helping to facilitate 

certain conversations around overtime and what was expected of workers, 

especially when money was tight. 

11:09:54 FEMALE (CALLER) 

My whole working career I had a union and I found them to be fantastic.  

They watched out for people who were mistreated.  They also were able to 

negotiate great wages and medical benefits.  And now that I'm retired, I still 

have wonderful benefits because of my union. 

11:10:15 JENN WHITE 

Lizzy, Colleen and Ann Marie, thanks for leaving us those voicemails.  Now, 

union membership was at least three times what it is now back in the 1950s 

when unions were at their peak.  But, Erik, how has the role and power of 

unions evolved in the last few decades? 

11:10:29 ERIK LOOMIS 

Well, I mean, the power of unions has simply gotten much, much smaller.  

And not surprisingly, that tracks with growing income inequality and 

political polarization in the United States.  You know, unions are the only 

thing in all of American history that's allowed working class people to 

collectively come together and express political power. 

11:10:48 ERIK LOOMIS 

And so, it's not surprising that the kind of peak period of the '50s and the '60s 

and the early '70s, these were periods in which working people had a bigger 

slice of the economic pie than ever before, the creation of the middle class, the 

growth of working class people being able to go to college and own homes.  

And all of this sort of, you know, history that we're a little nostalgic for today, 

that this became something that was targeted by a newly resurgent 

conservative movement beginning in the '70s and increasing since then, you 

know, along with these big structural changes in the economy that Eli 

discussed earlier. 
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11:11:25 ERIK LOOMIS 

All of this has led to vastly decreasing union power, particularly in the private 

sector so that, you know, public sector workers were significantly more 

unionized.  About one-third are today, where only about 6 percent are in the 

private sector.  So it's not surprising then that in the private sector where you 

have these large companies like Amazon, Walmart, Target, etcetera that you 

have no unions and you have these companies almost become paragons of an 

equal economy that we see today and are increasingly targets for people who 

want to reconstitute working class power in America. 

11:12:00 JENN WHITE 

We got this email from Alan who says, some union workers complain that 

their union support political causes.  Besides the fact that they have been 

bamboozled into opposing their own best interest, they don't understand that 

unions have to be involved in politics in order to preserve themselves.  The 

anti-union anti-worker forces are deeply involved in politics and are lavishly 

funded beyond anything that union funds can rival.  Erik, I'm curious to 

know whether or not unions' political involvement, whether that's changed at 

all over the decades. 

11:12:30 ERIK LOOMIS 

Well, you know, unions really became deeply involved in politics in the 1930s 

and '40s as part of the new deal.  Before that they really weren't on a 

consistent basis.  But, you know, you can absolutely track through time that 

unions really, in this country, have only been successful when they have been 

able to neutralize an employer state alliance that usually exists in this 

country, right. 

11:12:57 ERIK LOOMIS 

And so that if the state, through laws or, you know, in the battle days through 

the army or private police forces or whatever, determines to work with 

employers to bust the union and bust the strike, there's almost nothing that 

the union can do.  When unions have been able to play a role in politics and 

neutralize that and make the state a more neutral actor, workers can 

absolutely succeed. 

11:13:19 ERIK LOOMIS 

And so, I think that reading through the historical record, as I have through 

my career, I see no alternative to the idea that unions do have to be pretty 

central activists within the political process.  Theoretically, that could be in 

both political parties but it's been in the Democratic Party because you have a 

longstanding unified opposition to union power within the Republican Party. 

11:13:42 JENN WHITE 

Here's a message we got from Jamie in Missouri. 
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11:13:44 JAMIE (CALLER) 

I'm a social worker with a Masters in social work.  And I would love to see 

social workers unionized.  We are notoriously underpaid, especially given our 

credentials and our education level.  I think our wages could be i mproved and 

I think our standing in the community could be improved. 

11:14:01 JENN WHITE 

Eli, are there certain industries more or less likely to unionize? 

11:14:08 ELI ROSENBERG 

Yeah, like Erik was pointing out, obviously public sector workers much 

higher rates of immunization [sounds like] .  I think about 20 percent 

of the federal work force is unionized.  And then when you start talking about 

the private sector, it's much less likely.  Traditional blue collar jobs like 

manufacturing, you see higher numbers of union workers.  A lot of nurses are 

unionized.  You know, this kind of cuts across the board. 

11:14:34 ELI ROSENBERG 

That being said, we have seen sort of growth of [unintelligible] 

industries, not enough to move the needle on those overall numbers but 

certainly to give unions a little more visibility and [unintelligible] 

sense of momentum.  Recently we've seen digital media organizations 

unionize in the last couple years to kind of give those ideas a big platform.  

We've seen nonprofits and museum staff starting to unionize.  So, I don't 

know the exact numbers for social workers but certainly if there's interest, if 

there's momentum, if there's the energy to do that, that's an option, 

obviously, for workers out there. 

11:15:10 JENN WHITE 

Here's a message we got from Will  in Buffalo, New York. 

11:15:13 WILL (CALLER) 

I work here as a barista at Starbucks.  Buffalo is home to Starbucks Workers 

United which is a new organization trying to help people at Starbucks 

organize and [unintelligible] also helping to raise up these kinds of 

issues in organizations all over the service industry.  And, you know, it's been 

hard.  It was said that it couldn't be done.  Today all of the organizers, 

including members in Memphis, [unintelligible] were fired.  And I 

feel like now, more than ever, it really just seems like a battle of do we want 

the public to be fighting inequality and do we want the public to be 

supporting unions? 

