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Right-to-work is wrong for
Missouri
A breadth of national evidence shows why Missouri
voters should reject RTW law

Report • By Janelle Jones and Heidi Shierholz • July 10, 2018

Summary
Currently, 28 states—predominantly in the Midwest, South, and
Southwest—have right-to-work (RTW) laws.1 Those states include Missouri,
whose state general assembly approved an RTW law last year. In August,
voters in Missouri will decide whether to adopt the new RTW law.2

Despite the name, right-to-work laws do not confer any sort of right to a job.
Rather, they dilute union bargaining strength by making it harder for unions
to sustain themselves financially. Some supporters of RTW laws falsely
claim that these laws ensure that no one is forced to be a member of a
union or pay to advocate political causes they do not support. But those
things are already illegal under federal law. What RTW laws do is make it
illegal for a group of unionized workers to negotiate a contract that requires
each employee who enjoys the benefit of the contract to pay his or her
share of the costs of negotiating and overseeing it. In other words, RTW
laws prevent unions from requiring that workers who benefit from union
representation pay their fair share of that representation. By making it
harder for unions to collect these “fair share fees,” RTW laws aim to restrict
union resources and to thereby impede unions’ ability to negotiate better
wages, benefits, and working conditions for workers.

Across the country, large sums of money have been devoted to backing
RTW bills, with lobbyists claiming that an RTW law in their state would
create jobs and boosts wages by attracting companies to the state.3 This
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report summarizes the evidence showing that these claims are completely without merit.
RTW laws do not boost jobs—they restrict unions and hurt wages:

Only 5.2 percent of private-sector workers in RTW states are union members or are
covered by a union contract, compared with 10.2 percent in non-RTW states.

Based on the impact of an RTW law in neighboring Oklahoma, we could expect that
nearly 60,000 fewer Missourians working in the private sector would be covered by a
union contract if RTW were implemented in Missouri.

RTW laws have not succeeded in boosting employment in states that have adopted
them. In fact, RTW laws have no causal impact on job growth or unemployment,
contrary to the claims of its proponents.

RTW laws are associated with lower wages and benefits for both union and nonunion
workers. In RTW states, the average worker makes 3.1 percent less in hourly wages
than the average worker with similar characteristics in non-RTW states. This pattern of
lower wages in RTW states is also true for women workers and workers of color.

Through weakening unions, RTW laws hurt the middle class. As union membership
has declined in recent decades, the share of overall income received by the middle
class is close to a post-WWII low.

By restricting the capacity of unions to bargain for workers and thus lowering wages
and benefits, RTW laws lower tax revenues and reduce aggregate demand.

Those considering whether to vote for Missouri’s RTW law should consider the
consequences—specifically the negative impact on unionization and wages—while giving
the proper zero weight to the false claims that RTW laws would boost the state’s economy
and attract new businesses.

What is the goal of RTW legislation?
Corporate lobbies advocate for RTW laws not to create jobs or give workers more
freedom, but to restrict unionization and make it harder for workers to have an effective
voice in negotiating with their employers.4 Under federal law, unions are required to
represent every employee covered by a union contract. In RTW states, this in practice
means providing expensive benefits to many workers who have not paid their fair share.5

Nonmembers in a collective bargaining unit get all the benefits of collective bargaining
agreements, including the higher wages and benefits that unions secure through the
bargaining process. And if a non-dues-paying employee has a problem at work, the union
is required to represent her—including providing an attorney at no charge if one is
needed—in exactly the same way it would represent a dues-paying member. Providing the
same range of benefits to dues-paying members and nonmembers who don’t pay fees
starves the union and diminishes the ability of unions to negotiate higher wages and
benefits for workers.

There are many organizations that, like unions, require membership dues. For instance, an
attorney who wants to appear in court must be a dues-paying member of the bar
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association. Someone may dislike the bar association, but that person must still pay dues if
he or she wants to appear in court. Unions in RTW states are the only organizations in the
country that are forced to provide all benefits for free to people who opt not to pay for
them. This is because unions in RTW states are banned from requiring those who enjoy
the benefits of the union to pay their fair share of the costs of providing those benefits.

