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Motivation

- Research in economics has extensively studied political cycles

- Main focus on how govt’s manipulate budget to increase probability of re-election
(Nordhaus 1975; Tufte 1978; Persson and Tabellini 2002; Brender and Drazen 2005)

- Less attention to how organizations’ incentives and behavior change with elections

- In particular, no study linking how elections affect functioning of labor unions

2 / 27



Motivation

- Unions are a type of organization with strong political ties (especially to Dem)
(Dark 1999; Feigenbaum et al. 2018)

- They affect elections and shape economic outcomes through policy and politics
(Fouirnaies 2022; Chang 2001; Rosenfeld 2014; Schlozman 2015)

- However, no evidence on how elections affect labor organizing

- Relevant because unions impact workers’ wages, pensions, health benefits

- And possibly reduce inequality by representing more disadvantaged groups
(Farber et al. 2021)
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This Paper

- Study how the political cycle affects incentives and behavior of public sector unions

- Individual-level data on U.S. public sector employees 1984–2020

- Exploit elections as exogenous pre-determined event (every four years)

- Compare unionization in election vs. non-election years

- Offer and test a possible explanation for the findings
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Preview of the Results

- Increase of public sector unionization in presidential election years

- Effect is temporary and solely driven by Black workers

- Black union membership 3–5% higher in election years

- Effect larger where traditional Black voting mobilization institutions are absent

- In states where Democratic margin of victory was small in previous election

- And in open-seat elections
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Mechanism

- Consistent with increase of union rates to better lobby politicians

- By targeting voters less likely to vote otherwise and more Dem-leaning

- Mobilize (Democratic) votes in exchange for favorable policy

- Incentive to show larger union membership as bargaining tool

- Election year is when this matters the most

- Pressure to show both high number and large increase of members
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Background
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What is a Labor Union

- Organization that has the right to collectively bargain for a group of workers

- In the U.S., unionization is at the bargaining-unit level
- Bargaining unit is the employer (i.e., a firm or a government)
- Different from many other countries, where it is at the industry level

- National unions typically divided into locals (e.g., AFSCME Council 31 in Chicago)

- Unions bargain over wages, promotions, terminations, working conditions
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Labor Unions and Politics

- Unions donate to Dem candidates, mobilize voters, and lobby politicians
(Feigenbaum et al. 2018; Ahlquist 2017; Dark 1999; Greenstone 1969; Rosenfeld 2014)

- In recent decades, they have shifted even more resources into politics
(Farber 2006; Hacker and Pierson 2010; Lichtenstein 2013; Rosenfeld 2014)

- Most unions view political activities as a complement to their core activities
(Feigenbaum et al. 2018)

- Labor unions mobilize voters by:
- Helping with registration and to get to polling places
- Educating on candidates and their political platforms
- Get-out-the-vote campaigns Examples
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Public Sector Unions Are Strong

- Strength and presence of labor unions drastically decreased over time Trend

- Decline mostly observed in the private (manufacturing) sector Public Sector vs. Manufacturing

- Half of union members are now in the public sector Change in Union Composition

- Public sector workers’ perception of politicians’ impact is larger
- ‘There is this idea that you are electing your own bosses’ 1

1Source: conversations with union officials
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Mobilization of Black Voters

- Labor unions traditionally affiliated with Democratic party
(Dark 1999; Feigenbaum et al. 2018)

- Mobilization of Black voters offers high returns:
- Key Democratic voting bloc Party Affiliation by Race

- Less likely to vote Turnout by Race

- Black workers also historically excluded from joining labor unions

- Increasingly crucial voting bloc for presidential elections outcomes

11 / 27



Data and Empirical Strategy
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Data

- CPS Basic Monthly Surveys: 1976–2020
- Representative sample of individuals, 15+ years old (in and out of LF)

- CPS Outgoing Rotation Groups (Earner Study): 1984–2020
- Representative sample of employed individuals, 15+ years old (employed only)
- Question on union status and weekly earnings

- Elections data
- Presidential, gubernatorial, senatorial and mayoral elections

(MIT Election Data Lab 2020; Ferreira and Gyourko 2014; Government websites)

- Data on NAACP branches and Black church membership
(Gregory and Estrada 2019; Pew Research Center 2008)
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Unionization by Race
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Empirical Strategy

Yit = β1Electiont + β2Electiont × Blacki + β3Blacki + τmst + θXit + uit

- Electiont = 1 if election occurs in year t

- Blacki = 1 if worker is Black

- τmst : MSA × State × Time FE

- Xit : individual-level controls (e.g., worker’s sex, marital status)

- Standard errors clustered at the state-level
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Results
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Presidential Elections and Unionization
y = 1 if Union Member

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Election 0.001 -0.001 -0.000

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Election × Black 0.012*** 0.012*** 0.013***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Black 0.022*** 0.029*** 0.029***

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006)
Observations 812,395 812,395 812,395 812,352
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Year
Controls N N Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382

Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried
worker in the public sector. Controls are dummies for sex and marital status.
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Timing Semesters
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No Increase in Overall Public Sector Employment
y = 1 if Employed in Public Sector

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Election -0.001** -0.001** -0.001*

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Election × Black -0.001 -0.001 -0.001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Black 0.049*** 0.055*** 0.055***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Observations 37,179,573 37,179,573 37,179,573 37,179,573
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Year
Controls N N Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.136 0.136 0.136 0.136

Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: civilians 15+ years old, who currently are in the labor force. Controls are dummies
for sex and marital status.
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And No Increase in High-Unionization Occupations
y = 1 if Employed in Occupation ... in Public Sector

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Educ. Off. Supp. Protect. Health Transp.

