B THESEXOFCLASs 2

WOMEN TRANSFORMING AMERICAN LABOR

Edited by Dorothy Sue Cobble

2o
ILR Press

ANTMPRINT CF
Cornell University Press
Ithaca and London



TWO WORLDS OF UNIONISM

WOMEN AND THE NEW LABOR MOVEMENT

Ruth Milkman

Economic inequalities among women have grown in recent years (McCall,
chap. 1 in this volume), even as women’s earnings have become an increas-
ingly important source of support for poor and working-class families. And
although gender inequalities in the labor market have been diminished some-
what, the persistence of job segregation by sex and the concentration of
women workers in low-wage jobs remain formidable problems (Lovell, Hart-
mann, and Werschkul, chap. 2 in this volume). Thus, the potential benefits of
union membership for women workers in the United States today are more
salient than ever before.

Yet the influence of organized labor in the United States has been radically
diminished in precisely the same period in which female employment and its
contribution to the welfare of working families has expanded so dramatically.
Unionization rates have plummeted, employers have become increasingly
adept at “union avoidance,” and the legally protected right to organize is now
honored more in the breach than in the observance. Only 12.5 percent of all
U.S. wage and salary workers are unionized today, compared to a peak of
about 35 percent in the mid-1950s. Moreover, in the private sector, the

I thank Galo Falchettore for assistance with the Current Population Survey (CPS) data that are the
basis for the detailed analysis of unionization rates in the text and figures. The data set was created by
merging the basic monthly CPS Outgoing Rotation Group files for January through December 2004.
The sample includes civilian wage and salary workers age 16 or over, We used the sample definition
and weighting procedures described in the introduction to Hirsch and Macpherson (2005).
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unionization rate is now less than 8 percent.! The political influence of orga-
nized labor has also suffered substantial erosion, although less than the union
membership figures by themselves would suggest (Dark 1999).

For the minority of workers who are unionized, however, organized labor
remains a powerful source of economic empowerment. This is especially the
case for women workers. Women who are union members earn considerably
more than their nonunion counterparts. In 2004, female union members
earned, on average, $19.18 per hour, which was 127 percent of the average
earnings of nonunion female workers ($15.05 per hour). The wage premium
for men was considerably smaller: male union members in 2004 earned, on
average, $21.24 per hour, or 109 percent of the average earnings of nonunion
male workers ($19.46). Nevertheless, the average for nonunion men was
higher than the average for unionized women workers (Hirsch and Macpher-
son 2005, 21).

The “union premium” is not limited to wages. Both female and male union
members are far more likely than their nonunion counterparts to have
employer-paid fringe benefits, from health insurance to pensions to paid time
off. Unionized workers are about 28 percent more likely to be covered by
employer-provided health insurance than their nonunion counterparts, and
the health insurance unionized workers receive covers a greater share of med-
ical costs. The union advantage is even greater in regard to pensions: union

members are 54 percent more likely to have pension coverage than their
nonunion counterparts, and the types of pensions union members have are
generally superior to those provided by nonunion employers. Similarly, union
workers have more paid vacation and paid holidays than nonunion workers—
about 14 percent more, on average (Mishel, Bernstein, and Allegretto 2005,
192-93).

Unions often secure improved conditions of employment not only for their
own members but also for the workforce as a whole, mainly through their leg-
islative efforts. One important example is minimum wage legislation, a long-
standing labor movement priority at both the federal and state levels. Al-
though almost all female union members earn more than the minimum wage,
nonunion women have always been overrepresented among low-wage work-
ers. Thus women workers are the main beneficiaries of increases in state and
federal minimum wages, for which organized labor has long been the primary
advocate.

Labor’s legislative accomplishments also include pay equity, job protection
for pregnant workers, and family leave—all of which benefit women workers