Right-to-work states have lower unionization
levels
Unsurprisingly, states with RTW laws have lower unionization rates, exactly what the
corporate lobbies who advocate for RTW intend. Just 5.2 percent of private-sector
workers in RTW states are union members or are covered by a union contract, compared
with 10.2 percent in non-RTW states—a 5.0-percentage-point difference. It is of course
possible that those differences could be being caused in part by other observable
differences between RTW and non-RTW states that are related to unionization, such as
differences in the industries that make up the states’ economies. But, after controlling for a
full complement of observable factors related to unionization—industry, occupation,
education, age, gender, race, ethnicity, and foreign-born status—we find that private-
sector workers in RTW states are 5.6 percentage points less likely to be union members or
to be covered by a union contract.6

It is important to note that while this difference certainly reflects the impact of RTW laws, it
may also reflect the effect of unobservable factors that are correlated with both RTW and
unionization at the state level, such as other anti-union policies or practices. However,
rigorous research on the impact of RTW in neighboring Oklahoma finds that the causal
impact of RTW in Oklahoma was a 30.6 percent reduction in private-sector unionization.7

In Missouri, the private-sector union coverage rate in 2017 was 8.2 percent. Based on the
findings from Oklahoma, we could expect that if RTW were implemented in Missouri, the
private-sector union coverage rate in the state would fall to 5.7 percent over time. This
would mean that nearly 60,000 fewer Missourians would benefit from being covered by a
union contract compared with what we see today.

RTW laws do not generate jobs
Hundreds of factors affect a state’s economic growth—including warm or cold weather, the
urban or rural nature of its economy, whether it possesses natural resources such as oil,
and a wide variety of laws. RTW is just one of these factors. Contrary to the claims of RTW
proponents, there is no causal pattern of RTW states growing faster or slower—or having
better or worse employment indicators—than other states. For instance, in 2017, both the
highest labor force participation rate in the country (in North Dakota) and the lowest (in
West Virginia) were in states with RTW laws.8

Reviewing claims of faster-than-average employment growth in RTW states, a 2001 report
found dramatic employment growth in some RTW states but steep declines in others, with
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the high-growth states skewing the average.9 Studies that have found positive
employment effects of RTW laws have failed to control for a host of factors that would
affect employment, from the education level of the workforce to the proximity of
transportation hubs to a state’s natural resources or level of manufacturing.10 A 2015 study
found “no pronounced effect of RTW laws on state economies.”11

What might be the expected effect on employment if Missouri’s RTW law were
implemented? For additional insights, we can turn to a rigorous assessment of the impact
of RTW on employment in neighboring Oklahoma. The study found that the passage of an
RTW law in Oklahoma had no causal effect on Oklahoma’s overall employment rate or on
employment in manufacturing.

Prior to the passage of their RTW law, Oklahoma lawmakers were told that if they passed
an RTW law, there would be an eight- to tenfold increase in the number of new companies
coming into the state—especially in manufacturing.12 That is the type of claim that is being
made in Missouri today. For example, the president of the Missouri Chamber of
Commerce, Dan Mehan, has stated that “Missouri’s lack of right-to-work protections has
put [the state] at a competitive disadvantage when it comes to attracting jobs,”13 implying
that RTW in Missouri would boost job growth. And the president of the Associated
Industries of Missouri, Ray McCarty, described “the biggest benefit of right-to-work as its
effect on economic development and recruiting companies” to the state.14

But more than 15 years after Oklahoma adopted RTW, none of the promises made by its
supporters have come to pass. If Missourians were to approve an RTW law for their state,
they could expect similar results.

Unemployment is another key indicator of labor market health. For the past several
decades, Missouri’s unemployment rate has largely tracked that of the nation as a whole,
rising when national unemployment increased and falling when it declined. But how does
Missouri’s unemployment rate compare with its RTW neighbors? As shown in Figure A,
Missouri topped out at a higher unemployment peak during the Great Recession than did
its RTW neighbors, 9.5 percent in 2010 compared with 7.7 percent. However, Missouri has
experienced a stronger recovery and by 2017, Missouri had the same level of
unemployment as its neighbors—3.8 percent. Without RTW laws, Missouri was able to
bring its unemployment rate down 5.7 percentage points since unemployment peaked in
2010.

If states with right-to-work laws can experience either economic growth or retraction, and
if both RTW and non-RTW states can foster booming job markets, then it is clear that
something else in these states’ economies, demographics, or policies must be driving job
growth, while right-to-work laws account for little if anything in these trends. And in fact,
the broader policy agenda often associated with RTW has been shown to be detrimental
to state outcomes. When Minnesota and Wisconsin implemented vastly different
policies—the former based on strengthening labor standards and other progressive
priorities and the latter centered on right-to-work and other measures weakening workers’
rights—the results were clear. Non-RTW Minnesota had stronger job growth, faster wage
growth, faster-shrinking gender pay gaps, and greater poverty reduction than its right-to
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Figure A Missouri’s unemployment rate dropped from 9.5
percent in 2010 to 3.8 percent in 2017, indicating a
healthy pace of job growth since the Great Recession
Unemployment rate, Missouri and neighboring RTW states, 2007–2017

Source: EPI analysis of Current Employment Statistics data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2007–2017
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work neighbor.15 The sum of all these metrics leads to a very clear conclusion—outcomes
for workers and families have been markedly better in Minnesota, the state that did not
follow a right-to work policy agenda.

