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Introduction

I n this set of economic facts, we describe trends in 
union density in the U.S. through 2025 in the public 
and private sector, among workers, and by state.
The share of employees in the U.S. who are cov-

ered by or a member of a union, i.e., the union density 
rate, has fallen drastically over the past four decades. 
In 1985, 17.9 percent of wage and salary workers were 
members of a union, and 20.4 percent were covered 
by a union contract. Today, union density is at an all-
time low: One in 10 workers were members of a union 
in 2025.

While union density has declined, union member-
ship grew somewhat in 2025. In 2025, there were an 
estimated 14.7 million union members, which is an in-
crease of roughly 400,000 from 2024. Previously, The 
Hamilton Project and the Economic Policy Institute  
examined the uptick in private sector union elections 

in recent years (Howard et al. 2025). After a decade-
high number of union elections petitions overseen by 
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) were held in 
FY2024, FY2025 ended with around 350 fewer cases 
than the previous fiscal year (National Labor Relations 
Board, n.d.).

While most research shows that union density has 
been in a decades-long decline, much of the focus 
has been on private-sector union density. Often over-
looked is the public sector’s (i.e., state and local gov-
ernment workers) recent and steady decline in union 
density, which fell by 2.5 percentage points between 
2020 to 2025. Despite its decline, union density in the 
public sector (34.3 percent in 2025) remains more 
than five times higher than the private sector union 
density rate of 5.9 percent. 
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1. The share of workers in a union, called union density, has
long been declining in the United States.

Figure 1 shows the share of wage and salary workers 
ages 16 and older who were members of or covered by 
a union in 1985, 2005, and 2025. (See appendix figure 
1 for the union density and coverage time series from 
1985–2025.) The union density rate is a measure 
of employees who are members of a union and the 
union coverage rate includes those who are 
protected by a collective bargaining agreement, 
whether or not they are a dues-paying member.

While union density has been on the decline for 
decades, since around 2010, private sector union 
density has been declining more slowly than in pre-
vious decades, and there has been a modest decline 

in coverage density. In 2025, about 5.9 percent of the 
private sector workforce, or 7.4 million workers, were 
unionized. This is a slight increase in total union mem-
bership from 2024 (5.9 percent, or 7.2 million workers).

In 2025, over a third of the public sector work-
force—about 6.2 million state and local workers—were 
members of a union. The difference between the union 
density rate and union coverage rate is consistently 
larger in the public sector. The gap between the union 
coverage rate and the union density rate as of 2025 
was 0.8 percentage points for the private sector and 
3.3 percentage points for the public sector. 

Figure 1

Union and coverage density among public and private employees, 
1985, 2005, and 2025
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Source: Current Population Survey, n.d.; authors’ calculations. 

Note: Figure 1 shows the share of wage and salary workers that are members of or covered by a union. The 
2025 union density rate reflects the average over 11 months rather than 12 months due to missing October 
2025 data. Union density is denoted by light blue, light purple, and light green. Coverage density is denoted by 
dark blue, dark purple, and dark green.



Six facts about union density in the United States 3

2. Most union members carry over from year to year.

Figure 2 shows the composition of public- and private- 
sector union membership in a given year based on their 
employment characteristics (employed in a union, 
em-ployed not in a union, unemployed, a student, 
retired, or not in the labor force) in the prior year. 
Because this cal-culation requires observation in two 
consecutive years, and union members responded to 
the survey in both years more frequently, the annual 
union density rates in figure 2 are slightly higher than in 
figure 1.

Over the past 25 years, most union members were 
union members in the prior year. In 2000, about 71.3 
percent of union members had been in a union in 1999; 
in 2025, about 65.6 percent of union members were in 
a union in 2024. 

Some new union members convert into mem-
bership after having been covered by a contract: On 

average, 7.8 percent of new union members were those 
who were covered but not members in the prior year. 
Around 0.85 percent of union members in a given year 
were people who were students, retirees, or otherwise 
not in the labor market in the prior year.

