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Executive Summary 
KEY FINDINGS: 

1. Unions of public sector workers comprise nearly half of the labor movement 
nationally and more than half of it in New Jersey (page 6).  

2. Public union membership in New Jersey has grown from 296,000 in 1988 to 
371,000 in 2018—a 25 percent increase overall (page 7). 

3. Private sector employment grew by 9 percent in New Jersey between 1998 
and 2018 (page 18), while private sector union membership fell by nearly 40 
percent, from 484,000 to 294,000 (page 7). 

4. But construction employment rose by 31 percent from 154,300 to 204,300 
(page 17) and construction union membership rose from 53,500 to 58,000. 

5. Manufacturing employment in New Jersey also fell by 40 percent between 
1998 and 2018 (page 18). But manufacturing union memberships fell by 90 
percent (page 9). 

6. Between 1988 and 2018, the number of federal employees in New Jersey fell 
25 percent (page 17) and the number of unionized federal employees by 47 
percent (page 8). 

7. Meanwhile, the number of unionized state and local government employees 
rose by 33 percent and 6 percent, respectively (page 8). 

DETAILED FINDINGS: 

1. There are 15 million union members in the United States, 665,000 in New 
Jersey (page 1). 

2. New Jersey ranks 6 out of the 50 states for “density” of union representation 
—the ratio of union members to the labor force—and 7 out of 50 for the 
number of union members (page 2). 

3. The size and density of the union movement in both the US and New Jersey 
have been declining for several years. But the decline in size has been much 
slower than the decline in density (pages 3 and 4). 

4. Why? Because while wage earners want unions and the public generally 
supports them, government policy no longer encourages their formation, and 
employers tenaciously resist worker efforts to secure union representation. 
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5. In state and local governments, where workers are freer to form unions with 
less interference, 50 to 60 percent of the workforce is unionized (page 5); and 
their number has been growing (pages 6 and 7). 

6. In the private sector, where employers can and do interfere with unionization 
efforts more often, less than 10 percent of the workforce is unionized and this 
proportion has been trending downwards for many years (page 5).  

7. Private sector unionization fell more rapidly than employment in declining 
industries and rose more slowly in expanding industries, as good union jobs in 
the private sector become increasingly scarce (pages 9 and 18). 

8. Unionization rates also vary with occupations. 56 percent of uniformed 
protective service employees, 49 percent of educators and 37 percent of 
construction workers are unionized (page 10).  

9. In comparison, only 7 percent of hospitality workers and 5 percent of private 
sector service workers are unionized (page 10). 

10. The population of the state is also changing. In 1988 75 percent of New 
Jerseyans identified as white. In 2018 only 56 percent do (page 11). 

11. In that period, both employment in New Jersey grew by 10 percent, though 
more rapidly for men than women, and non-whites than whites (pages 12 & 
13).  

12. Also, all the growth of non-white employment was in the private sector. Non-
white public sector employment actually decreased, despite the rapid growth. 
Of the non-white pollution in New Jersey (page 13). 

13. The white population of New Jersey is nonetheless more heavily represented 
in the workforce and the unions than the non-white population (page 14). 

14.  Between 1998 and 2018, the non-white share of the union movement fell 
slightly from 23 percent to 21 percent (page 15). 

15. Meanwhile, the share of women in unions rose from 44 percent to 46 percent 
(page 16). 

16. The best targets of opportunity for expanding worker voice in the New Jersey 
economy are the sizeable number of health practitioners and transportation 
workers, including material handlers at the proliferating distribution centers 
of the new “gig economy” (page 17). 
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US and NJ Union Density Today 
There are 15 million union members in the United States, 665,000 of 
them in New Jersey. These figures represent 10.7 percent and 15.7 
percent, respectively, of the entire US and NJ non-farm work force. This 
ratio of members to the workforce is known as “union density.” 

The pie chart below is a representation of the relative densities of the 
New Jersey and the US labor movements.  

We follow the convention of reporting union density as a proportion of 
all non-farm employees. But this understates the movement’s reach.  