Election 0.000 -0.001*** 0.000 0.000* -0.000**
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Election × Black -0.000 -0.000 -0.001*** -0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Black -0.004*** 0.015*** 0.006*** 0.001** 0.007***
(0.001) (0.002) (0.000) (0.001) (0.000)

Observations 37,179,573 37,179,573 37,179,573 37,179,573 37,179,573
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Term Term
Controls N N N N N
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.034 0.024 0.012 0.006 0.005

Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: civilians 15+ years old, who currently are in the labor force. Controls are dummies for sex and
marital status.
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Heterogeneity – Occupational Groups Timing: Local Timing: State Timing: Federal

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Election × Black 0.016*** 0.012*** 0.011*** 0.011*** 0.003
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005)

Election × Black × Education -0.013 -0.002
(0.012) (0.012)

Election × Black × Admin. Supp. (USPS) 0.003 0.009
(0.008) (0.009)

Election × Black × Protective Service 0.017** 0.025***
(0.008) (0.009)

Election × Black × Healthcare 0.028 0.032
(0.021) (0.021)

Election × Black × Social Worker 0.000
(0.010)

Election × Black × Transportation 0.034**
(0.015)

Election × Black × Cleaning/Maintenance 0.014
(0.016)

Observations 812,352 812,352 812,352 812,352 812,352
MSA × State × Year FE Y Y Y Y Y
Controls Y Y Y Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382
Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Sample: individuals who
are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried worker in the public sector. Controls are dummies
for sex and marital status.
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Quick Recap

Taking stock so far:

- Black unionization increases (temporarily) in presidential election years

- Effect is driven by local and state government jobs

- No evidence of increased public sector employment overall

Hypothesized mechanism:

- Recruit new members to offer votes in exchange of pro-labor policies

- By targeting Dem-leaning voters who would not vote otherwise
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Testing the Mechanism

Hypothesized mechanism:

- Recruit new members to offer votes in exchange of pro-labor policies

- By targeting Dem-leaning voters who would not vote otherwise

If so, effect should be larger where return is higher:

- Where alternative voting mobilization is absent

- Dem swing states

- In more competitive elections
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Heterogeneity – Presence of Black Church and NAACP
y = 1 if Union Member

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Election × Black 0.013*** 0.021*** 0.015*** 0.029*** 0.028***

(0.004) (0.007) (0.005) (0.009) (0.008)
Election × Black × Black Church -0.085 -0.119* -0.089

(0.057) (0.063) (0.057)
Election × Black × NAACP -0.046 -0.084* -0.081*

(0.042) (0.048) (0.047)
Election × Black × South -0.004

(0.008)
Observations 812,352 812,352 789,402 789,402 789,402
MSA × State × Year FE Y Y Y Y Y
Controls Y Y Y Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382
Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried worker in the
public sector. Controls are dummies for sex and marital status.
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Heterogeneity – Political Conditions
y = 1 if Union Member

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Election × Black 0.013*** 0.004 0.011** 0.005

(0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005)
Election × Black × Dem Governor 0.018**

(0.008)
Election × Black × Dem Close Win 0.012

(0.014)
Election × Black × Open Seat 0.019***

(0.006)
Observations 812,352 812,352 812,352 812,352
MSA × State × Year FE Y Y Y Y
Controls Y Y Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382
Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried worker
in the public sector.
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Robustness and Other Results

- Other elections Gubernatorial Senatorial Mayoral Presidential vs. Mayoral

- Swing states Table

- Race vs. low-income and low-education Table

- Earnings Figure: All Figure: Black vs. Other Races

- Sample in election vs. non-election years Table
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Conclusion

- Higher union membership in presidential election years

- Increase is temporary and solely driven by Black workers

- Consistent with unions lobbying politicians by targeting voters:
- More Democratic-leaning
- Less likely to turn out to vote otherwise
- Traditionally excluded from labor organizing

- Next:
- Test the mechanism further
- Identify policies unions lobby politicians for (general or group-specific)
- Real economic effects (or lack thereof) of temporary increased unionization

Thank You!
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Unions and Voter Mobilization (1/3) Back
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Unions and Voter Mobilization (2/3) Back
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Unions and Voter Mobilization (3/3) Back
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Union Membership Over Time Back
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Union Membership by Sector Back
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Composition of Union Members Back
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Party Affiliation by Race Back
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There are wide differences in 
partisan affiliation between 
white, black and Hispanic 
registered voters. Partisan 
differences between these 
groups have been relatively 
stable in recent years, but are 
wider than they were in 2008 
± a relative high point in 
Democratic affiliation ± when 
white voters were less 
Republican in their partisan 
orientation than today. 

