Fact Sheet
May 1, 2018
Stronger Unions Would Reduce Income Inequality
A View of the State of Working Oregon
by Janet Bauer

The long-term decline in union representation in Oregon has contributed to the rise in income
inequality, which now stands near record highs. Greater levels of union representation would
help narrow income inequality.
For decades, top income earners in Oregon have garnered an ever-larger portion of the state’s
economic benefits, while the broad group in the middle and below have lost ground. Between
1985 and 2015, the share of Oregon income going to the top 20 percent of earners grew by 25
percent, while the portion going to the bottom 60 percent shrank by 25 percent.

Unionization declines in Oregon, as inequality widens
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These trends have occurred at the same time unionization in the state has declined. Between
1985 and 2015, the share of Oregon workers represented by a union declined 38 percent.1
The decline in the unionized workforce helps explain the widening income gap, which stands at
near record levels.2 Research shows that erosion of unions nationally in recent decades accounts
for about a third of the growth in wage inequality among men and about a fifth among women.3

A View of the State of Working Oregon is a series of OCPP fact sheets
examining Oregon’s economy from the perspective of working families.

Stronger Unions Would Reduce Income Inequality

By strengthening the hand of workers in bargaining for good wages, strong benefits, and a
secure retirement, unions help workers capture more of the fruits of the economy. A union’s
presence in an industry boosts wages for non-represented workers by virtue of its impact on
industry-wide wage standards.4
A resurgence of union representation in Oregon would boost workers’ wages, while helping to
promote more widely-shared economic prosperity.
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