Most new union members come from those who 
were in the labor market (employed and unemployed 
workers) but not in union jobs. Each year, about half 
of those who became union members did not switch 
their industry or occupation, suggesting that the work-
er either found a new union job within their sector, that 
their workplace became unionized, or that some por-
tion of new members are not new union members (i.e., 
a union member incorrectly responding to the ques-
tion in the first survey). 

Figure 2

Composition of union density by previous year worker status, 2000–25
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Source: Current Population Survey, n.d.; authors’ calculations. 

Note: The population in this figure are those who reported being in a union in either panel year. “Continuing” 
refers to workers who reported being in a union in consecutive years. The remaining groups are those who 
are union members in year two but not year one, and are labeled by their labor force status in year one. For 
example, “Employed, covered non-member” refers to those who were working and covered by a union in year 
one and in year two were working in a union job.
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3. Union members retire at a higher rate than non-union
workers.

Figure 3 shows that since 2000, union members have 
retired at a higher rate each year than the non-union-
ized workforce. In 2000, the union member retirement 
rate was 1.8 percent, and the non-union retirement was 
1.5 percent, a difference of 0.3 percentage points. In 
2025, the union member retirement rate was 2.3 per-
cent while the non-union member retirement rate was 
2.0 percent, a difference of 0.3 percentage points. Re-
tirement rates from public sector jobs, both union and 
non-union, are somewhat higher than in the private 
sector (not shown).

For union and non-union workers, the retirement 
rate rose following the onset of recessions, both during 
the Great Recession and following the onset of the CO-
VID recession. In 2021, 3.1 percent of those who were 
union workers in 2020 were retired; the retirement rate 

among union workers returned to trend the following 
year. In recent years, the overall retirement rate has 
held steady while the union member retirement rate 
has for the most part stayed on its higher trend; it re-
mains to be seen whether the dip in the union member 
retirement rate in 2025 is an anomaly or not.

Union membership is concentrated in indus-
tries with an older subset of workers, like manufactur-
ing (Dunn and Walker 2016). About 19 percent of union 
members in 2025 were 55–64, and 5 percent were over 
the age of 65, while among non-union workers, 15 per-
cent were 55–64, and 6 percent were older than 65 in 
2025. This could reflect differences in retirement ages: 
In 2000, unionized workers retired 2.9 years earlier than 
non-union workers, and in 2025, the gap was 1.4 years.

Figure 3

Share of workers last year who are now retired, 2000–25
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Note: The population in this figure are those who reported being in a union in either panel year. Those who are 
retired report being employed in year one and retired in year two.
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4. Union density has declined more in the private sector than
in the public, but local government union density has fallen
in recent years.

Figure 4 decomposes the change in overall union den-
sity between years, in this case 2007 to 2025 and 
2019 to 2025, among three sectors (private, state, and 
local) and two factors, employment in the sector and 
union density in the sector. This method allows one to 
attribute changes in union density between these two 
points in time to either employment or union density 
in the sector, while holding the other factor constant.

Between 2007 and 2025, union density declined 
by 2.1 percentage points; between 2019 and 2025, 
union density declined by 0.35 percentage points. 
Lower employment in the private sector (0.1 percent-
age points) contributed substantially less to declining 
union density from 2007 to 2025 than public employ-
ment (0.42 percentage points). However, lower em-
ployment in the private sector and in local government 

contributed similar amounts from 2019 to 2025 (-0.01 
and -0.1 percentage points), while state employee em-
ployment rose. 

Next, we attribute declining union density to two 
factors: changes in union density or sectoral employ-
ment while holding the other factor constant. We find 
in both time periods that declining union density, while 
holding sectoral employment constant, explains most 
of the overall decline, though falling local government 
employment played a role as well, particularly be-
tween 2007 and 2019. Since 2019, holding union den-
sity constant, declining employment in the public sec-
tor contributed 0.01 percentage points to the overall 
decline in union density, while for the private sector, 
growing employment went slightly in the opposite di-
rection (0.01 percentage points).

