
Geoff Wodtke: Hello and welcome to the inequality podcast. I'm Geoff Wodtke. Today we're 

joined by Tom VanHeuvelen, Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Minnesota. 

Tom's broadly interested in poverty and inequality and his work touches on a number of different 

topics within these areas, but a consistent theme is the link between unions, labor market policy, 

and different types of inequality in the US. His research on these topics has appeared in the 

American Journal of Sociology, American Sociological Review, and social forces among a 

variety of other outlets. What Tom studies, I think, is pretty central to understanding 

contemporary patterns of inequality in the US. Tom, it's a real pleasure to have you on the 

podcast. Thanks for joining us.  

Tom VanHeuvelen: Yeah, thank you so much for the opportunity, Geoff. I'm looking forward to 

this.  

Wodtke: I want to talk about unions, right to work laws, and their impact on inequality in the 

US. A long line of research and sociology and economics suggests that union decline has played 

a pretty major role in rising wage inequality since the late 70s, early 1980s. I was wondering if 

you can talk us through what are the main mechanisms connecting union decline to greater 

inequality?  

VanHeuvelen: One of the main things that unions do is that they provide a form of collective 

power and representation for workers who might otherwise be less powerful, marginal. If you're 

a worker and you are asking for raise, more support, more security, you're really going out on a 

limb if you show up to your employer on your own. The idea about what unions do is that they 

provide some collective oomph behind those kinds of requests so that they are more likely to get 

the boost to wages that you're asking for, that you are less likely to be fired or punished if you 

raise these kinds of concerns, raise these kinds of asks. Then in the sociological, the economic, 

the labor economic literature, there's a pretty consistent empirical pattern. Unionized workers 

have less inequality among themselves than non-unionized workers. States and local labor 

markets that have denser union membership tend to have lower levels of inequality. Unions are 

consequential for higher wage attainment among folks in the middle and the lower end of the 

earnings distribution, which tends to raise up wages and earnings in places where inequality 

reduction is quite consequential. The thing about unions as well is that the effects aren't just 

concentrated among union members themselves. These kinds of benefits of inequality reduction, 

higher wages among the lower and the middle and the earnings distribution, these are felt among 

workers who aren't unionized themselves.  

Wodtke: Getting at effects of unions on non-union workers, I mean, I think it's pretty easy to 

imagine how unions affect their own members, right? Like they bargain collectively and like you 

said, that gives them greater power. They're able to negotiate for higher wages as a whole and a 

more consistent, maybe compressed wage structure. Connecting the impact of unions to workers 

not covered by those contracts is a few steps removed. I can think of a few things. There's union 

threat. Then there's something else you've written a little bit about, which is unions, sort of 



political, economic impact, cultural impact, how they cultivate like a moral economy. How 

exactly are unions impacting non-union members or entire labor markets as opposed to just say 

their members?  

VanHeuvelen: To start out, the empirical patterns. Folks have looked at this question of what 

unions do for non-union workers, wages and non-union workers inequality. Folks have looked at 

these kind of spillover effects on a number of different dimensions and found these spillovers to 

occur inside of industries, inside of sort of regions and states, inside of occupations as well, and 

have consistently found these kinds of spillovers. It happens in a couple of different ways. There 

is one mechanism that you could think of and call a threat, right? So if an employer is not terribly 

interested in their workplace becoming unionized, well, they might try to stave off any 

organizing drive in their workplace by preemptively raising wages. If you're surrounded or you're 

in the same local labor market as a bunch of plants that are unionized, if you are at a hospital and 

your nurses aren't unionized, but then other hospitals in the area have unionized nurses, you 

might preemptively act. That's one mechanism. And then that other mechanism that you 

mentioned is described as the moral economy. The giant in sociology who really paved the path 

for folks to study this mechanism is Jake Rosenfeld. He's just done such extraordinary empirical 

and theoretical work in this area.  

Wodkte: A former podcast guest.  

VanHeuvelen: It was a great podcast. And Jake, his argument, and I think that it holds up pretty 

well, is that unions, it's not just a rationalist threat, right? But unions do a bunch of broad work to 

cultivate ideas and notions of justice and fairness and equality, like unions put out magazines that 

focus on the, that focus on workers and issues of fairness and justice. Unions go out and do a lot 

of talk. They build community. They build culture that is organized around this idea of getting 

paid with your worth, getting paid a fair wage, that you as a typical worker sort of deserve more.  