Time would have eroded any hypothetical
benefits of RTW policy
As shown earlier, there is no clear body of evidence that right-to-work laws, in and of
themselves, currently have a significant impact on employment growth. But it is worth
noting that if they ever did, there is good reason to believe that any such impact would
have been eroded by time.

In one part, this is the simple logic of competition. To the extent that right-to-work is a draw
for manufacturers, its effect would be greatest on the first state to adopt such a statute. If
49 states protected union security and only one had a right-to-work law, employers to
whom this policy mattered would all be drawn to that location. The prospect of becoming
the latest right-to-work state in the country is much different. Now any competitive
advantage a state might realize would have to be sufficiently powerful enough to draw
footloose employers to that state not only over the non-RTW states but also over the other
RTW states with identical labor laws.

In addition, to the extent that RTW laws helped draw northern unionized manufacturing
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firms into lower-wage and less-organized jurisdictions in the South, this dynamic has long
since played itself out. Any measure of comparative job growth over the past several
decades captures the deindustrialization of the Northeast and upper Midwest and the
mass relocation of firms to the South starting in the 1960s, whether in search of cheaper
wages, cheaper land, warmer climates, or less regulation. That wave of relocation may
show up in the long-term employment growth of Southern states, but at this point the
relocation is complete.

There is no such ongoing wave of relocation from which states newly adopting RTW laws
might hope to benefit. Thus, one in-depth examination of Southern economic
development measured how the effect of RTW laws evolved over time, and concluded
that the policy’s impact reached its statistical peak in the 1950s and shrank to statistical
insignificance by the 1970s.16 A state newly adopting a right-to-work law today, according
to these findings, would receive absolutely no benefit in job growth. Other, recent
research has shown that the impact of right-to-work on the probability of male non-
employment has lessened over time and by 2010, right-to-work had effectively no
impact.17

RTW laws hurt wages
Unionization raises wages for both union members and nonunion workers in unionized
sectors.18 Given the union wage boost, it is not surprising that research shows that both
union and nonunion workers in RTW states have lower wages and fewer benefits, on
average, than comparable workers in other states. Previous research by EPI shows that
wages in RTW states are 3.1 percent lower than wages in non-RTW states, after controlling
for a full complement of individual demographic and socioeconomic factors as well as
state macroeconomic indicators.19 Similarly, the rate of employer-sponsored health
insurance and pensions is lower in RTW states.20

How exactly do RTW laws hurt workers who aren’t in unions? When RTW laws weaken
unions and lead to lower union wages and benefits, nonunion employers no longer have
to compete with higher-wage employers in order to get the best workers, so there is a
negative spillover effect in which they lower their own wages and benefits. Conversely, in
places where unions are strong, they set standards for entire industries and occupations.
As an economic sector becomes more unionized, nonunion employers pay more to retain
qualified workers and norms of higher pay and better conditions become standard. To
provide a sense of the scope of this effect, a 2016 study looked at what happened to
wages when private-sector union density in the United States dropped from 1979 to 2013.
Had union density remained at its 1979 level, weekly wages of nonunion men in the
private sector would have been 5 percent higher (that’s an additional $2,704 in earnings
for year-round workers) in 2013. And wages for nonunion men in the private sector without
a college education would have been 8 percent, or $3,016 per year, higher.21 RTW laws, by
reducing unionization, hurt the earnings of all workers, not just workers in unions.
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Workers—particularly women and people of
color—have lower wages in RTW states
EPI research has shown that women and workers of color in non-RTW Missouri have
higher wages than their counterparts in neighboring RTW states.22 Figure B shows the
median inflation-adjusted hourly wage of workers in Missouri compared with the median
hourly wage of workers in neighboring RTW states by race, ethnicity, and gender. Female
workers in Missouri typically make $15.28 an hour, while the typical female worker in
Missouri’s neighboring RTW states (Arkansas, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Nebraska,
Oklahoma, and Tennessee) makes an hourly wage of $14.75, 3.5 percent less than the
typical female Missourian.