Figure 4

Contributions to changes in private and public sector union density

State

−3.0 −2.5 −2.0 −1.5 −1.0 −0.5 0.0
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LocalPrivate
2007 to
2025 −0.8 0.03−1.3

2019 to
2025 −0.2 −0.2 0.1

0.01
2019 to
2025 −0.3 −0.1

2007 to
2025 −0.3−1.3 -0.04

Total contribution to change in union density

Contribution of union density, holding sectoral employment constant

Contribution of sectoral employment, holding union density constant

Source: Current Population Survey, n.d.; authors’ calculations. 

Note: To calculate the contributions of these groups to the overall change in union density, we follow the de-
composition method described in Aaronson et al. (2006).
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5.	 States with Right-to-Work laws have lower levels of private 
sector union density. 

Figure 5 shows union density changes by the year that 
a state adopted “Right-to-Work (RTW)” laws, which 
prohibit unionized workplaces from collecting fees 
from non-union members (National Conference of 
State Legislatures 2023). We show states that passed 
RTW prior to 2007 (orange), states that passed RTW 
post-2007 (dark blue), states that never passed RTW 
(green), and Michigan (purple), the only state that ad-
opted and repealed their RTW law. 

In general, longtime RTW states have the lowest 
levels of union density; even so, 82 percent of these 
states have seen declining union density since 2007. 

For the four states that adopted RTW since 2007, three 
(West Virginia [5.3 percentage points], Indiana [3.4 per-
centage points], and Wisconsin [3.7 percentage points]) 
have among the greatest declines in union density 
since then; Kentucky’s union density rate is essentially 
unchanged (a quarter of a percentage point). 

Since 2007, 11 states have seen union density in-
crease: Five RTW states and six states that do not have 
RTW laws. Among these states, the magnitude of union 
density increases is higher among non-RTW states. 
Vermont saw union density increase by 2.9 percent-
age points since 2007.

Figure 5

Percentage point change in private sector union density, 2007–25
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Note: Right-to-Work (RTW) laws bar fee collection from non-union members. The starting point of the arrow is 
a state’s union density rate in 2007 and the end point of the arrow is a state’s union density rate in 2025. The 
states are arrayed based on their 2025 union density rate.



Six facts about union density in the United States 7

6. Research attributes the decline in private sector union
density to a range of factors.

Earlier empirical work on union density primarily fo-
cused on wage differentials between unionized and 
non-unionized workers and estimating mechanisms 
behind declining union density (Freeman and Medoff 
1985; Pencavel and Hartsog 1984) but were not de-
signed for causal inference (Freeman 2005). More re-
cent work utilizes more quasi-experimental designs 
to better isolate potential causes of change in union 
status. Figure 6 summarizes the causal estimates from 
eight studies that examine the shifts in private sector 
union density caused by Right-to-Work laws, declines 
in union elections, increased import competition with 
China, and expansions in retiree and health benefits in 
the last century.

Most research in this area studies the effect of 
“Right-to-Work” laws, or state-level regulations that 
prohibit unionized workplaces from collecting fees 
from non-union members. Since unions represent 
union and non-union members alike in RTW states, and 
non-union members experience the same benefits as 
union members, workers have less incentive to join a 

union (Bono-Lunn 2024; Butler 2024; Eren and Ozbek-
lik 2016; Fortin, Lemieux, and Lloyd 2022; Meszaros and 
Quistorff 2023). The studies estimate that RTW laws 
cause a modest decline in private sector union mem-
bership, between 0.8 and 1.35 percentage points.

Schaller (2023) finds that declines in union orga-
nizing and the decline in elections overseen by the 
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) are associated 
with a 5.4 percentage point decline in union density. 
The findings underlie the importance of union elec-
tions in maintaining union density, as these elections 
facilitate the creation of unions among workers. 

Aizawa, Fang, and Komatsu (2024) study how 
changes to social insurance, such as expansions in 
Medicaid and Medicare, affect union density. Accord-
ing to their decomposition model, greater availability 
of social insurance coverage caused a 4.35 percent-
age point decline in union membership. They attribute 
this to the greater usage and accessibility of social 
benefits lowering demand for union services, such as 
union-provided insurance benefits.

