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The Public Sector Union Puzzle

Organized labor in the United States has a complicated his-
tory of rise and decline. At its peak following World War II, 
over a third of nonagricultural workers belonged to a labor 

union (Rosenfeld 2014). Unions had political and economic strength 
to combat corporate interests, which contributed to the rise of the 
middle class in the 1940s and 1950s. However, a series of economic 
changes and public policies chipped away at the strength of labor. 
One policy, the Labor Management Relations Act of 1947 (Taft-
Hartley Act), opened the door for states to adopt right-to-work laws, 
which allow workers to opt out of paying union dues while still being 
covered by the collective bargaining agreement. By the 1970s, private 
sector union membership had declined to below one fourth of all 
workers (Rosenfeld 2014). While private sector union membership 
was in decline, public policies helped spark a rise in public sector 
union membership. Executive Order 10988, signed by President John 
F. Kennedy in 1962, granted collective bargaining rights to federal
employees. Around the same time, states passed duty-to-bargain
policies that granted collective bargaining rights to public employees.

After a sharp rise in the 1970s, public sector union member-
ship leveled out at a little over a third, while union membership has 
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 declined to under 7 percent in the private sector (U.S. Department of 
Labor 2016). Much of the decline in private sector union membership 
is due to growth in nonunion workplaces, caused by the structure 
of the economy. Employment shifted away from areas where unions 
have been strong, such as manufacturing, and globalization certainly 
played a role in that shift (Farber and Western 2001). Public sector 
unions have been shielded from some of the economic changes that 
have hurt unions in the private sector. Public employers—that is, 
state and local governments—cannot relocate to avoid labor costs. 
As a result of this economic advantage and favorable public policy, 
public sector unions in many states have maintained their union 
membership.

Collective bargaining is defined as “a mechanism by which orga-
nized groups of workers and their employers resolve conflicting in-
terests and pursue agreement over common interests” (Katz, Kochan, 
and Colvin 2017, 438). The process of collective bargaining requires 
the establishment of a negotiation team. Management and labor then 
need to analyze their experience under the expiring contract, if there 
is one. They compare their wages and benefits to those of similar 
workers in other jurisdictions and analyze any recent legal develop-
ments that may be relevant to the contract. Both sides then prioritize 
their demands, prepare their justifications for those demands, and 
make formal presentations of their proposals. Management and labor 
must then agree on what will be discussed first and schedule times to 
conduct negotiations. Once negotiations are complete and an agree-
ment has been reached, a final agreement is drafted and signed by 
representatives on each side. Finally, the union membership votes on 
the final agreement, as does the appropriate legislative body on the 
management side (Kearney and Mareschal 2014).

Wisconsin became the first state to extend collective bargaining 
rights to the public sector in 1959 (Valetta and Freeman 1988). Other 
states followed by adopting their own duty-to-bargain policies, which 
establish the obligation of employers and labor unions to bargain in 
good faith (National Labor Relations Board, n.d.a). By the mid-1980s 
nearly half of the states had duty-to-bargain policies for at least some 
public employees (Farber 1988). Although activity in this policy area 
slowed down for decades, there has been some state activity in re-
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cent years. In 2012, Missouri extended collective bargaining rights 
that require employers to meet in good faith and bargain with the 
intention of reaching an agreement when the state supreme court 
ruled in favor of the American Federation of Teachers in the case 
American Federation of Teachers v. Richard Ledbetter. In 2019, Ne-
vada extended collective bargaining rights to state employees over 
four decades after other public employees in the state obtained their 
rights (Dornan 2019).

Despite union membership in the public sector leveling off, public 
sector unions became the focus of major political battles in recent 
years. State legislatures turned their focus to limiting collective bar-
gaining rights following the Great Recession of 2007–2009, a time 
when states were experiencing declining revenue and sought ways 
to address costs. The increasing influence of the State Policy Net-
work and the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), both 
forces for conservative policy solutions in state legislatures, helped 
disperse policy proposals unfavorable to public sector labor unions. 
As the power of labor unions in the private sector has declined, the 
wages and benefits of public employees have looked better and better 
from the outside. The ability of public employees to maintain reason-
able wages, good benefits, and some level of job security, even as they 
made concessions at the bargaining table, made them a target for 
politicians during a recession.