The wage disadvantage in neighboring RTW states relative to Missouri exists for all racial
and ethnic groups studied. Compared with Missourians of the same race or ethnicity, the
median black worker in neighboring RTW states earns 4.4 percent less and the median
Hispanic worker earns 7.4 percent less. The impact is even more pronounced for women
of color—the median black woman in neighboring RTW states earns 6.2 percent less than
her counterpart in Missouri, and the median Hispanic woman earns 12.7 percent less.23

RTW laws hurt the middle class
Unions are a critical part of a system of strong labor standards that makes it possible for
regular working people to earn a decent living. Figure C shows that when unions are
strong, the middle class is strong, but when union coverage shrinks—as it has in part
because of RTW laws and other antiunion policies—a much smaller share of national
income goes to the middle class. When the middle class gets a smaller share of income,
the households at the top of the income distribution get more, and inequality rises.

Another way to see how big a force for equality unions are is by looking at how much their
decline has contributed to inequality between middle- and high-wage workers. Union
decline can explain one-third of the rise in wage inequality among men and one-fifth of the
rise in wage inequality among women from 1973 to 2007.24 Should Missouri voters
approve the RTW law, to the extent that RTW succeeds in reducing unionization in
Missouri, inequality will rise and the middle class will suffer.

RTW policy has a negative fiscal
impact and hurts aggregate demand
Economists have long recognized that state and local spending on public services,
particularly education and infrastructure, are important components of an economic
development strategy.25 These services, however, are put at risk when states adopt a
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Figure B Workers in neighboring right-to-work states make less
than Missourians
Median hourly wage, by race/ethnicity and gender, 2017 dollars

Notes: Calculated using 2010–2017 data. The median wage in neighboring right-to-work states is calculat-
ed by averaging median wages in each state. Neighboring right-to-work states are Arkansas, Iowa,
Kansas, Kentucky, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and Tennessee.

Source: EPI analysis of Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group microdata from the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau
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development strategy based on attracting low-wage nonunion employers, which lowers
revenues. Union membership has been shown to yield a positive fiscal impact by raising
workers’ incomes, reducing the use of public benefits, and increasing the amount of taxes
paid. At every level of government—federal, state, and local—union members pay more in
taxes than similar nonunion members because they earn more.26 To the extent that right-
to-work laws succeed in weakening unions and thus lowering wages and benefits, they
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Figure C Union membership rate and share of income going to the
middle 60 percent of families, 1917–2016

Sources: Data on union density follow the composite series found in Historical Statistics of the United
States; updated to 2016 from unionstats.com. Data on the middle 60 percent's share of income are from
U.S. Census Bureau Historical Income Tables (Table F-2). Because of a redesign in the income questions in
2013, we imputed the income share prior to 2013 using the ratio of the income share using the old and
new method in 2013.
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also lower tax revenues for local and state government, forcing concomitant cuts in public
services.

A right-to-work strategy of economic development that aims to attract lower-wage
manufacturers whose location is mobile also threatens growth. That is because the
greatest growth opportunities in most state’s economies are increasingly concentrated in
construction and service industries that are rooted in local communities and dependent on
local demand. If states deploy right-to-work laws that undermine wage standards in
manufacturing and other industries, there is a danger that they will inadvertently hamstring
job growth by restricting aggregate demand in their local economies.27 Most workers
spend a large share of their earnings on rent, food, clothing, and other family needs in
local retail and services industries. Thus, a drop in their wages translates into a loss of
local economic activity.

If not RTW, what is the right choice for
Missouri?
In Missouri and in the United States as a whole, the rising tide of a strong economy once
lifted most boats. But today, it’s more likely to lift only the yachts. The broken link between
a strong economy and the well-being of most workers threatens the core Missouri value
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that hard work should pay enough to support a family. To create a more fair, prosperous,
and sustainable Missouri, policymakers should be looking to policies that will
strengthen—not gut—good jobs. Missouri needs workplace policies that respect and value
workers and boost middle-class incomes—growing the consumer spending power that
fuels the economy. These policies include increasing the value of the minimum wage,
increasing the threshold below which workers cannot be denied overtime pay, providing
access to affordable child care, and mandating paid leave and fair scheduling so that
workers are able to care for themselves and their families. Missouri should also ensure
that workers have a pathway to prosperity by enforcing nondiscrimination laws, providing
protections from wage theft and other abuses, and protecting workers who exercise their
right to form a union at their workplace.

Finally, Missouri can also help create good jobs and raise wages by investing in education
and workforce readiness, and by making investments in Missouri’s infrastructure. By
investing in education and workforce readiness, the state can ensure that today’s children
will be ready for the future and that current workers can transition into new occupations if
they need to. And by investing in infrastructure, expanding transportation, extending
broadband access, and investing in water and electric utilities that benefit rural and urban
areas alike, Missouri will create good jobs that feed local economies. Finally, Missouri
should reform its tax structure so everyone pays their fair share. In these ways—not
through right-to-work—Missouri can create an economy that sustains its communities and
works for everyone by investing in its people and supporting them in the workplace.
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