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Why Americans Celebrate Labor Day 

Labor Day celebrates the contributions of the labor movement to the economic wellbeing of 

American workers. Many of these have been lasting—including a five-day work week, safer 

working conditions and child labor laws. However, the sharp decline in union membership has been 

accompanied by rising income inequality, a growing racial wage gap and lower retirement savings.   

Union representation   

 Over 16 million U.S. workers were represented by a union in 2019.1 

 The share has dropped by more than half over the last 40 years—falling from 27.0% in 1979 

to 11.6% in 2019.2 

 There is a higher share of workers who have union coverage or report they want union 

coverage than there was 40 years ago—54.2% in 2017 compared to 50.8% in 1977.3 

 Hawaii and New York had the highest union membership rates in 2019 (23.5% and 21.0%, 

respectively), while South Carolina and North Carolina had the lowest (2.2% and 2.3%, 

respectively).4 

Income 

 An average worker covered by a union earns 11.2% more in wages than a peer with similar 

education and experience in the same industry who is not covered by a union.5 

 As union membership has decreased, the share of income going to the top 10% of 

Americans has increased. In 2018, 48% of income went to the top 10%. 
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 Black workers who are represented by unions are paid 13.7% more than their nonunion 

Black peers. Hispanic workers represented by unions are paid 20.1% more than their 

nonunion Hispanic peers.6  

 The decline of union coverage has contributed to the widening gap between the median 

wages of Black and white workers. Black and Hispanic workers get a larger boost from 

unionization because collective bargaining lifts their wages closer to those of their white 

counterparts.7  

 Women represented by unions earn hourly wages that are 5.8% higher on average than for 

their nonunion peers.8  

Benefits 

 94% of union workers have access to employer-provided health insurance compared to 

only 68% of nonunion workers.9  

 91% of union workers have access to paid sick leave compared to only 73% of nonunion 

workers.10 

Retirement 

 As the union membership share among private-sector workers has decreased, the share of 

private-sector workers with defined benefit retirement plans has also fallen. In 2018, just 

22% of workers had defined benefit plans.  
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State

Union 

Membership 

(Percent of 

Employed)

Union 

Representation 

(Percent of 

Employed)

Median Hourly 

Wage

Alabama 8.5 9.8 $16.73

Alaska 17.1 18.7 $23.34

Arizona 5.7 7.1 $18.46

Arkansas 5.2 5.9 $15.84

California 15.2 16.5 $21.24

Colorado 9 9.8 $21.28

Connecticut 14.5 16 $23.33

Delaware 8.7 9.9 $19.66

District of Columbia 9.3 10.2 $35.74

Florida 6.2 7.6 $17.23

Georgia 4.1 5 $17.75

Hawaii 23.5 25.5 $21.35

Idaho 4.9 6 $17.00

Illinois 13.6 14.7 $19.74

Indiana 8.3 9.8 $17.77

Iowa 6.3 7.9 $18.41

Kansas 8.7 10.1 $17.79

Kentucky 8 9.5 $17.09

Louisiana 5.3 6.1 $16.66

Maine 11.8 13.7 $18.45

Maryland 11.3 12.8 $22.10

Massachusetts 12 13.2 $24.14

Michigan 13.6 15 $18.60

Minnesota 13.7 14.3 $21.21

Mississippi 6.3 8.4 $15.00

Missouri 11.1 12.5 $17.88

Montana 10.5 12 $17.51

Nebraska 8.4 9.6 $18.46

Nevada 14.6 16.1 $17.51

New Hampshire 10.3 11.6 $19.95

New Jersey 15.7 17.4 $21.64

New Mexico 7.1 8.8 $17.03

New York 21 22.7 $22.44

North Carolina 2.3 3.4 $17.75

North Dakota 6 7.5 $20.44

Ohio 11.9 13.1 $18.54

Oklahoma 6.2 7.9 $17.18

Oregon 14.4 15.7 $19.83

Pennsylvania 12 13.1 $18.99
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Rhode Island 17.4 19 $21.24

South Carolina 2.2 2.7 $16.68

South Dakota 5.6 6.7 $16.71

Tennessee 4.6 5.5 $17.26

Texas 4 5.2 $18.28

Utah 4.4 5.9 $18.23

Vermont 11.2 12 $19.68

Virginia 4 5.2 $20.30

Washington 18.8 20.2 $23.15

West Virginia 10.2 11.1 $16.31

Wisconsin 8.1 9.1 $18.79

Wyoming 7.3 8.7 $20.02

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Union affiliation of employed wage 

and salary workers by state, May 2019 State Occupational Employment 

and Wage Estimates

Note: Union membership refers to members of a labor union or an 

employee association similar to a union. Union representation refers to 

both union members and workers who report no union affiliation but 

whose jobs are covered by a union or an employee association contract.
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