11:15:56 JENN WHITE 

Now, what I believe Will is referring to is Starbucks firing employees 

involved in a union effort in Memphis on Tuesday.  Eli, very briefly, what 

happened? 
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11:16:05 ELI ROSENBERG 

So, as the caller points out, Starbucks has been in the midst of a pretty high 

profile campaign amongst workers at some source of unionize 

[sounds like] .  And they've had some success in Buffalo.  I think the 

first Starbucks stores did unionize and that effort has been spreading quite 

quickly to other stores around the country.  In Memphis, I believe, seven 

workers were fired.  Recently those workers were involved in the unionizing 

effort.  The company says those workers had broken some company policies.  

There's a dispute about whether workers had accessed the property after 

hours they were supposed to related to a media interview. 

11:16:43 ELI ROSENBERG 

Again, this is, you know, this feud between the company and workers.  The 

workers and the union that's representing them say that they are being 

retaliated against.  And, you know, just to kind of put this in context, these 

type of disputes you see all the time in union elections.  Employers are subject 

of complaints.  Again, not necessarily verified but complaints filed with 

NLRV that they violate federal laws in more than 40 percent of all union 

campaigns. 

11:17:13 ELI ROSENBERG 

Firings make up a significant portion of that.  There's other charges they're 

subject to including legally surveilling workers... 

11:17:21 JENN WHITE 

Let's pause for one moment.  I'm Jenn White.  You're listening to 1A.  We're 

talking to Washington Post economics report Eli Rosenberg and labor 

historian Erik Loomis.  Eli, please go ahead. 

11:17:34 ELI ROSENBERG 

Yeah, so, again, back to the Starbucks story, it's just we see these type of 

disputes where workers say they're being retaliated against.  The company 

says that workers have violated some policy and that's why they're being 

disciplined in the way they are.  And, you know, a situation like this will 

probably be adjudicated by the NLRV. 

11:17:54 JENN WHITE 

Now, there are several high profile efforts to unionize happening around the 

country right now among workers at major companies like Starbucks and 

Amazon.  And, again, we should note WAMU, our home station, is also in the 

middle of union negotiations.  But bring us up to speed on some of these 

movements and where they could lead, Eli. 
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11:18:12 ELI ROSENBERG 

Yeah, there's been talk for the last couple years about momentum in the 

world of labor organizing.  There's been a sense that there's a renewed 

interest in labor organizing.  There's more attention on, again, issues like 

income inequality, about how wages often have stagnated for people at the 

lower end of the income spectrum.  And about how something just drastically 

needs to change to create a better platform for people to launch themselves 

into the middle class in this country. 

11:18:35 ELI ROSENBERG 

That momentum has not yet materialized into greater union power, as we see 

by the latest numbers that came out this year, again showing that union 

participation had sunk back.  You know, it had ticked up briefly in 2020, 

which was a strange year with all the layoffs from the pandemic, but it ticked 

back to where it was in 2019 in 2021. 

11:18:57 ELI ROSENBERG 

So, in terms of whether, you know, those numbers, this momentum, these 

conversations we're having about campaigns at companies like Starbucks and 

Amazon amount to more worker power.  You know, things like the White 

House signaling through their support that it's really lending its muscle to 

supporting workers who want to join unions are obviously really important.  

Whether they're enough to sort of combat this sort of structural, you know, 

issues in this country with the labor laws is another question. 

11:19:30 JENN WHITE 

Now, Erik, President Biden is trying to implement his infrastructure plan 

alongside this new pro-union blueprint.  How are we seeing these two agendas 

intersect? 

11:19:38 ERIK LOOMIS 

Yeah, it's quite fascinating if you get into the details of the report.  So, you 

know, one of the things in the report is an attempt to create a permanent wild 

land firefighter force which those of us who follow fires in the west every 

summer these days, you know, know it is becoming an increasingly important 

issue.  And, you know, the money for that is something that, you know, Biden, 

you know, needs to find. 

11:20:00 ERIK LOOMIS 

But one of the goals here by creating this in this union report is that it would 

create a new workforce of permanent firefighters, that then the firefighter 

unions could go in and organize, right.  And so this is a moment in which by 

creating more federal  infrastructure and federal employees that it would give 

opportunities for unions to do this. 
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11:20:20 ERIK LOOMIS 

Similarly there's an aspect of the report for, say, you know, wind turbines 

that, in all this clean energy infrastructure, that it would be built by union 

labor.  Which has been a big demand for labor for some years now.  And it's 

been some of the issues between -- the tensions between the labor and 

environmental movements is that if we're going to have clean energy, will it 

be constructed through union labor?  The Biden administration is saying 

that, yes, that must happen. 

11:20:48 JENN WHITE 

Very briefly, Erik, where do you see this movement fitting into the greater 

continuum of labor movement in the US? 

11:20:55 ERIK LOOMIS 

Sure.  You know, the union movement and union power can come and go and 

it can wax and wane, but the worker struggle always will exist.  Workers are 

always going to try to create more power for themselves on the job.  And, you 

know, the ability to influence the political realm is, of course, critical to this. 

11:21:12 ERIK LOOMIS 

And I think that while, as Eli points out, that it may -- you know, has not yet 

created a change in the total percentage of workers that are unionized, you 

know, the fact that it has motivated the Biden administration to take such 

pro-union actions is quite remarkable.  And is something that, I think, in the 

future historians will note that there was at least this attempt by a 

Democratic administration to push an overtly pro-union agenda in a way that 

had not happened in many, many decades. 

11:21:43 JENN WHITE 

That's Erik Loomis.  He's an associate professor of history at the University 

of Rhode Island.  Also with us, Eli Rosenberg, an economics reporter for the 

Washington Post covering work and labor.  Erik, Eli, thanks for joining us.  

Today's producer was Haili Blassingame.  This program comes to you from 

WAMU, part of American University in Washington distributed by NPR.  

I’m Jenn White.  Thanks for listening.  We'll talk more soon.  This is 1A. 