Across the country, at least one-
third of the private sector and 
more than half of the public 
sector workforce is barred by 
law from union membership.* 
The relative size of those barred 
is shown on the left. 

This ineligibility is due to 
excluding private sector 
managers, supervisors and 
independent contractor from 
the National Labor Relations 
Act, and to various state and 
municipal exclusions in the 
public sector.  

In New Jersey, where there are 
no significant restrictions on public sector unionization, the share of 
excluded workers is most likely a bit smaller. 

Adjusted for eligibility, union density is closer to 16 percent, or one 
worker out of every seven, of the eligible workforce nationally and 
nearly 25 percent, or one worker out of every four, in New Jersey. 

* SOURCE: Dorothy Sue Cobble, “Making Postindustrial Unionism Possible,” in Restoring the Promise of American 
Labor Law, S. Friedman, et.al., eds. (Ithaca, NY: ILR Press, 1994), 290.  
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Top 10 States by Union Density and Membership  

Looking more closely at union density and membership by state, New 
Jersey ranks sixth among all the states in terms of density and seventh 
in terms of size. 

 

 
(These estimates were arrived at by different methods and are slightly lower.)  
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Trends in US and NJ Union Membership, 1988-2018 
The relative persistence of union membership is evident from the more 
recent data on union membership. We still see some decline. But 
compared to the loss of density due to continued employer resistance, 
the decline is modest.  

 
Between 1988 and 2018, US union density fell from just over 17 to just 
under 15 million. During the same period, union membership in New 
Jersey fell from about 825,000 in 1998 to about 665,000 in 2017. 

This decline is associated with the disappearance of good union jobs in 
manufacturing and other traditional centers of union strength, as well 
as the rapid growth of jobs in the non-unionized service sector. 

Employer resistance and government inaction have made it much more 
difficult for service sector workers in the private sector to secure union 
voice and protection. In the public sector, in contrast, where workers 
have not had to contend with entrenched employer opposition, union 
organizing efforts have been markedly more successful.  

       1988               1998                    2008                2018 
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Trends in US and NJ Union Density, 1988-2018 
The effect of employer opposition to union expansion is evident in the 
trends in union density, which show a steeper decline than those in 
union membership.  

The passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947, which set the legal 
precedent for so-called right-to-work laws and restricted many of the 
tactics that workers could use to organize, made it harder for the 
unions to expand and grow as the economy expanded and grew.   

 
Unions have mostly been able to hold onto the gains they made during 
the first half of the 20th century. But they have had a harder time 
securing the right to “actual liberty of contract” and a voice at work for 
service workers, especially in the private sector.  

As can be seen from the chart on the next page, in the public sector, 
where employers are less actively hostile to union representation, 50 
percent or more of the workforce is organized. But in the private 
sector, where employers are more actively hostile and the law is less 
favorable, expansion has been stalled.  
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New Jersey Union Density, by Sector, 1988-2018 
That employer opposition is the primary barrier to unionization is 
evident from the difference in union density between the public sector, 
where employees are afforded a freer choice to unionize, and the 
private sector, where they are not. 

 
Union density in the New Jersey public sector since 1988 is equivalent 
to the density achieved in the private sector in the 1940s and 50s, 
before employers succeeded in hobbling union organizing efforts. 

Until recently, these unions have also been both relatively stable and 
growing. There is no evidence that non-managerial employees would 
rather lose than keep their unions, where they have them, and plenty 
of evidence that they generally want to join them, where they do not. 

The recent Supreme Court decision in Janus v. AFSCME District 31, 
which held mandatory agency fees unconstitutional, may affect this 
equation. One thing to watch will be how much of an effect the 
decision actually has on union membership and public sector density.  
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US Union Membership, by Sector, 1988-2018 
Public employees were denied union representation and bargaining 
rights until the middle of the 20th century. But since then, they have 
become an increasingly important part of the union movement.  

 
 
Between 1988 and the present, while private sector membership 
declined nationally from 10.7 million to 7.6 million, public sector 
membership grew from 6.3 to 7.3 million.  