Wodkte: Is the boss making too much?  

VanHeuvelen: Yeah, exactly. Things like that. And even if you look back at early classical 

literature, like the classic book Richard Freeman's, what do unions do? He talked about sort of 

like this cultural dimension too, that unions sort of shift attention and focus from the marginal 

worker who may be able to get more based on their labor market position, their human capital to 

the typical worker, right? And so that broader cultural work is something that, you know, that 

unions do to sort of like boost wages, keep wages more equal.  

Wodkte: So I mean, we've been talking about wages, I think quite reasonably, because that is 

often the focus in research on the effects of unions. But I mean, you've also kind of pushed 

research on unions and their impacts and kind of interesting new directions, like looking at, you 

know, non-pecuniary outcomes like health, you know, the incidence of working poverty and so 

forth. I mean, can you tell us a little bit about some of the work you've done on, on union effects 



on those other outcomes, or also you've looked at like long-term impacts of union membership as 

opposed to like, you know, acute impacts at a particular like, you know, single year earnings. 

VanHeuvelen: So some of my research, you know, with some collaborators like Xiaowen Han, 

Jeylan Mortimer, Zach Parolin, you know, we used a data set where we could track individuals 

over the entire span of their careers. And we counted up sort of the frequency that individuals 

were members of unions. And then we looked at older adulthood, the older adulthood years, and 

asked a couple of questions, you know, one, you know, are there any long-term health payoffs, 

and then two, are there any long-term mortality implications? And, you know, because our 

thinking was well, unions boost earnings, stabilize folks earnings, unions are also associated with 

a wide range of sort of job quality outcomes, such as connection to health insurance, connection 

to paid sick leave, things like that. And we thought there should be some kind of like durable, 

long-term payoff, and we did find that. So we found that folks who spent more time in their 

career as union members had better self-reported health, lower rates of functional limitations, 

you know, and I had lower rates of mortality as well. And, you know, some of this is economic. 

Some of this has to do also with job quality. And, you know, some of this also sort of like the 

non-pecuniary side, there's a lot of great sociological research that shows many of the social 

community building, community stabilization, sort of outcomes that unions can produce, right? 

So from minor things like having parades for local union members and small towns to getting 

social connections among folks, being sort of an anchor of social relationships and community 

engagement and social support, you know, these are things that folks have shown, you know, in a 

variety of sort of qualitative and historical research that the unions are really effectively at doing. 

And, you know, at the social sciences, we know that these things like social support, community 

connection, job quality, you know, stability, that these are all things that matter for long-term 

health through things like stress, you know, like protection from acute stress that, you know, 

build up over one's career.  

Wodkte: Yeah, I mean, I could imagine even more like sort of direct impacts through non-

economic channels, like on workplace safety, for instance.  

VanHeuvelen: Absolutely. And that's another mechanism as well. Yeah, folks in public health 

are starting to look at unions as mechanisms of improved health and workplace safety is 

definitely one of those areas of research. Yeah. I mean, we've been talking a lot about, I think, 

like, you know, the benefits of union membership and just, you know, unionization in general. 

You know, is there any evidence that unions might hurt employment opportunities, productivity, 

economic growth, right? You know, some have argued that unions benefit mainly higher skilled 

workers and kind of select industries or sectors, you know, where unions are strong, you know, 

while those, you know, towards the bottom of the income distribution, maybe less likely to be 

unionized, not benefit as much from spillover effects, others have argued unions and like some of 

the, you know, policies they advocate for might mainly create rents for protected insiders, right? 

Might, you know, create barriers to employment for some more disadvantaged workers. So like, 



how should we think about sort of the flip side of the argument and balance it against like, you 

know, many of the benefits that you've found?  