Politicians in states that had a history of being labor union 
friendly even began targeting public sector labor unions. New Jersey, 
Wisconsin, Ohio, New York, Illinois, and California have all expe-
rienced conflict between public sector labor and public officials. In 
some states, such as New Jersey and California, state officials fought 
with unions over concessions they argued were necessary to balance 
the budget. Other states, such as Wisconsin and Ohio, went beyond 
negotiating concessions to passing legislation that eliminated collec-
tive bargaining rights for public employees entirely. In Wisconsin, 
this spurred protest and a recall attempt from labor unions and their 
allies. In Ohio, labor and their allies successfully placed the policy 
up for referendum and defeated it overwhelmingly (DiSalvo 2015).

It is unclear why states granted public employees collective bar-
gaining rights and why some states decided to take them away. The 
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simple answer is political partisanship. Democratic state legislatures 
and governors grant collective bargaining rights to public  employees 
because they are political allies, and Republican state legislatures and 
governors take them away because they are political opponents. This 
is not actually the case. For example, when Wisconsin granted col-
lective bargaining rights to public employees in 1959, the state had 
a Democratic governor and a majority in the state assembly, but the 
state senate had a 20-to-12 majority in favor of the Republican Party 
(DiSalvo 2015). Recent statewide efforts to weaken public sector 
unions have not been completely partisan either. Undoubtedly, Re-
publican governors and Republican-controlled legislatures have been 
the most aggressive in stripping away the bargaining rights of pub-
lic employees. Nonetheless, Governor Jerry Brown of California and 
Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York, both Democrats, have fought 
with public sector unions over wages and concessions (DiSalvo 2015). 
Democratic governor of Massachusetts Deval Patrick supported leg-
islation that limited the rights of public employees to bargain over 
health care (Levenson 2011).

Efforts to remove public sector collective bargaining rights have 
been the subject of political debate, none of which makes it clearer 
why states are stripping rights from public employees. For example, 
opponents of Ohio Senate Bill 5 (SB5) in 2011 made strong claims 
that the bill was simply an attack on political opponents. Ohio state 
representative Matt Szollosi said that the purpose of SB5 was “to 
weaken traditional political adversaries of Governor Kasich and 
the Republican majority, particularly in the House” (Troy 2011). A 
spokesperson for Governor John Kasich disagreed, stating, “This 
has nothing to do with politics. This has everything to do with sav-
ing our cities and allowing them to manage their costs amid shrink-
ing resources” (Troy 2011). Scholars are also divided on the deter-
mining factors in state adoption of collective bargaining policies. 
There is some evidence that policies curbing the rights of public 
sector workers are politically motivated (Freeman and Han 2012). 
Other evidence suggests that public sector unions lead to bloated 
spending on public services and politicians’ efforts to limit union 
power are financial (DiSalvo 2015). Ultimately, it is unclear if states 
adopt policies that affect public sector collective bargaining rights 
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because of internal economic conditions, because of internal or ex-
ternal pressures from interest groups, to remain competitive, or for 
strictly political reasons.

Aim of the Book

This book answers the following questions: How do public employees 
win and lose their collective bargaining rights? How can public sec-
tor labor unions protect their collective bargaining rights? Analyzing 
large periods of time and placing politics in larger context can help 
avoid the pitfalls of looking at only snapshots to draw conclusions in 
social science (Pierson 2004). This research avoids the pitfalls by us-
ing over five decades of state-level data and two in-depth case studies 
to answer these questions. This book provides an expansive analysis 
unlike previous studies and provides a road map for where public 
sector labor unions are headed following a wave of state-level collec-
tive bargaining restrictions and an unfavorable ruling in the Supreme 
Court case Janus v. AFSCME (2018).