As a result, nearly half of all union members are now government 
employees, and a majority of them are women.* 

We look more closely at the profile of public sector workers and union 
members in New Jersey below.  
* For an excellent overview of the national scene, see Julia Wolfe and John Schmidt, “A profile of union workers in 

state and local government Key facts about the sector for followers of Janus v. AFSCME Council 31,” Economic 
Policy Institute, June 7, 2018. 

  

https://www.epi.org/publication/a-profile-of-union-workers-in-state-and-local-government-key-facts-about-the-sector-for-followers-of-janus-v-afscme-council-31/
https://www.epi.org/publication/a-profile-of-union-workers-in-state-and-local-government-key-facts-about-the-sector-for-followers-of-janus-v-afscme-council-31/
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NJ Union Membership, by Sector, 1988-2018 
Between 1988 and 2018, overall union membership in New Jersey fell 
from about 820,000 to 665,000.  But while private sector union 
membership fell by 43 percent during this 30-year period, public sector 
membership increased by 25 percent. Public sector unions now 
represent more than 50 percent of the New Jersey labor movement. 

 
One of the primary reasons unions are growing in the public sector is 
that employer hostility is a less prominent factor in the decision to form 
a union. Government workers in NJ have more freedom to unionize.  

But this freer choice is not universally enjoyed. The right to union 
representation and to collective bargaining in the public sector varies 
from state to state, with some encouraging them more than others.* 

The muted effect of free choice in the face of private employer 
opposition is starkly evident in the membership trends depicted on the 
last two pages. At least 50 percent of NJ public employees have been 
stably unionized since 1988. In the private sector, however, density has 
fallen from 18 percent to 8 percent today. 
*See Todd E. Vachon and Michael Wallace, “Public Sector Unionism,” Sociology of Work: An Encyclopedia, Vicki 

Smith, ed. (Los Angeles, CA: Sage, 2013), 917-921.    

50% 
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Change in NJ Public Sector Union Membership 
Public sector union membership in New Jersey grew from 296,000 in 
1988 to a peak of 408,000 in 2008, before austerity measures credited 
to recession caused a decline to its current total of 371,000. Still, a 25 
percent increase overall.  

Different levels of government and occupations were affected 
differently, however, as can be seen from the chart below. 

 
Between 1998 and 2018, federal union membership fell by 47 percent, 
while state and local union membership grew by 33 percent and 6 
percent, respectively. 

The bulk of these increases were in education and health care, which 
added 23,400 members at the state level and 19,400 members at the 
local level. 

The trends in private sector unionization present a different picture, 
however, as can be seen on the next page.   
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NJ Private Sector Union Membership, by Industry 
Between 1998 and 2018, private sector union membership in New 
Jersey fell by nearly 40 percent, from 484,000 to 294,000.  

Moreover, union membership generally fell faster than employment. In 
short, high-wage union jobs were vulnerable to the changing economy. 

This difference was especially evident in manufacturing, where 
employment fell by 34 percent, while union membership fell by 90 
percent. 

 

These shifts produced a 
smaller, slightly different 
profile for private sector 
unions. 

Personal Services = education, health, 
leisure, hospitality and other.  
Business Services = information, 
financial and professional services.  
Trade = wholesale, retail, utilities and 
transportation and utilities. 
Production = construction and 

manufacturing.  
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Which NJ Occupations are the Most Unionized? 
Another interesting angle on the state of the New Jersey union 
movement is afforded by data on the union density of different 
occupational categories. 

As can be seen from the chart below, some jobs are more heavily 
unionized than others. 

 
Note: The data include both private- and public-sector workers. 

There is also a clear pattern to this distribution. Non-managerial 
employees who enjoy greater autonomy, like teachers, construction 
workers and drivers, or are concerned with personal well-being, like the 
protective services and healthcare practitioners, are more heavily 
unionized than those with less autonomy or closer supervision.   
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Racial and Ethnic Distribution of New Jersey Population, 
1988-2017 

The population of New Jersey is also changing.  