| These data, and all those presented in this chapter, unless otherwise indicated, are U.S. Current
Population Survey data for 2004, the most recent available at this writing. For details, see Hirsch and
Macpherson (2005, 27).
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generally, not only the minority who are union members. The main propo
:m.Em of the federal Family and Medical Leave Act, for example, were Miws-
with large female memberships (Dark 1999, 166); a decade 58% unions SQM
also the prime movers behind the passage of California’s va‘ family leav
program (Firestein and Dones, chap. 7 in this volume). ’ )
. Even in its weakened state, then, the U.S. labor movement today is a lead-
ing advocate for the interests of women workers. Unions directly represent
over 6.5 million women workers and have indirectly improved the ch%mo: of
M:E_o:m Goﬁ. Kate Bronfenbrenner (2005, 442) goes so far as to claim that
labor unions are the only major U.S. institution equipped to help women
overcome [discriminatory] barriers in the workplace.” Organized labor’s role
in this arena has expanded over recent decades as struggles for gender equali
have gained support throughout the wider society. e
.%mr like other organizations and institutions, unions inevitably reflect th
wider social arrangements in which they are embedded. Just as gender i i
m@cm:”&\ has been a persistent feature of U.S. society, so too it has vmmms a SH_WH
lem within H.rm house of labor. Throughout most of U.S. history, not o:?wémnm
women a BEO.EQ of union members, but they were almost never able to gain
wom:_o:m wm union leadership. Many male unionists believed that women were
.z:.oammbﬁmzﬁs a view that often became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Union
leaders tended to see women’s issues as divisive, and the majority o.m union
mm.m:mmm wmmymnﬁm& to include such concerns as gender inequality in pay, dis-
MMMMMMHMM:MM_MM_MM.an:& status or pregnancy, flexible working hours,
>H. the discursive level, too, until very recently, unions were overtly male-
m.oBEmﬁmm institutions. Labor iconography was laden with images oM tradi-
tional Emmn::i&\l?og hard hats to bulging muscles to cigars. This not
only mirrored the material reality of male domination within the .ommmiwmn_
labor movement, but also diminished the likelihood that women workers
would turn to unionism as a potential vehicle for their own empowerment
Hrm cultural construction of unionism as quintessentially male was zmw\mﬂ
entirely accurate—women have always worked (both inside and outside the
wonmmroay and from the earliest period they organized themselves into
unions even when male labor leaders were indifferent to their concerns, as the
scholarly literature in women’s labor history has taken great pains ﬁovamﬁ -
ment. %m.ﬂ women remained at the margins o\moﬁmm:nma labor. , H
All ”L:m began to change starting in the World War II years, and even more
so during the 1960s and 1970s, as women’s presence in the C.W workforce ex-
panded and paid employment became increasingly central to Wrm: economic
im.:-v&zm. In recent decades, not only the workforce but also union member-
ship ?.wm become increasingly feminized; and although women’s unionization
rate still lags behind men’s, the gender gap has narrowed substantially. Un-
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precedented numbers of women have moved into union leadership, even if
they remain underrepresented relative to the female share of union member-
ship. More and more labor leaders have come to recognize that women work-
ers, far from being unorganizable, are more receptive than men (on the aver-
age) to unionization efforts. Attention to women’s issues has also increased
within labor’s ranks, both in collective bargaining and in the legislative arena
(Milkman 1985, 1993; Cobble 2004).

Progress has been especially rapid in the last decade, since the leadership of
the American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations
(AFL-CIO) took a progressive turn with the ascent of John Sweeney to the
federation’s presidency in 1995. Sweeney established a Working Women’s De-
partment within the AFL-CIO for the first time, and reconfigured its Execu-
tive Council in a deliberate effort to increase the numbers of women (as well
as people of color) in leadership. In 2005, when the Change to Win (CTW)
Federation, a new 6 million-member national union federation, was esta-
blished, a woman was elected as its top officer (Anna Burger of the Service
Employees International Union, SEIU). Apart from these changes at the na-
tional level, the number of women leaders in individual unions has also grown
over recent decades (Cobble and Michal 2002, 235-37).

A closer look, however, reveals that the pace of change has been markedly
uneven, in part because the U.S. labor movement has a highly decentralized
structure. Some of the nation’s largest unions are affiliated with neither the
AFL-CIO nor CTW, and even those that are affiliated tend to jealously guard
their autonomy. Thus, the Sweeney administration’s call more than a .&mnmmm
ago for improving women’s status in the labor movement has had :z:.gg m.m.
fectiveness, and in both federations there is wide variation among unions in
regard to gender matters.