VanHeuvelen: Yeah, that's a really good point, right? And so we've been talking about the 

benefits of unionization, but labor unions like so many of our, you know, human structures and 

institutions are a human structure and an institution, right? And they have serious downsides as 

well. And all maybe highlight a couple of different points, right? So first, the idea of insider 

outsider, from what I understand, there's some great literature in the European cases and 

European countries that show unionization occasionally and, you know, over time flipping from 

a inequality reduction and protective mechanism to a potentially inequality exacerbating 

institution as there's a greater split of individuals who are in permanent positions and temporary 

positions. And so far as labor unions are contributing to that split, yeah, then they can contribute 

higher inequality. And then second, in terms of folks sort of being locked out of the benefits, 

yeah, I think that that's a very reasonable point. And if you're thinking about a politics, a society, 

a system that is trying to provide broad equality, broad labor market protection, you can't rely 

solely on unions.  

A project that I was working on a couple of years ago, I was trying to construct a data set for the 

minimum wage that stretched back into the early 20th century. And so I was reading some 

historical archival work about sort of like early state level minimum wages. And I was kind of 

surprised to read some of this early archival work that talked about the assumption that well 

unions are going to be there to protect men. And they didn't say this, but you know, at the time, 

you know, white men. And they said, well, we're going to have the minimum wage to protect 

other sort of like potentially vulnerable workers, women and children, you know. And so it's 

unions can provide protection in some capacities, but it's insufficient to provide broad universal 

protection, right? Like that was sort of acknowledged in these early works or in these early 

archival documents about the minimum wage that hey, there are social policies that need to 

provide protection that unions are not providing.  

And that kind of gets me to the third point is that yeah, unions have also had a frequently ugly 

history in terms of issues of especially gender but also race. You know, unions did eventually 

come to work on the side of civil rights of racial equality, but that's something that unions got to. 

There was as much energy for segregation in early organizing as there was for desegregation. 

And in terms of issues of gender and sexism and inequality, you know, there are, there's a rough 

history among unions. And to be honest, those issues, you know, helped sow the seeds of 

declining union power because there was a difficult problem when unions got to kind of the idea 

of racial equality and gender equality. There was sort of structured hierarchical upward 

movement through union ranks, but because of legacies of racism and sexism, many women and 

racial minorities were at the bottom of the ranks. And it was hard to reconcile sort of like the 

recovered ideas of equality broadly across race and gender with these deep inequalities inside of 

the union ranks. And so, you know, it's, they’re one institution among many that are needed to 

provide a broader system of equality, I would argue. 



Wodtke: Yeah, I mean, in almost any institution with like a strong seniority mechanism you're 

talking about essentially like generations in order to, you know, integrate the entire ranks of the 

organization.  

VanHeuvelen: Absolutely.  

Wodtke: So, I mean, another thing with regard to, you know, labor and labor markets that you've 

written a lot about are right to work laws. I mean, could you tell us what are these laws? How did 

they come about? How do they potentially change the balance of power, you know, between 

unions or workers more generally and their employers?  

VanHeuvelen: The origin story of the modern labor movement is the Wagner Act, which was 

passed in the mid 1930s. And this act provided a whole bunch of rights and protections for labor 

unions like the right to organize, the right to strike several federal level institutions to give 

unions sort of like legitimacy and protection. Just about as soon as the Wagner Act was passed, 

political opponents of labor began to organize and mobilize against these newfound protections. 

And a big victory of that sort of counter movement was something called Taft-Hartley passed in 

sort of the mid 1940s. And Taft-Hartley included sort of a whole bunch of pushback against sort 

of the rights labor one in the Wagner Act. And one of those was the right for states to pass right 

to work laws. Right to work laws are state level policies that remove union security agreements. 

And so that's the requirement of some kind of material buy-in such as, you know, requirement for 

to join a union or more recently to pay some kind of dues as a condition of employment at a 

particular firm.  

Wodtke: There's now, I don't know if I'd call it a large literature, but you know, maybe an 

emerging literature on the impacts of right to work laws on inequality and other, you know, other 

labor market outcomes. In my judgment, it seems a little over the place, right? Like there's some 

studies that find, you know, no effects. Others questioning that and you've written a couple 

papers on this topic that seem to kind of resolve some of these inconsistencies across the 

literature on the impacts of right to work laws. So can you just walk us through like how did you 

become interested in this? Like how exactly did you go about studying effects of right to work 

laws and what'd you find?  