The analysis of the expansion of rights into the public sector ac-
counts for a greater time frame than previous research (Hunt, White, 
and Moore 1985; Farber 1988; Miller and Canak 1988; Zax and Ich-
niowski 1990) and a greater number of states than more recent re-
search (Anzia and Moe 2016). Though much of the legislation ex-
panding collective bargaining rights was enacted in the 1960s and 
1970s, states have expanded rights in recent decades. Building on the 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) Public Sector Col-
lective Bargaining Law Data Set, originally constructed by Robert G. 
Valetta and Richard B. Freeman and later extended through 1996 by 
Kim S. Reuben, this analysis covers collective bargaining expansions 
through 2013. The analysis from 1960 through 2013 represents the 
most comprehensive analysis of the expansion of collective bargain-
ing rights into the public sector to date.

Not only does this research cover more years of expansion than 
other studies, but much of the work in this area focuses solely on 
teachers (Hartney and Flavin 2011; Flavin and Hartney 2015; Fin-
ger 2018; Paglayan 2019). The analysis presented in this book cov-
ers the expansion of collective bargaining rights for police officers, 
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 firefighters, teachers, and other state and local employees. The result 
is that conclusions can be drawn from this research for all public 
employees rather than those working in a specific profession.

The work in this book is unique in its approach because it ana-
lyzes both the expansion and the restriction of rights using the same 
data set. Previous studies on public sector collective bargaining ana-
lyze either the expansion (e.g., Miller and Canak 1988) or the restric-
tion (e.g., Hertel-Fernandez 2014). This study accounts for the same 
factors (e.g., partisanship, union strength, previous labor policies) in 
the analysis of the expansion and in the analysis of the restriction of 
collective bargaining rights, allowing for comparisons that cannot be 
found in other studies.

This book does not just rely on decades of statistical data to ex-
plain the expansion and restriction of rights, though; it also provides 
evidence from two in-depth case studies demonstrating how labor 
can defend itself against unfavorable state legislation. These case 
studies, Ohio Senate Bill 5 and Wisconsin Act 10, analyze the strate-
gies and policy narratives used by pro-labor groups and anti-labor 
groups. Though accounts have been written about each case (e.g., 
McNay 2013; Stein and Marley 2013) and Wisconsin Act 10 has been 
the subject of influential case study research (e.g., Cramer 2016), the 
work presented in this book is unique in that it allows comparisons 
between the strategies of one successful labor coalition and one un-
successful labor coalition. The data used for the case studies includes 
over four hundred newspaper accounts from the largest newspapers 
in each state and interviews with a combined forty-nine key stake-
holders.

This book presents a comprehensive quantitative analysis of the 
economic, political, and cultural factors that led some states to adopt 
policies that reduced the obstacles to unionization and led other 
states to adopt policies that increased the difficulty of forming and 
maintaining a labor union. It examines how policy entrepreneurs 
and stakeholders in Ohio and Wisconsin strategically constructed a 
narrative in order to shape the public’s understanding of the public 
employee labor issue.

The findings of this book illuminate several important things 
about the politics of labor expansion and restriction. First, partisan-
ship plays a different role in the expansion of public sector collective 
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bargaining rights than it does in the restrictions. In the expansion 
of rights, Republican and Democratic legislatures voted in favor of 
pro-labor reforms. Republican legislators had incentives to support 
the expansion of rights through pressure from more liberal constitu-
ents or through the inclusion of strict strike provisions in collective 
bargaining bills that were thought to help create labor peace in a time 
of rampant public employee strikes. Unlike the expansion of rights, 
the restrictions adopted by state legislatures following the Great Re-
cession were not bipartisan and were supported overwhelmingly by 
Republicans and opposed overwhelmingly by Democrats. Scholars 
have credited this shift to the rise of the State Policy Network and 
ALEC, and there is evidence of ALEC’s strong influence over some 
labor union reforms (Hertel-Fernandez 2014). However, the quan-
titative analysis in this book does not show that states that would 
be more likely to use model bills, those with less professionalized 
legislatures, are any more likely to restrict labor union rights than 
those with more professionalized legislatures. Additionally, the case 
studies demonstrate that the influence of ALEC in restricting public 
sector unions is far more complicated than often presented by their 
Democratic adversaries.