Just as job segregation by sex continues to bifurcate the labor market, so
too, male and female workers have sharply differentiated relationships to the
U.S. labor movement today. Many individual unions are still extremely male-
dominated in both membership and leadership, maintaining their traditional
stance toward women and gender issues. At the other end of the spectrum,
among the unions that have a substantial female membership, some rm./\m
begun to seriously promote gender equality. In that sense, it is somewhat mis-
leading to even speak of women and the labor movement,

Several factors shape the variations among unions in relation to women
and gender. One, as I have argued elsewhere (Milkman Scov.‘ 5<o~<Wm the
legacy of the past and, especially, the historical period in S&.ET @mEnEE,
unions first took shape. In general, newer unions whose historical formation
occurred when women were a more substantial part of the workforce, and
when notions of gender equality were more widely accepted, tend to be more
woman-friendly.
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However, this perspective is incomplete. A wave of union mergers over the
past few decades has disrupted the historical continuity that once made the
period of formation of many individual unions such a strong predictor of
their relationship to women. And whereas some unions have undergone seri-
ous membership erosion in recent years, others have achieved significant ex-
pansion—typically not only leading to growth in the numbers of female
members in their ranks but also opening up greater opportunities for leader-
ship than exist in unions that are stagnating or shrinking in size.

Perhaps the single most often cited factor shaping the distinct gender re-
gimes of individual unions is the gender composition of the membership,
which is itself highly variable. Occupational segregation by sex, despite some
diminution over recent decades, persists as a key axis of division within the
labor market (see Lovell, Hartmann, and Werschkul, chap. 2 in this volume).

Less widely appreciated is the fact that sex segregation in the labor market
has alarge impact on the gender composition of many unions, especially those
that are occupation-based. Some such unions represent overwhel mingly male
constituencies—notably the building trades, the pilots, and the firefighters—
which have correspondingly limited interest in women’s issues. Other occupa-
tional unions have largely female constituencies—for example, the teachers’
and nurses’ unions—and they tend to be far more engaged in issues of special
interest to women and supportive of gender equality.

Unions that are organized along industrial or sectoral rather than occupa-
tional lines also vary in their relationship to gender questions. The cohort of
industrial unions that took shape in the 1910s in the textile and garment in-
dustries had a largely female membership but a paternalistic male leadership.
By contrast, those that emerged in the late 1930s and 1940s in industries such
as auto and steel, even though they had a more male-dominated workforce,
embraced an antidiscrimination ideology from the start—an ideology that
was primarily focused on racial divisions but that union women often seized
on to promote gender equality (see Milkman 1990; Cobble 2004). Both these
cohorts of industrial unions have been dramatically reduced in size since the
1970s with deindustrialization and outsourcing, which has limited their ability
to respond to changing gender arrangements in the wider society.

By contrast, public-sector unions, which are among the few labor organiza-
tions that have grown substantially in recent years, along with those repre-
senting health care and service workers, have vast female memberships. These
unions have emerged as strong advocates of gender equality and other specific
concerns of women workers. During the 1980s, for example, public-sector
unions took the lead in the struggle for pay equity. And, because this is the
main growth sector within organized labor, leadership positions open up rel-
atively frequently, so these are the unions in which women have made the
greatest gains in the top ranks of union leadership.
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Figure 3.1 The declining gender gap in unionization rates, United States, 1983-2004.
Source: U.S. Department of Labor (2005, 81-82).

Union Membership Trends: Feminization and Segregation

With the dramatic influx of women into the workforce over an:ﬁ. mmnm.&mm, as
well as changes in the distribution of unionization across o.nﬁ%mﬁo:mv indus-
tries, and economic sectors, the long-standing gender gap in union member-
ship has narrowed substantially. As figure w.H. shows, by 2004, 11.1 wmwnmbw of
all employed women were unionized, only slightly below the 13.8 percent fig-
ure for employed men. . .
Looking at the same data from another angle, the SDBESWN&_W .vaba is one
of union feminization. As figure 3.2 shows, even as the bm.:o:.m overall
unionization rate has declined, the female share of union B.os:umﬁr% has ex-
panded rapidly. In 2004, 43 percent of all the nation’s union Emm&mﬁm were
women—a record high, up from 34 percent only twenty %mmz.m earlier, and just
slightly below the 48 percent female share of the nation’s wage and salary
2OMMOMMM feminization phenomenon masks another critical feature of the
unionized workforce, namely that women union Bﬁﬁvﬁm are m:. more
highly concentrated than their male counterparts in wmn:ncrﬁ. mmmﬁo? indus-
tries, and occupations. Thus in 2004, 60.8 percent of all unionized women
were employed in the public sector (local, state, or federal government), com-
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Figure 3.2 Feminization of the workforce and of union membership, and declining unionization,
United States, 1983-2004.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor (2005, 81-82).

pared to only 36.7 percent of unionized men. Women are also more likely
than men to be employed in the public sector (regardless of their union sta-
tus): 19.1 percent of all female workers in the United States, compared with
13.5 percent of male workers, were employed in the public sector in 2004.