VanHeuvelen: One of the reasons I became interested in these laws is that I moved to Indiana 

for graduate school in the 2010s and the 2010s was a period where there were a whole bunch of 

right to work laws being passed in the Midwest in Indiana in Michigan in Wisconsin in these old 

strongholds of union power. And I had read some of the literature that said that these laws don't 

really do anything. And I found that difficult to reconcile with the fact that these laws were 

highly motivating to both labor advocates and labor opponents for three quarters of a century. I 

figured that if a policy does nothing, you'd probably learn that after half a century or you know, 

after maybe a couple of decades. And so I wanted to sort of dig into see if these laws actually do 

anything. Well, what some of my research found is that these laws are actually highly 



consequential for raising inequality when they're passed in times and places where unions are 

strong, you know, because these laws are sort of designed to undercut union power.  

They're sort of designed to fragment an already highly fragmented sort of like union organizing 

system and system of union sort of like legal systems and regulations. And you know, I think that 

if you look sort of like at the overall effect of what these laws do for inequality, you might find a 

marginal or null effect. But you know, you can sort of imagine the counterfactual world where 

you pass a right to work law in a state where union membership is illegal and it's a felony and 

you know, you go to jail immediately if you're seeing looking at a union pamphlet, well, passing 

a law in that context, probably we're not going to do anything. Yeah, it's the labor question is 

resolved. But if you can pass it in a place where unionization sort of has some oomph, some 

membership, some power, well, that is a context where undercutting union power might be 

consequential. And that's what I found in in a 2020 AJS article and then in some follow up 

research as well.  

Wodtke: It sounds like there's pretty robust evidence that right to work laws do in fact 

exacerbate inequality like in places where unions are strong and you know, that makes sense, 

right? I guess the sort of counterpoint that some of the advocates of right to work legislation 

might make is well, you know, those laws have other benefits, right? So maybe they increase 

inequality, but they might also like boost employment, boost economic growth, improve 

economic dynamism of the community. And so I'm wondering like, is there any evidence of that?  

VanHeuvelen: I'm a sociologist. And so I think that inequality growing is a social problem. I 

tend to buy into the arguments that unions are important for middle class economic well-being. 

And so if there's a policy change that reduces union membership, I tend to consider that to be a 

social problem. But you're right, advocates argue that these laws are important for creating sort 

of economic growth, for boosting employment, for creating a social context where, you know, 

employers can set up shop and thrive without unions interfering with firm productivity. And 

that's a serious question. I have a paper coming out with Alec Rhodes. He's a great assistant 

professor at Purdue, where we take that question seriously and we try to find a economic 

dynamism effect for these right to work law passages. You know, we use a variety of data sets 

from the 1940s to just before the pandemic. Looking at counties and states, looking at counties 

on the right to work border, we just can't find anything. And if we do find any effect, we can't 

differentiate it from other forms of economic growth that were happening before right to work 

laws were passed. It seems like the main outcome of these laws is to sort of undercut labor 

power. That's what I would argue. And that's what we have found in this article that's going to be 

coming out.  

Wodtke: I mean, did you have a sense for like why right to work laws might not produce the 

growth that their proponents often promise when advocating for them? The theoretical 

underpinning of these arguments that they'll produce growth sort of restrict policy makers' 

choices as choosing to pass right to work or not. And that decision kind of sits in a vacuum and 



the consequences of passing right to work are not sort of sits in a vacuum. But Alec and I, when 

we talked about that, we didn't think that that seemed very realistic. Union members and in the 

public and the private sector are a major constituency for many policy makers in non-right to 

work states. And it seemed like it'd be a really risky decision to decide to pass a law that might 

undercut your own political support. And so that led us to ask a question, well, if right to work 

laws are designed to boost growth and dynamism and everything like that, is right to work the 

only policy that policy makers can choose to take a swing at to create those social conditions. 

And we thought, well, no, not really. And so we looked at other policies that the literature has 

shown to be good at retaining and attracting firms to states, things like corporate tax rates and 

corporate tax incentives and subsidies that are given to companies to boost employment in your 

state. And we found that, well, non-right to work states are pretty aggressive at passing those in 

this era of states passing right to work laws. And we can't fully causally identify it. But we argue 

that, you know, policy makers are probably taking alternative swings and alternative responses to 

potential right to work threats.  