Second, the analysis in this book supports previous research that 
shows that labor unions are better at defeating reforms that pose a 
threat to them than they are at achieving favorable policies (Moe 
2011; Hartney and Flavin 2011). The strength of labor unions in the 
state did not lead to the rapid expansion of collective bargaining 
rights, but instead public employee labor unions became an influ-
ential political group once public policy allowed them to unionize 
and mobilize effectively. Organized labor’s ability to mobilize in Ohio 
and Wisconsin demonstrates an ability to rile up its supporters that it 
cannot achieve when it comes to support for favorable policy.

Though the differences in winning and losing rights are impor-
tant, so are the similarities. The third key finding from this research 
shows how the process of expansion is similar to that of the process of 
restriction. States that expanded rights into the public sector were less 
fiscally healthy than their counterparts, as were states that chose to 
restrict rights. This provides strong evidence contrary to the claims of 
scholars that public employee labor unions cause state and local debt. 
Previous research that shows a relationship between  public  employee 
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labor unions and the cost of government (e.g., DiSalvo 2015) do not 
analyze the complete picture. The evidence here shows that the states 
that chose to expand collective bargaining rights into the public sec-
tor were already less fiscally healthy than other states prior to the 
extension of rights. Importantly, this does not mean that public sec-
tor labor unions do not drive up wages. This research does not speak 
to the labor union impact on wages. Instead it simply indicates that 
states have other costs and other reasons for declining revenue, and 
that collective bargaining rights are not the cause of state debt. This 
finding firmly undermines a key justification made by legislators in 
recent years for curbing public employee rights.

Finally, this book not only explains how public employees win 
and lose their collective bargaining rights. It also suggests what the 
path forward is for public sector labor unions following state-level 
restrictions and the loss of the automatic deduction of agency fees. 
Much of the expansion of collective bargaining rights took place 
decades ago. Though some expansion has occurred in recent years, 
the trend has been for states to restrict rights. The case studies focus 
on attempts to restrict rights that took place recently enough for 
the legislators, activists, and journalists involved to be available to 
discuss the events. Public sector unions have the most success in 
obtaining favorable policies and defeating unfavorable ones when 
they have unified support and a bipartisan coalition. The quantita-
tive analysis in this book shows that rights were extended into the 
public sector through bipartisan legislation, but restrictions have 
been driven by Republican legislatures. Also, the case studies dem-
onstrate the importance of a unified coalition. In Wisconsin, the 
political loyalties of the public sector unions were divided, and fire-
fighters and police officers helped Governor Scott Walker win his 
recall election. In Ohio, the labor unions remained unified, which 
contributed to their successful effort to defeat collective bargaining 
restrictions. The bipartisan and unified coalition necessary to pro-
tect labor rights can be achieved in two ways. First, labor unions can 
work to maintain a labor-liberal coalition with the political power to 
force Republican policy makers to pay attention to their public pol-
icy wishes. Second, labor unions can work to build a coalition that 
includes Republicans, starting with courting Republicans in their 
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own membership and finding sympathetic Republicans in state leg-
islatures to lend their support.

Previous Labor Research

The scholarly work on labor focuses on several areas that are relevant 
to state policy activity on public sector collective bargaining. Much 
of the literature focuses on right-to-work law, its causes, and its con-
sequences. Other scholars have written about the expansion of labor 
rights to the public sector, but this body of literature is quite dated. 
Some have written about the recent restrictions states have made, and 
many scholars have focused their work specifically on teachers. Each 
of these areas within labor research is important for placing this work 
among other labor scholars.

Right to Work

Much of the research on labor restrictions analyzes right-to-work 
policies. There are two general explanations for the adoption of right-
to-work laws. First, states adopt such policies to try to make the busi-
ness environment more attractive for new industry (Palomba and 
Palomba 1971). Second, existing industry employers support right-
to-work policy as a way to stop the growth of unionization (Moore, 
Newman, and Thomas 1974; Moore 1998). Additionally, states are 
more likely to adopt right-to-work policies when there is small busi-
ness dominance, racial division, and division in organized labor (Ja-
cobs and Dixon 2006).