Only 5.4 percent of women employed in the private sector are unionized,
compared to 10.1 percent of private-sector men; the disparity is similar in
manufacturing—historically a union stronghold—where 8.3 percent of
women are unionized, compared to 15.0 percent of men. By contrast, the
gender gap in the public sector is much smaller (35.3 percent of women and
37.8 percent of men are unionized). Indeed, the growth of public-sector
unionism is the key underlying trend driving the recent feminization of union
membership.

Figure 3.3 shows the concentration of female union members across major
industry groups in 2004. More than two-thirds of them (70.9 percent) are ac-
counted for by only three industry groups—education, health care, and public
administration.2 By contrast, those three industry groups account for only
39.2 percent of the female wage and salary workforce (fig. 3.3). These are im-
portant and heavily female-employing industries, but as a comparison of the
top and bottom pie charts in the figure 3.3 reveals, the importance of educa-
tion and public administration in the world of female union membership is

2There is extensive overlap between female union membership in these three industry groups and
in the public sector as a whole, in which (as previously noted) nearly two-thirds of unionized women
arc employed: 89.6 percent of female union members in education, 30.0 percent of those in health
care, and 100 percent of those in public administration are public-sector employees.



Female Union Members

Leisure/Hospitality

2.4%
Information
2.7%
Manufacturing
6.0%

Other
4.3%

tail trade .
z§o_mmm_M.\WM o Educational services

42.9%

Transportation/Utilities
7.4%

S

-
LRSS

Public administration
11.3%

Health-care services
16.8%

Female Wage and Salary Workers

Educational services
13.7%

Health-care services
20.7%

Leisure/Hospitality
9.4%

Information

— Public administration
2.4%

4.9%
Transportation/Utilities

Manufacturing 2.7%

8.0%
Wholesale/Retail trade
14.3%

Figure 3.3 Female union members and female wage and salary workers, by major industry group,

United States, 2004. . , ‘ U
Source: Current Population Survey, Outgoing Rotation Group Earnings Files, 2004.

Two Worlds of Unionism 71

far greater than in the overall female workforce. (Health-care services, by con-
trast, actually account for a greater share of the female workforce than of fe-
male union members, as is also the case for other private-sector industries.)?

As figure 3.4 shows, the distribution of male union members across indus-
try groups is far less concentrated, with 70.2 percent spread across five indus-
try groups in 2004: manufacturing, transportation/utilities, public adminis-
tration, construction, and education. These five industry groups accounted
for only 30.9 percent of the male wage and salary workforce, again a far less
concentrated distribution than that among female workers. Public adminis-
tration actually accounted for a somewhat larger share of male than female
union members (14.5 versus 11.3 percent). But whereas more than four out of
every ten women union members were employed in education, that industry
accounted for a relatively small share (12.4 percent) of male union members.
By contrast, slightly over one-half (50.4 percent) of all male union members
were in manufacturing, construction, and transportation/utilities—all pre-
dominantly private-sector industries that were the traditional strongholds of
organized labor.4

Just as the world of work is highly sex-segregated, then, so too the world of
unionism is sharply bifurcated into male and female segments. Today, the typ-
ical male union member is a private-sector blue-collar hardhat, whereas the
typical female union member is a public-sector white-collar or professional
worker employed in education, health care, or public administration. In some
cases, male and female unionization overlap. Thus, as figure 3.3 shows, in
2004, transportation/utilities and manufacturing accounted for 7.4 and 6.0
percent of female union members, respectively (in contrast to construction,
which accounted for less than 1 percent); similarly, as figure 3.4 shows, both
public administration and education accounted for substantial shares of male
union membership. But, on the whole, U.S. union membership is strongly
gender-differentiated.