Wodtke: So I think half or around there of US states now have right to work laws. Sort of 

looking into the future, I mean, do you think right to work laws are the biggest headwinds facing 

unions throughout the rest of the century or are there other, you know, obstacles to the kind of re-

energizing the labor movement that might be more important, like where do right to work laws 

fit in the in the constellation of what seemed like a lot of challenges for organized labor right 

now?  

VanHeuvelen: I wish that I could have an optimistic response to that question. But there are a lot 

of very serious problems facing unions these days. And, you know, right to work is one of them, 

but there are other policies, regulations and institutions that have been sort of and political norms 

that have been built up over decades. That sort of in mesh and combined and crystallized to make 

it hard to form and maintain a union these days. And that's just a reality. There are other issues as 

well, right? So first of all, the economy is changing, you know. It was easier to mobilize and 

organize in a union when you had a very large, when you had sort of a manufacturing base in a 

localized place with a lot of people under the same roof. You know, with the transition to the 

service economy being the foundation for, you know, the modern American economic landscape, 

that's just sort of a different reality and raises its own different challenges from, you know, folks 

being more fragmented, you can think about the change even since the pandemic of the rise of 

work from home. It's harder to get a sense of solidarity, organize, vote, get collective sense when 

people are very separate from one another physically. You know, there are technological changes 

as well that make it difficult to organize.  

So Karen Levy has a great book that's come out recently called Data Driven that's about sort of 

like the integration of surveillance technology into the trucking industry and, you know, with the 

rise of surveillance technology, it can be hard to find the spaces, you know, with your co-workers 

to organize and mobilize. You know, there are also challenges of globalization, right? And it is 

when you're working in a globally integrated economy and the threat is not only a firm might 



move to the, you know, to another place in the United States, but might move overseas. Those 

are very different stakes. Those are very different sort of bargaining chips that workers have. 

Wodtke: It seems like unions emerged, grew strong, you know, in the era of industrialization 

where you had sort of like large manufacturing operations with like thousands of workers under 

the same roof, talking to one another, eating lunch together, and just, you know, how, as you 

mentioned, like the economy is organized today is like largely different from that, right? Like we 

have fewer of those types of establishments that like bring lots of workers doing the same thing 

together and like give them the space to like talk to one another without the boss looking over 

their shoulder. Given all that, and this is kind of a question that's asking you to like use your 

imagination or speculate a bit. I mean, like what might a modern labor movement look like? You 

know, it might be very different from the labor movement of like, you know, early 

industrialization and maybe unions play less of a role. I don't know, but it seems like the 

conditions they're really allowed unions to thrive in some ways no longer exist. And I don't know 

what that means exactly. But it, you know, it forces me to think hard about like, is it going to be a 

completely set of new institutions? Maybe we haven't imagined yet to forestall or rain in some of 

the like extreme levels of inequality that we're seeing in this new economy.  

VanHeuvelen: Yeah. That's a really good question. And I'll just say that if you listened to my 

predictions that I've made over my life, and if you made bets on the exact opposite thing 

happening, you'd be extraordinarily rich. Yeah. And so it goes for both of us. So my pessimism 

might actually be a sign of optimism. But yeah, there are, there are a number of conversations 

out there that are floating around. And I don't exactly know what the future might look like. 

Some folks have talked about, you know, sectoral bargaining. So like sort of bargaining that's 

occurred sort of over and on top of a particular industry, right? Some folks have talked about sort 

of alternative forms of organizing, whether that be on the internet or sort of being like, you know, 

organized through, you know, through social media, things like that.  

You know, there's some interesting research that's come out that unions themselves have started 

to change tactics a little bit. And so unions themselves are smaller and not as strong. But that in 

states that have higher rates of union membership, folks there are pushing to pass a number of 

different types of employment policies, whether that be about wages and overtime and wage 

protection, whether that be about pushing for things like sick leave, you know, maternity leave, 

family leave, parental leave, whether that be about sort of like scheduling uncertainty, policies 

that aren't purely about unions themselves, but a broadly protective set of employment policies. 