Other scholars focus their efforts on the impact that right-to-work 
law has on the power of labor unions. Scholars have linked right-to-
work policies with decreases in unionization (Lumsden and Peterson 
1975; Ellwood and Fine 1987; Ichniowski and Zax 1991; Hogler, Shul-
man, and Weiler 2004b; Eren and Ozbeklik 2015). This lower union-
ization has a negative impact on social capital and raises the level of 
conflict in the workplace (Hogler 2015). A full understanding of the 
decline of labor unions is important because the decline is linked to 
increased inequality and poverty in the United States (Moller et al. 
2003; Western and Rosenfeld 2011).
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Labor Rights Expansion

The literature on the expansion of rights into the public sector is 
dated, with much of it having been written in the 1980s. Some of this 
work provides a description of state changes in public sector union-
ization (Edwards 1973; Farber 1988). Building on descriptive work, 
Janet Hunt and her coworkers (1985) proposed that lawmakers are 
inclined to respond to political coalitions rather than independently 
promote unionization as a way to improve wages and output from 
public agencies. Further, Berkeley Miller and William Canak (1988) 
conclude that states with incumbent Democrats are more likely to 
expand collective bargaining rights into the public sector, especially 
among states outside the South. There is also evidence that this ex-
pansion of rights leads to increased unionization among public em-
ployees (Zax and Ichniowski 1990).

More recently, some scholars have revisited the expansion of rights. 
Sarah Anzia and Terry Moe (2016) argue that Republican representa-
tives in state legislatures had an incentive to support the expansion 
of rights into the public sector throughout the 1960s and 1970s. They 
faced less pressure from business groups because the rights were being 
granted to public employees, so the politics were different from the 
typical business opposition to right-to-work policies. Also, Republi-
can legislators had more incentive to support the expansion of rights 
if they were from moderate districts. Agustina Paglayan (2019) adds 
that Republicans supported the expansion of rights to the public sec-
tor because of strict strike penalties that were thought to help create 
labor peace in exchange for collective bargaining rights.

Effects of Public Sector Unions

The growth of labor unions in the public sector has led to a number 
of economic and political outcomes. A body of research links pub-
lic employee unions with greater state and local spending and debt 
(Freeman and Ichniowski 1988; Anzia and Moe 2015; DiSalvo 2015). 
Daniel DiSalvo (2015) makes a strong case that public employee 
unions lead to inefficient government, which ultimately harms the 
public, who end up paying for the bloated costs of public services. 
Additionally, there is evidence that public sector unions drive up the 
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cost of healthcare benefits for retired public employees (DiSalvo and 
Kucik 2018). Anzia and Moe (2015) find that public employee unions 
increase wages, health benefits, employment levels, and pension lia-
bilities. Further, Anzia and Moe (2019) find that public sector unions 
weaken public pension systems. The expansion of collective bargain-
ing rights to the public sector also increases wages among firefighters 
and police but has little impact on teacher wages (Frandsen 2016).

Teacher Unions

Research on public sector unions often focuses on teachers (Saltzman 
1985; Hartney and Flavin 2011; Moe 2011; Flavin and Hartney 2015; 
Shelton 2017; Finger 2018; Paglayan 2019). Jon Shelton (2017) docu-
ments the teacher strikes that helped usher in collective bargaining 
rights for teachers across the United States. As teachers gained collec-
tive bargaining rights they became more politically mobilized (Flavin 
and Hartney 2015). Their political power through their labor rights 
allows them to effectively halt education reforms that are unfavorable 
to them (Moe 2011; Hartney and Flavin 2011; Finger 2018).