The industrial distribution of women union members also varies with race,
ethnicity, and nativity, as figure 3.5 shows. In 2004, nearly one-half (49.2 per-
cent) of white women union members were employed in education, a far
higher proportion than for any nonwhite group. Although a relatively modest
25.7 percent of black women union members were found in education, an-

3The industry groups aggregated as “Other” in the bottom half of figure 3.3 are mainly poorly
unionized but heavily female-employing fields such as financial services, which accounted for 8.7 per-
cent of all female wage and salary workers in 2004; professional and business services, which ac-
counted for another 8.5 percent; and “other services.” which accounted for another 5.1 percent.
“Other” also includes agriculture, mining, and construction, but these industry groups employed mi-
nuscule numbers of women.

4In the bottom half of figure 3.4, “Other” is primarily financial services, which accounted for 5.5
percent of male wage and salary workers in 2004; “other services,” which accounted for another 4.0
percent; and the far smaller agriculture and mining industry groups.
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other 50.8 percent were in health care, public administration, and transporta-
tion/utilities; however, these three industry groups accounted for less than
one-third of all unionized white women. Asian women union members also
had a distinctive profile, with a relatively high concentration in health care,
which accounted for nearly one-third (31.6 percent). Unionized Hispanic
women were more evenly distributed across industries than the other groups
shown; in their case, manufacturing accounted for a relatively large share of
the total. Foreign-born women union members also had a distinctive profile.3

As we might expect, there are also differences in unionization rates for
women of different races, ethnic groups, and between foreign- and native-
born women, but these variations are relatively modest. In 2004, 10.9 percent
of white women were unionized, compared to 13.6 percent of black women,
11.1 percent of Asian women, and 9.9 percent of Hispanic women; in that
year, 9.7 percent of foreign-born women and 11.3 percent of native-born
women were union members.

National data are not available on the distribution of women and men
across individual unions, but such data do exist for California, the nation’s
most populous state, for 2001-2002. These are shown in figure 3.6. They once

? The industrial distribution of male union members also varies with race, ethnicity, and nativity,
although those variations are not documented here.
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again expose the high degree of gender differentiation among union mem-
bers. Women are concentrated in a relatively small number of public-sector
unions; the California School Employees Association (CSEA), the California
Teachers Association/National Education Association (CTA/NEA), the Amer-
ican Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME), and
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) alone accounted for about one-
half of all unionized women in the state, and this does not include the sub-
stantial public-sector membership of SEIU, the California Nurses Association
(CNA), the Communications Workers of America (CWA), and others. Over-
all, 61.9 percent of the state’s female union members were found in public-
sector unions in 2001-2002, and another 13.8 percent were in mixed unions
that included both public- and private-sector workers. By contrast, 36.5 per-
cent of California’s male union members were in public-sector unions and an-
other 20.9 percent in mixed unions (Milkman and Rooks 2003, 18).

As figure 3.6 also shows, the unions now affiliated with CTW accounted for
about one-fifth of California’s female union members in 2001-2002.6 and an
even larger share (more than one-third) were in independent unions, which
remain unaffiliated with either of the nation’s large labor federations. CTW
unions accounted at that time for nearly one-third of the state’s male union
members (fig. 3.6), of whom just under one-fifth were in independents. Cali-
fornia’s male members were dispersed over a far larger number of unions than
were their female counterparts in 2001-2002. Some large unions—the
CTA/NEA, SEIU, International Brotherhood of Teamsters (IBT), and United
Food and Commercial Workers International Union (UFCW)—accounted
for large shares of both male and female union members, but apart from that
the distributions were highly gendered. It is striking that among the six unions
that accounted for the largest share of the state’s male union members, three
are building trades unions (the International Union of Operating Engineers,
IUOE; the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of America, UBCJ;
and the Laborers’ International Union of North America, LIUNA), whereas a
tiny proportion of the state’s women union members were in those unions
(1.1 percent, 0.6 percent, and 1.1 percent, respectively) in 2001-2002. Nearly
one-third (30.1 percent) of all male union members in California at that time
were in the building trades, compared to only 2.9 percent of women union
members. And if we consider only the private sector, the building trades’ share

6The CTW unions shown include SEIU, the United Needle Trades, Industrial and Textile Employ-
ees (UNITE), the Hotel and Restaurant Employees (HERE), the International Brotherhood of Team-
sters (IBT), the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners (UBCJ), the Laborers International
Union of North America (LIUNA), the United Food and Commercial Workers (UEFCW), and the