And that might be an alternative route that sort of like the unions that exist today can take to 

create broad systems of economic protection and equality. But yeah, but what the future looks 

like, I don't know, but I think creative thinking, having folks more thoughtful and intelligent than 

myself, taking their reins is really going to be needed.  

Wodkte: Yeah, well, I mean, I like your thought that, you know, like organizations aren't static, 

and maybe it's like unions that transform themselves into whatever new institution it's going to 



be that helps, you know, improve, you know, the condition of workers and the new economy, so 

to speak. So if there's sort of one key lesson, you want our listeners to take away about sort of the 

link between unions and inequality, what would it be?  

VanHeuvelen: A lot of folks who listen to this podcast are students and graduate students, right? 

Okay, so I'm guessing then that a lot of folks listening to this podcast were probably born in the 

late 90s or the early 2000s. And so I think that if you're in that situation, you know, it's easy to 

sort of look around and assume that the way that the economy works is just the way that it is, or 

that, you know, changes in how the economy works occurred, you know, in very recent memory. 

But one thing that I've really come to appreciate as I've sort of, you know, read more and studied 

more on the long history of, you know, American labor is just the how sort of consequential, 

more long run processes are, right? Like we're still, you know, we're still grappling and living 

with many of the political decisions, policy fights, policy victories that occurred in the 1990s, in 

the 1980s, in the 1970s.  

Wodtke: History casts a long shadow.  

VanHeuvelen: It sure does. Yeah. And also that, you know, many of the lessons that we learned 

from economists are very fundamental and, you know, need to be taken very seriously, you 

know, from incentives and supply and demand, et cetera, et cetera. But the way that the economy 

works is also partially the result of political fights and political mobilization, both by workers 

and by employers, right? And so, you know, you don't need to look at how the economy is 

functioning today and think, well, that is true in the realm that systems of physics are true, right? 

We can partially, you know, restructure economic operation through, you know, our political 

decisions. I would say that as well.  

Wodtke: So since we're talking directly to our students now, what are some of the questions, you 

know, about unions, labor market policy, inequality that you think are, you know, that you'd be 

excited to study next, or that you think are like particularly important frontiers for research on 

inequality and social stratification?  

VanHeuvelen: Personally, I've become very interested in life course inequality, in sort of 

lifetime inequality, and thinking about sort of like the long-term accumulation of experiences and 

employment, you know, contexts and the sort of like the slow-burning long-term payoffs of 

those. And so, I've written a couple of papers on lifetime inequality on sort of like long-term 

health outcomes, and I think that there's still a lot of great work to be done in that area. In terms 

of studying inequality, you know, the last decade and a half has been so weird. There's been a 

stalling of inequality levels partially due to tight labor markets that I don't think has been fully 

appreciated by sociologists. You know, some are taking serious swings at it, but explaining and 

understanding the economic context of the last decade and a half has been, you know, it's a real 

like, you know, important area to take a swing at a if you’re a graduate student. And, you know, 

for myself, I'm fundamentally interested in inequality more broadly, and you know, I'm starting 

to take a look at a couple of different sort of other institutions, right? So, I'm starting to look at 



sort of like the range of economic outcomes of college graduates, right? And I think that there 

are, you know, there's still just so much great work to be done by sociologists in the top of a 

stratification and inequality, you know, there's there are a lot of low-hanging fruits and really I'm 

exciting path that people can take.  

Wodkte: Sounds like good advice to students to me. So, Tom is great talking to you. Thanks so 

much.  

VanHeuvelen: Thanks for the opportunity, Geoff.  

Wodkte: The inequality podcast is a production of the Stone Center for Research on Wealth 

Inequality and Mobility at the University of Chicago. I want to end the podcast by giving thanks 

to the people who really make it happen. First, I want to thank our producer and engineer, Shane 

McKeon. Second, I'd like to thank our assistant director Nina Gray for production oversight and 

doing so much to bring the podcast to life. And lastly, our executive director Grace Kolavo for 

her support, not just for the podcast, but for every activity at the Stone Center. You can get in 

touch with us at stonecenter@uchicago.edu. Thanks for listening. 
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