Overall, 35% of white 
registered voters identify as 
independent, while about as 
many (36%) identify as 
Republican and fewer (26%) 
identify as Democratic.  

Partisan identification among 
whites is little changed since 
2012. Since 2008, however, 
the share of white voters who 
identify as Democrats has 
declined five points, while the 
share who identify as 
independent has increased 
four points. There has been a 
slight two-point increase in 
the share identifying as 
Republican. 

The Republican Party holds a 
sizable advantage in leaned 

White voters increasingly lean toward the GOP 
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Notes: Based on registered voters. Whites and blacks include only those who are not 
Hispanic; Hispanics are of any race. Data for Hispanics shown only for years in which 
interviews were conducted in both English and Spanish. 
Source: Annual totals of Pew Research Center survey data; 2016 data based off surveys 
conducted January-August. 
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Source: Annual totals of Pew Research Center survey data.
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Turnout by Race Back

Source: CPS Voting and Registration Supplement.
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Timing Back
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Timing – Local Government Back
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Timing – State Government Back

-.03

-.02

-.01

0

.01

.02

C
oe

ffi
ci

en
t o

f B
la

ck
 x

 T
im

e-
to

-E
le

ct
io

n 
FE

-3 -2 -1 Election
Years

12 / 22



Timing – Federal Government Back
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Balance Election vs. Non-Election Years Back

Black

Female

Single

Age

Schooling

Citizen

Immigrant

-.005 0 .005 .01
Coefficient of Presidential Election
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Gubernatorial Elections and Unionization Back

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Election -0.000 -0.001 -0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Election × Black 0.002 0.002 0.000
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Black 0.023*** 0.031*** 0.031***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Observations 792,592 792,592 792,592 792,549
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Year
Controls N N Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382 0.382

Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried
worker in the public sector. Controls are dummies for sex and marital status.
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Senatorial Elections and Unionization Back

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Election -0.000 -0.001 -0.001
(0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

Election × Black 0.004 0.004 0.004
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Black 0.023*** 0.030*** 0.030***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Observations 792,592 792,592 792,592 792,549
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Year
Controls N N Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.385 0.385 0.385 0.385

Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried
worker in the public sector. Controls are dummies for sex and marital status.
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Mayoral Elections and Unionization Back

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Election -0.000 0.001 0.001
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Election × Black -0.005 -0.006 -0.008
(0.005) (0.005) (0.005)

Black 0.030*** 0.036*** 0.037***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Observations 345,799 345,799 345,799 345,795
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Year
Controls N N Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.419 0.419 0.419 0.419

Standard errors clustered at the metropolitan area level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, *
p<0.1.
Sample: individuals, who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried
worker in the public sector, and reside in a metropolitan area. Controls are dummies
for sex and marital status.
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Presidential vs. Mayoral Elections (Local Government) Back

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Presidential Election 0.000 -0.001 -0.001
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Presidential Election × Black 0.009 0.010 0.012
(0.006) (0.007) (0.008)

Mayoral Election -0.002 -0.003 -0.003
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Mayoral Election × Black 0.003 0.002 0.001
(0.006) (0.005) (0.006)

Black 0.000 0.007 0.007
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008)

Observations 170,600 170,600 170,600 170,591
MSA × State × Time FE Term Term Term Year
Controls N N Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. 0.499 0.499 0.499 0.499
Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried
worker in a local government, and reside in a metropolitan area. Controls are dum-
mies for sex and marital status.
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Heterogeneity – Battleground States Back

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3)

Election × Black 0.011* 0.015** 0.012***
(0.006) (0.007) (0.004)

Election × Black × Vote Margin 0.013
(0.042)

Election × Black × Vote Margin < 10pp -0.005
(0.011)

Election × Black × Vote Margin < 5pp 0.001
(0.010)

Observations 812,352 812,352 812,352
MSA × State × Year FE Y Y Y
Controls Y Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382
Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried worker
in the public sector. Controls are dummies for sex and marital status.
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Earnings – All Back
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Earnings – Black vs. Other Races Back
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Low Income and Low Education Back

y = 1 if Union Member
(1) (2) (3)

Continuous <25pctile <50pctile
Election × Black 0.012*** 0.012*** 0.012***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Election × Earnings -0.000 0.002 0.005

(0.000) (0.004) (0.004)
Election × Years Schooling 0.001 -0.003 -0.005

(0.001) (0.004) (0.003)
Observations 811,829 811,829 811,829
MSA × State × Time FE Year Year Year
Controls Y Y Y
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election) 0.382 0.382 0.382
Mean Dep. Var. (Non-Election & White) 0.387 0.387 0.387
Standard errors clustered at the state level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Sample: individuals who are currently employed full-time as a wage or salaried worker
in the public sector. Controls are dummies for sex and marital status.
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