United Farm Workers (UFW). Since these data were collected, UNITE and HERE have merged into
one union, called UNITE HERE.
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of male union membership was nearly one-half (46.7 percent) of the state’s 45%-
male union members (Milkman and Rooks 2003, 18).
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ment of unionism has been extremely uneven. That unevenness is itself an ar- WOmER women women  women men  men  men  men
tifact of the U.S. industrial relations system, which since 1935 has been based
not on individual decisions about union affiliation but, instead, on a winner-
take-all electoral process that leads to the unionization (or not) of entire
workplaces. Given the limited amount of recent organizing, in most cases the
main determinant of whether a given individual is a union member is where
she or he happens to be employed and whether that workplace became (and
remained) unionized at some previous time—regardless of that individual’s
pro- or anti-union sympathies.” Similarly, unionization rates by gender, race,
nativity, and so on reveal little about the preferences of any particular category
of workers.

Figure 3.7, which shows unionization rates and employment distribution
separately for the highly unionized public sector and the largely nonunion pri-
vate sector for a variety of demographic groups, suggests the underlying dy-
namic. The U.S. public sector is far more highly unionized than the private
sector, not because public-sector workers are more pro-union (although they
may be, because the experience of unionization itself tends to foster more pos-
itive attitudes toward unionism, all else being equal) but because there is gen-
erally less resistance to union activity when the employer is the federal, state,
or local government than when it is a private-sector company.

As figure 3.7 shows, regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, or nativity, public-
sector workers are far more extensively unionized than their private-sector
counterparts. For example, although few Hispanic immigrants (of either sex)

" Of course, at the time of initial organization, the relative proclivities of particular groups toward
unionism—along with many other factors—can and do matter.

Figure 3.7 Unionization rates by sector for selected demographic groups, United States, 2004.
Source: Current Population Survey, Outgoing Rotation Group Earnings Files, 2004,

are employed in the public sector, among the few who are the unionization
rate is similar to the public-sector rates of other demographic groups.

Male unionization rates are higher than those of women in both the public
and private sector, as figure 3.7 shows, but that is not because men are more
pro-union than women. Indeed, the available evidence (albeit fragmentary),
suggests that precisely the opposite is true. Survey after survey finds that
women have more positive attitudes toward unionism in particular, and
toward collective approaches to workplace problem solving generally, than do
men. Women also are more likely than men to state that they would vote for
union representation in their own workplace, given the opportunity {see Free-
man and Rogers 1999; Hart Research Associates 1998). The attitudinal data, in
short, indicate that, at least in recent years (comparable data are not available
for earlier decades), women are in fact more “organizable” than their male
counterparts, contrary to the traditional stereotypes.

Further evidence regarding women’s greater receptivity to unionism
emerges from data on actual organizing campaigns. Women have accounted
for the majority of new workers organized each year in the United States since
at least the mid-1980s, as Kate Bronfenbrenner has shown. Her research also
demonstrates that unions are significantly more likely to win representation
elections in private-sector workplace units in which women make up the ma-
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jority of the workforce than in gender-mixed or male-dominated units; the
probability of winning is even higher in units in which women of color are the
predominant group (Bronfenbrenner 2005; see also Milkman 1993). There
are no systematic data of this kind available on public-sector organizing out-
comes, but women make up the majority of workers in such recent high-
profile organizing victories as those among home care and child-care workers.
Yet the focus of most such recruitment drives today is not on gender issues as
much as on low-wage work (and, in some cases, ethnic minority and/or immi-
gration status); it is because of women’s persistent concentration in low-wage
work that they have disproportionately benefited from these recent successes.

Women and Union Leadership

One important factor that contributes to success in organizing women is hav-
ing a female presence on union organizing staffs. Bronfenbrenner’s research
shows that the proportion of women among lead union organizers has in-
creased over time, from about 12 percent of all sampled representation elec-
tion campaigns in the late 1980s to 21 percent sampled at the end of the cen-
tury. Significantly, in the more recent sample, among campaigns in which the
workplaces involved had a predominantly female workforce, 42 percent were
led by female organizers. As this research also shows, having women as lead
organizers is associated with higher union win rates in representation elec-
tions (Bronfenbrenner 2005).