Thirty years ago, three-quarters of the state’s residents identified 
themselves as non-Hispanic whites. Today, the proportion who do so is 
barely more than half.  

Over the same 30 years, the proportion who identify themselves as 
Black has stayed at 15 percent, while those identifying as Hispanic has 
doubled from 8 percent to 16 percent, and those identifying as Asian 
has risen from 3 percent to 10 percent.  

Also, a small number (3 percent) fit none of these categories. 

 

The changing racial and ethnic makeup of the population is also 
reflected in the employment and union density figures we have been 
exploring, as can be seen on the next page.  
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Change in New Jersey Employment, 1998-2018 
By Race and Private Industry Group 

The change in private and public sector employment by race is shown 
below. Public sector employment expanded the most for whites, 
private sector for non-whites. In other words, public sector cutbacks 
affected non-whites more than whites. 

 
The private sector gain for non-whites was in service jobs, a few in 
better paying business services, most in lower-wage personal services.  
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Change in New Jersey Employment, 1998-2018 
By Gender and Private Industry Group 

The change in private and public sector employment by gender is 
shown below. Both men and women saw employment gains, but men 
more than women. 

 
In the private sector, the industry composition of the workforce 
changed more for men than it did for women. 
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Racial and Ethnic Distribution of New Jersey Workforce 
and Union Membership in 2017 

The share of different racial and ethnic groups in the workforce roughly 
mirrors their share in the population. But there are striking differences 
between the composition of the workforce and union membership. 

The outer ring of the graph below represents the share of different 
groups in the New Jersey workforce. The inner ring represents their 
share in the state’s estimated number of union members. 

 

Black workers are significantly more likely and white workers slightly 
more likely to belong to unions than other groups, while Asian workers 
are much less likely, and Hispanics slightly less likely, to do so. 

The balance shifts when we look at the population share of different 
groups as presented on the previous page and compare it to their share 
of the workforce in the outer ring here. Whites are a larger share of the 
workforce than they are of the population (56 percent), while blacks (at 
11 percent and 15 percent, respectively), are a smaller share, reflecting 
the higher rates of unemployment in black communities.  
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NJ Union Membership by Sector and Race 
There were also significant changes in the distribution of union 
membership between 1998 and 2018. White public sector union 
membership grew by 12 percent, even as membership fell for whites in 
the private sector and for non-whites in both sectors.  
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NJ Union Membership by Sector and Gender 
There were also significant differences between men and women with 
respect to union membership. From 1998 to 2018, private sector 
membership dropped 40 percent among men and 37 percent among 
women, while public sector membership grew 11 percent among men 
but only 1 percent among women.  

 

As a result of these shifts, even though men are still a small majority of 
all NJ unionists (54 percent), a majority of New Jersey union members 
(56 percent) are public employees and the modal or most common 
member of the movement is a female public servant.  
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The Occupational Distribution of Employment and 
Unionization in New Jersey 

Here is a final look at the distribution of union jobs in New Jersey, 
which includes information about the relative size of each occupational 
category. 

The categories themselves are listed below, with the estimated density 
of union representation in the category. The largest occupations, in 
management, office, and sales have the lowest unionization rates. 
These occupations also have a large proportion of job classifications 
that are ineligible for unionization.   

 
1. Management (5.4 %) 
2. Office/Admin. (12.8 %) 
3. Sales (5.7 %) 
4. Education (49 %) 
5. Business/Finance (4.5 %) 
6. Health Practitioners 19.1 %) 
7. Transportation (19.4 %) 
8. Computer/Math (1%) 

  9. Food (6.8 %) 
10. Production (15.5 %) 
11. Construction (37.2 %) 
12. Building/Grounds (23.1 %) 
13. Personal Services (4.7 %) 
14. Install/Maintenance (27.7 %) 
15. Protective Services (56.2 %) 
16. Health Support (8.1) 

 
The best targets of opportunity for expanding worker voice in the New 
Jersey economy are obviously health practitioners (6) and 
transportation workers (7), which include material handlers at a 
growing number of distribution centers. 
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DATA APPENDIX 
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