Figure 6

Causal estimates of the relationship between Right-to-Work laws,  
union organizing, social insurance expansions, and import competition on 
union density
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Note: Changes in Right-to-Work legislation, declines in union organizing, and expansions in social �service 
provisions each contributed to declines in union density ranging from 0.8 to 5.4 �percentage points. While 
Chinese import competition decreased manufacturing union den�sity by 0.3 percentage points, overall union 
density increased by 2 percentage points. Figure 6 shows the causal estimates from each paper. See techni-
cal appendix for additional details.
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Ahlquist and Downey (2023) study the effect of 
international import competition on union density. 
While the authors find that increased import competi-
tion with China prompted a 0.3 percentage point de-
cline in national union density from the manufactur-
ing sectors, their decomposition model reveals that 
occupational shifts outside of manufacturing sectors 
led to an increase in union membership rates by 2.3 

percentage points, as less educated women moved 
from low to high union density occupations. The esti-
mated overall net effect of increased import competi-
tion is an increase of 2 percentage points in national 
union density.
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Technical appendix

Fact 1
Figure 1 represents three years of snapshots (1985, 
2005, and 2025) from the time series in figure A-1. 
Green lines represent state and local sector employ-
ees, blue lines represent all employees, and purple 
lines represent private sector employees. 

Fact 2
Data are from the Current Population Survey (1999–
2025) outgoing rotation groups, where the question 
of whether or not a worker is a member of a union is 
asked. We restrict the sample to those who are ob-
served twice in the outgoing rotation group (ORG), 
respond affirmatively that they are in a union in ei-
ther year, and use the longitudinal weight LNKW1YWT. 
”Continuing” refers to workers who reported being in a 
union in both ORGs. “Union covered to union member” 
refers to workers who were covered by a union in year 
one and members in year two.

“Employed, covered non-member” refers to work-
ers who were not in a union but covered in year one and 
were a union member in year two. “Employed, not cov-
ered” refers to workers who were neither in a union nor 
covered in year one and were a union member in year 
two. “Unemployed” refers to workers who were unem-
ployed in year one and were a union member in year 
two. “Students” refers to people who were in school in 
year one and members of a union in year two. “Not in the 
labor force” refers to people who were retired or other-
wise out of the labor force in year one and members of 
a union in year two. Because these measures are self-
reported, potential measurement error from respond-
ers’ answers to self-reported union status changes if 
more respondents spuriously report being a member 
the second time that they are asked. This phenomena is 
documented in other cases where CPS survey respon-
dents are repeatedly asked questions (i.e., Warren, Him-
melstern, and Halpern-Manners 2024).

Fact 3
Data are from the Current Population Survey (1999–
2025) outgoing rotation group supplements. We re-
strict the sample to those who are observed in both 
outgoing rotation group supplements and use the lon-
gitudinal weight LNKW1YWT. The retirement rate among 
union members (non-union workers) are those who re-
port being employed and a member of a union (not a 
member of a union) in year one and retired in year two.

Fact 6
The studies discussed in these facts focus on private 
sector union density. Within the literature, authors 
yielded a variety of quasi-experimental approaches to 
assess the effects of a range of factors on union den-
sity rates. The populations and periods of interest vary 
by study: 

Right-to-Work (RTW)
Eren and Ozbeklik (2016): Study examines changes in 
Oklahoma union density following the passage of RTW 
laws in 2001, finding that private sector union density 
decreased by 1.35 percentage points. Authors use a 
synthetic control model to estimate changes in a vari-
ety of state-labor market outcomes in Oklahoma from 
1983 to 2007. 

Fortin, Lemieux, and Lloyd (2022): Treated states 
of interest are those where RTW was adopted between 
2011 and 2017: Wisconsin (2011, 2015), Indiana (2012), 
Michigan (2013), West Virginia (2016), and Kentucky 
(2017). Authors compare unionization (coverage) rates 
between the five “recently adopted states” and states 
that never adopted RTW in pre- and post- periods. 
Authors find that RTW decreased union coverage rates 
among private (a decline of 0.8 percentage points) 
and public sector (a decline of 6.2 percentage points) 
union density (table 2). The study examines the years 
2007 to 2019.