Organizers are on the front lines of labor’s current efforts to survive and
grow, but they are among the least powerful members of union staffs and
elected leaderships. Men continue to dominate top union leadership posts
throughout the labor movement, and in those unions whose memberships are
overwhelmingly male, women leaders are few and far between. But in unions
in which females make up the bulk of the membership, there has been consid-
erable growth in the number of women among high-level union leaders.

Table 3.1 shows the relevant data for 1978 and 2000 for a selection of labor
unions with the largest numbers of female members. In almost every case, the
ratio of the female proportion of top leaders to the female proportion of
members grew over this period—in several cases from a single-digit base or
from zero! Although the individual unions vary greatly, and in no case does
the female proportion of leaders equal the female proportion of union mem-
bers, the representation of women among top leaders (union officers and ex-
ecutive board members) has increased dramatically over time in all these
unions. Even in cases in which membership has declined, there is a steady ad-
vance in the representation of women at the top level of these unions, all of
which have large female memberships. Although there is no systematic source
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TABLE 3.1
Female membership and leadership in selected U.S. labor unions, 1978 and 2000

Female members Female leaders
Number/percentage
Top leaders of female members
Labor union Year Number Percentage (%) (ratio)
AFSCME 1978 408,000 40 3 8
2000 728,000 52 38 73
AFT 1978 300,000 60 25 42
2000 600,000 60 39 65
SEIU 1978 312,000 50 15 30
2000 650,000 50 32 64
NEA 1978 1,240,000 75 55 73
2000 1,500,000 61 33 54
UNITE® 1978 610,000 72 11 15
2000 330,000 66 30 45
HERE 1978 181,000 42 4 10
2000 185,000 48 18 38
CWA 1978 259,000 51 0 0
2000 320,000 51 12 24
UFCW 1978 480,000 39 3 8
2000 700,000 50 11 22
IBT 1978 481,000 25 0 0
2000 450,000 30 4 13

Source: Cobble and Michal (2002) and author’s computations.

*Top leaders are union officers and executive board members.

> In 1978, UNITE was made up two separate entities: the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union
(ILGWU) and the Amalgamated Clothing, Textile and Garment Workers Union (ACTWU). They merged in 1995
to form UNITE. The 1978 data entries merge and (in the rightmost three columns) are a weighted average of the
figures for the ILGWU and ACTWU.

of data on this topic for the unions with predominantly male memberships,
women are seldom found among the top leaders in those organizations. Thus,
in leadership as in membership, the labor movement is bifurcated along gen-
der lines, into two worlds of unionism.

Among the unions shown in table 3.1, only three remain affiliated with the
AFL-CIO. The nation’s largest union, with a majority female membership, the
NEA, has long been an independent union, and in the summer of 2005 SEIU,
UNITE HERE (the product of a merger between the Union of Needletrades,
Industrial and Textile Employees, UNITE, and the Hotel Employees and
Restaurant Employees Union, HERE, that took place in 2004), the UFCW and
IBT disaffiliated and became part of the new CTW Federation (along with the
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United Farm Workers of America, UFW, and the much more male-
dominated carpenters’ and laborers’ unions). Some key heavily female public-
sector unions—notably the AFSCME and AFT—however, remain within the
AFL-CIO. As previously noted, CTW is now headed by Anna Burger, the first
woman to lead a national labor federation in U.S. history.

Women’s share of union membership and leadership has increased over the
past few decades, and that trend is likely to continue. Women are dispropor-
tionately employed in the public sector and in health care, which are among
the few growth sectors for unionism. The fact that women seem to be some-
what more positive than men in their view of organized labor, and more re-
ceptive to unionization opportunities as well, only reinforces that prediction,
Moreover, the language and iconography of labor is far less male-dominated
than it once was, at least in the unions with substantial female membership.
And women have a particularly visible presence in the few growing sectors of
the organized labor movement. These changes are all the more impressive in
the context of the broader challenges organized labor has faced in recent years
as it struggles to survive in an extremely hostile political environment, facing
employers who are intransigently opposed to unionism.

Yet organized labor in the United States continues to be made up of a
highly segmented set of institutions. The long tradition of granting autonomy
to individual unions, combined with the continuing reality of occupational
segregation by sex in the labor market, has meant that the world of women’s
unionism is still largely institutionally separated from that of men. As labor
struggles to reorient and remake itself in the twenty-first century, this is
among the many challenges it will face.




