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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Define a LABOR UNION and explain how COLLECTIVE BARGAINING gives workers more power in setting wages, benefits, and working conditions than they have individually
2. Trace the rise and decline of U.S. union membership from the 1955 peak (~33%) to today (9.9%) using a line chart, and read state-level differences in union density off a bar chart
3. Evaluate three recent organizing efforts (Starbucks Workers United, Amazon Labor Union JFK8, the UAW Stand-Up Strike) and present BOTH SIDES of the union pros-and-cons debate

SECTION 1
What Is a Labor Union?
The Definition
A labor union is a group of workers organized to bargain together with the employer.
The union negotiates one written contract that covers wages, benefits, hours, and safety.
Once certified by a majority vote, the union represents all workers in that unit.
Why It Matters
Federal law requires the employer to bargain in good faith.
One worker alone has no legal right to make the employer bargain.
SECTION 2
Collective Bargaining: How It Works
The Bargaining Cycle
Step 1: the union elects a bargaining committee of workers.
Step 2: that committee meets the employer at the bargaining table.
Step 3: both sides exchange written proposals on each issue.
Step 4: workers VOTE on the tentative deal to ratify the contract.
When Bargaining Stalls
If talks fail, the union's biggest economic leverage is the strike.
SECTION 3
The 1950s Peak: ~1-in-3 Workers Were Union
Setting the Stage
The 1935 NLRA (Wagner Act) gave private-sector workers the right to organize.
In 1955 about 33% of U.S. wage and salary workers were union members.
The strong postwar manufacturing economy supported strong unions.
Heavy-union sectors at the peak: steel, auto, mining, longshoremen, trucking.
SECTION 4
U.S. Union Membership Rate, 1955-2024 (Reading the Chart)
Reading Chart Reference 1
The 1955 peak (start of the line) is about 33%.
The 2024 endpoint (end of the line) is 9.9%.
The drop from peak to today is about 23 percentage points.
That drop took us from roughly 1-in-3 workers down to 1-in-10 workers.
SECTION 5
Why Unions Declined Post-1980
The Four Main Forces
In 1981 President Reagan fired ~11,345 striking air traffic controllers (PATCO).
Deindustrialization closed many U.S. factories or moved them overseas.
26 states now have right-to-work laws (after Michigan repealed its RTW law in Feb 2024).
The growth of the service sector (retail, fast food) made organizing harder.
SECTION 6
Where Unions Still Concentrate: By State
State-Level Density
National rate is 9.9%, but state rates vary hugely.
Highest-density state: Hawaii at 26.5%.
Lowest-density state: North Carolina at 2.4%.
All five LOWEST-density states have right-to-work laws.
SECTION 7
Union Density by State, 2024 (Reading the Bar Chart)
Reading Chart Reference 2
Hawaii (highest) = 26.5% in 2024.
New York (second-highest) = 20.6% in 2024.
Utah = 3.7% in 2024.
The gap between highest (Hawaii) and lowest (North Carolina) is about 24 percentage points.
SECTION 8
Revival #1: Starbucks Workers United
The Starbucks Wave
The first Starbucks store voted yes in Buffalo, NY on December 9, 2021.
By 2024 Starbucks Workers United had organized about 400 stores.
In February 2024, Starbucks finally agreed to bargain a framework agreement.
SECTION 9
Revival #2: Amazon Labor Union at JFK8
The JFK8 Win
JFK8 is an Amazon warehouse on Staten Island.
The NLRB election was held on April 1, 2022.
The final vote was 2,654 YES to 2,131 no.
This was the first successful Amazon union vote in U.S. history.
SECTION 10
Revival #3: UAW Stand-Up Strike (2023)
The Strike
United Auto Workers struck Ford, GM, and Stellantis in 2023.
The strike ran September 15 to October 30, 2023.
The new tactic was the Stand-Up Strike - selected plants out at once, expanding.
Workers won a 25% wage hike over the 4.5-year contract.
SECTION 11
Revival #4: Hollywood Double Strike (2023)
Writers + Actors Together
The Writers Guild (WGA) struck for about 5 months in 2023.
SAG-AFTRA (actors) joined the strike starting July 14, 2023.
This was the first dual writers + actors strike since 1960.
A major issue was new guardrails on artificial intelligence (AI) use in scripts and performances.
SECTION 12
Strikes: How Economic Leverage Actually Works
The Strike Math
When workers stop working, the employer stops earning revenue.
Unions build a strike fund from member dues to pay workers during a strike.
About 95% of union contracts get renegotiated without ever striking.
SECTION 13
Reference Guide Terms - Group 1 (Foundations)
Three Foundational Terms
LABOR UNION: workers organized to bargain together over wages, benefits, hours, and safety.
NLRA (WAGNER ACT): 1935 federal law giving private-sector workers the right to organize.
COLLECTIVE BARGAINING: the negotiation process between a union and the employer over wages and rules.
SECTION 14
Reference Guide Terms - Group 2 (Process)
Three Process Terms
NLRB ELECTION: secret-ballot vote run by the National Labor Relations Board to decide union representation.
BARGAINING UNIT: the specific group of workers a union represents in negotiations.
DECERTIFICATION: a vote by workers to remove an existing union.
SECTION 15
Reference Guide Terms - Group 3 (Tools + Data)
Four Tools-and-Data Terms
STRIKE: a coordinated work stoppage by union members to pressure the employer.
UNION DENSITY: the SHARE of workers who are union members, usually shown as a percent.
UNION PREMIUM: union workers earn roughly 10-15 percent more per hour on average (BLS).
RIGHT-TO-WORK LAW: state law that bans union security clauses; 26 states have it.
SECTION 16
Key Takeaways
Lesson Wrap-Up Review
A union bargains COLLECTIVELY - one written contract for all workers in the unit.
U.S. union density fell from 33% in 1955 to 9.9% in 2024.
PRO-UNION: union workers earn about 10-15% more on average than non-union (BLS).
ANTI-UNION concern: dues cost, less flexibility, debate over right-to-work.
Recent revival: Starbucks 2021, Amazon JFK8 2022, UAW 2023, Hollywood 2023.
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