Bono-Lunn (2024): Author employs a difference-
in-difference with dynamic treatment effects to mea-
sure multiple labor market outcomes on a sample of 
28 states, comparing RTW states to states that never 
implemented RTW. RTW decreased union membership 
by 1.3 percentage points in the private sector and 4.8 
percentage points in the public sector (public sector 
estimates not shown). Study examines the years 1990 
to 2019. 

Butler (2024): Study examines changes in union 
density among five states that passed RTW between 
2011 and 2017: Wisconsin (2011, 2015), Indiana (2012), 
Michigan (2013), West Virginia (2016), and Kentucky 
(2017). Using a synthetic differences-in-differences 
model to estimate short-run labor market changes and 
data from 2007 to 2019, the author finds that treated 
states experience a 1.22 percentage point decrease in 
union density.

Meszaros and Quistorff (2023): Authors examine 
a variety of states (Louisiana, Idaho, Oklahoma, Indi-
ana, Michigan, Wisconsin, West Virginia, and Kentucky) 
that passed RTW legislation, looking at trends in union 
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density from 1970 to 2021. Study uses a synthetic con-
trol model to estimate the impact of RTW in the eight 
aforementioned states. They find that RTW laws de-
creased union membership by 1.26 percentage points 
in the 1–10 years after implementation (table 5). The 
study’s years of interest are from 1970 to 2021. 

Declines in union organizing
Schaller (2023): Author uses data from the National 
Labor Relations Board to look at how declines in union 
organizing and elections led to private-sector union 
density decline. To estimate these effects, the author 
uses a shift-share decomposition to isolate the impact 
of changes across sectoral and regional employment 
and compare them to within-industry and regional 
changes. The analysis reveals that declining organizing 
rates led to a 5.4 percentage point drop in union den-
sity. The paper’s data ranged from 1963 to 2012.

Social insurance expansion
Aizawa, Fang, and Komatsu (2024): Paper decom-
poses the impact of expansions in social insurance, 
technological change, and RTW laws on union density. 

These facts report the fraction of the estimated de-
cline on union density explained by social insurance 
expansion as 14.8 percent. Technological change and 
RTW laws explain 32.1 percent and 6.8 percent of the 
decline, respectively (table 5). The data used in the 
paper spans from 1955 to 2019, and finds that RTW is 
associated with a 4.35 percentage point decrease in 
union density.

Import competition
Ahlquist and Downey (2023): The authors decom-
pose the effects of Chinese import competition on 
union density into changes in membership within 
manufacturing and changes in industry size, changes 
in manufacturing’s share of total employment, and 
changes in union density outside of manufacturing 
from 1990 to 2014. While an increase in import com-
petition is directly associated with a modest decline 
in manufacturing union density, spillover effects from 
non-manufacturing industries counteracted the de-
cline. Using CPS data, the authors show that women 
with lower educational attainment moved to highly 
unionized industries. 

Figure A-1

Union and coverage density among wage and salary workers, 1985–2025
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Note: Figure shows the share of wage and salary workers that are members of or covered by a union. The 2025 
union density rate reflects the average over 11 months rather than 12 months due to missing October 2025 data.
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Facts
1.	 The share of workers in a union, called union density, 

has long been declining in the United States.

2.	 Most union members carry over from year to year. 

3.	 Union members retire at a higher rate than non-
union workers.

4.	 Union density has declined more in the private 
sector than in the public, but local government 
union density has fallen in recent years.

5.	 States with Right-to-Work laws have lower levels of 
private sector union density. 

6.	 Research attributes the decline in private sector 
union density to a range of factors.

Union and coverage density among public and private employees,  
1985, 2005, and 2025
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Source: Current Population Survey, n.d.; authors’ calculations. 

Note: Figure 1 shows the share of wage and salary workers that are members of or covered by a union. The 
2025 union density rate reflects the average over 11 months rather than 12 months due to missing October 
2025 data. Union density is denoted by light blue, light purple, and light green. Coverage density is denoted by 
dark blue, dark purple, and dark green.
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