Public Sector Labor Restrictions

There is a growing body of research on public sector labor restrictions 
(Artz 2012; Dau-Schmidt and Lin 2012; Hurd and Lee 2014; Hertel-
Fernandez 2014, 2018). Some scholars argue that the wave of restric-
tions in the early 2010s are the product of the rise of the Tea Party and 
the Great Recession (Artz 2012; Dau-Schmidt and Lin 2012). Alexan-
der Hertel-Fernandez (2014) instead focuses on the role of ALEC and 
model bills that spread throughout state legislatures. The increased 
influence of conservative activists and groups like ALEC has led to 
public policy that is part of a larger national political agenda rather 
than the needs of local voters, including policies that restrict collec-
tive bargaining in the public sector (Hertel-Fernandez 2019).

Overview of the Book

Chapter 2 provides important public policy context related to the ex-
pansion of rights into the public sector and discusses the  differences 
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between public sector and private sector labor unions. This chapter 
covers several policies that applied to the private sector but were in-
fluential in shaping the state policies that shape public sector union-
ism. These policies include the National Labor Relations Act of 1935, 
the Labor Management Relations Act of 1947 (Taft-Hartley Act), and 
state right-to-work laws. Each of these important policies created 
the framework in which states would extend collective bargaining 
rights to their public employees. In addition to providing this con-
text, Chapter 2 discusses how public sector labor unions are different 
from private sector unions in important ways that make analyzing 
them separately appropriate.

Chapter 3 discusses the expansion of rights into the public sec-
tor beginning with the state of Wisconsin in 1959. It describes how 
states adopted multiple approaches to extending rights. While some 
states passed comprehensive policies that covered all public employ-
ees (e.g., Ohio), other states chose to extend rights to specific profes-
sions (e.g., Illinois). This resulted in the unequal treatment of public 
employees. In some states, police officers and firefighters have the 
right to bargain, but teachers do not. Further, some states chose to 
outlaw public sector collective bargaining altogether (e.g., North 
Carolina). This chapter describes the expansion of duty-to-bargain 
policies throughout the states and presents the findings of several 
event history analyses that explain the conditions under which states 
expand rights. It describes how states emulated each other in extend-
ing rights to the public sector. The core argument of this chapter is 
that Republicans and Democrats supported the expansion of rights, 
especially in states with liberal citizens. A strong labor-liberal coali-
tion successfully pressured Republicans into supporting collective 
bargaining rights in the public sector. However, Republican policy 
makers also had an incentive to grant rights in order to address labor 
unrest and public employee strikes because the legislation that ex-
tended rights also often included strict penalties for striking.

While Chapter 3 discusses a period of expansion, mostly through-
out the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, Chapter 4 discusses the period of 
restriction following the Great Recession. This chapter describes the 
various policies adopted by states that restricted collective bargaining 
rights and weakened public sector labor unions. Some states passed 
comprehensive reforms that drastically changed how public em-
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ployee unions operate (e.g., Ohio and Wisconsin), while other states 
adopted policies that focused on specific labor issues like strikes and 
disputes, dues and agency fees, and contract negotiations. Some states 
adopted restrictions for all public employees (e.g., Oklahoma), while 
other states focused on specific professions (e.g., Tennessee). Chap-
ter 4 provides the results of logistic regression analysis of restrictions 
adopted from 2011 through 2014, a period of increased activity in 
this policy area in state legislatures. It describes the restrictions and 
the arguments used by policy makers to adopt the restrictions. This 
chapter also discusses the role of ALEC in the spread of public em-
ployee labor restrictions throughout the states. The core argument 
of Chapter 4 is that, unlike the expansion of rights, Republican state 
legislatures have been the driving force of recent restrictions.

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 describe the expansion and restriction 
of rights throughout the states, focusing on the big-picture trend in 
the public sector. Chapter 5 focuses on the stories of two high-profile 
cases: Ohio Senate Bill 5 (SB5) and Wisconsin Act 10 (Act 10). The 
stories of these two cases are based on interviews with key stake-
holders, and the analysis of newspaper accounts provides important 
context that is lost in large-sample analyses. In 2011, Republican leg-
islatures in Ohio and Wisconsin proposed drastic changes to collec-
tive bargaining. In Wisconsin, fourteen state senators fled the state to 
stall the legislative process, and thousands of protesters demonstrated 
outside the state capitol. Some protesters even slept inside the state 
house for weeks. Despite major demonstrations and backlash from 
public employees, the state legislature was able to use a parliamentary 
maneuver to adopt Act 10. The controversial legislation sparked the 
recall campaign of Governor Scott Walker, which he survived. In this 
chapter, the story of Act 10 is told from the perspective of several state 
senators who fled the state to stall a vote, state representatives, labor 
activists who slept in the capitol for weeks, and journalists who cov-
ered the events surrounding Act 10. In Ohio, SB5 was met with simi-
lar backlash. Labor unions and allies quickly organized to defeat the 
bill. It was signed by Governor John Kasich despite protest. However, 
unlike Wisconsin, Ohio was able to place the law up for referendum. 
Labor unions and their allies collected enough signatures to place 
SB5 up for referendum, and voters overwhelming rejected the collec-
tive bargaining reforms. This chapter tells the story of SB5 from the 
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perspective of state legislators, labor activists, and journalists. These 
stories are important because they show how labor unions failed to 
protect their rights in one state (Wisconsin) and succeeded in an-
other (Ohio). It highlights the key important differences between the 
reforms, including that Wisconsin exempted firefighters and police 
from the restrictions while Ohio did not. Chapter 5 demonstrates 
how Ohio labor unions were able to maintain a unified coalition to 
defeat SB5, while fragmentation of the coalition in Wisconsin ulti-
mately led to labor union defeat.

While Chapter 5 describes the order of events in Ohio and Wis-
consin from the perspective of key stakeholders and through news-
paper accounts, Chapter 6 analyzes the narrative strategies used by 
the proponents and opponents of reforms. This chapter examines 
the arguments made by opponents and proponents. It describes the 
heroes, villains, victims, and policy solutions used strategically in 
the narratives of each side. Proponents in both states used economic 
arguments to advance SB5 and Act 10 while painting public employ-
ees as greedy villains. In Ohio, labor unions were able to define the 
problem in terms of public safety because SB5 restricted the rights of 
police officers and firefighters. They argued that SB5 was detrimen-
tal to the health of the middle class. Labor unions and their allies 
in Ohio formed a strategic narrative that allowed them to build a 
coalition that included Democrats and Republicans. Public employee 
unions in the state remained cohesive and were able to defeat SB5. In 
Wisconsin, labor unions defined the policy problem in terms of fair-
ness and rights. They were unable to use safety to justify the defeat 
of Act 10 because police and firefighters were exempted from the 
legislation. The exclusion of labor unions with Republican support 
and the stall tactics from Democratic state senators made Act 10 a 
more partisan debate than SB5. Ultimately, a fractured coalition led 
to the defeat of labor in Wisconsin. Chapter 6 provides the empiri-
cal results of a narrative analysis of both cases. This chapter shows 
how labor unions can succeed in protecting their rights by forming 
a bipartisan coalition.

Chapter 7 provides a summary of the findings of this research 
and a path forward for public sector labor unions to win and defend 
their rights. This chapter highlights the key differences in the role of 
partisanship in the expansion and restriction of rights. It also dis-
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cusses the implications of expansion and restriction related to the 
fiscal health of the state. It discusses the implications of the find-
ings in the context of recent public schoolteacher strikes in states 
without collective bargaining. This chapter also discusses the impli-
cations following the Supreme Court decision in Janus v. AFSCME 
(2018) and the state legislation that has been adopted in response to 
the Supreme Court decision. For example, some states have adopted 
policies that make it easer for labor union organizers to meet with 
workers while also making it harder for outside anti-union groups 
to contact employees. Other states have adopted legislation allowing 
labor unions to charge for services, such as representation in griev-
ance procedures, performed for employees who are not members of 
the union. In addition to summarizing the findings and placing them 
in context with recent events in public employee labor relations, this 
chapter argues that public employee labor unions have two paths for-
ward for obtaining and protecting their rights. Either labor unions 
need to build a labor-liberal coalition powerful enough to pressure 
Republican policy makers into bending to their political will, or they 
need to build a coalition that includes Republican policy makers and 
Republican voters.




