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� Immigrant workers have also registered large gains in union coverage since the late 1990s. In New York 

City, our findings for 2004-2006 reveal that of an immigrant workforce of 1.49 million wage and salary 

employees, 390,469 (26.2 per cent) are in union jobs. That mean
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and Suffolk counties), and the wider New York Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA), as well as 

the rest of the country’s 20 most populous metropolitan regions. 
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fell to a 29 per cent share of the work force in 1995-96, then dropped further to a low of 25.3 per cent in 2000. 

But in most years since then, the rate has fluctuated in a range of 26 to 28 per cent.  

  In contrast, Long Island’s union membership density has over the same period followed a generally more 

stable pattern than the state or the city. Union density actually rose slightly from about 26 to 27 per cent in the 
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 However, the city’s membership gains have not fully kept up with overall employment growth, resulting in 

a slight drop (one-half percentage point) in the union density rate since the late 1990s. And it remains well 

below the late 1980s level, when 34.4 percent of employed New Yorkers were in unions. In contrast, over the 

same period on Long Island, the unionization rate has remained remarkably stable, thereby shrinking the gap 

between city and suburb. 

 

 Fig. 2 Source: Authors’ analysis of US Census Bureau Current Population Survey (CPS-ORG) microdata files, 

     1986 to 2006. Samples limited to wage and salary workers aged 16 and over. Union membership  

  rates are percentages of workers each year who report union membership. 
 

1.  Age Differences 

 Among major age groups in New York City, young working people aged 16 to 24 have the lowest rate of 

union coverage: 14.2 per cent in 2004-06 – less than half the rate of adults 35 and over (Table 2). Twenty years 

earlier, one in five of the city’s youngest workers had union coverage. By the late 1990s, that rate had slipped to 

13 per cent. Since then both the number of 16-to-24 year-old union workers and their coverage density has been 

largely unchanged.  

 While 25-to-34 year-old New Yorkers continue to be much more likely than those under 25 to have jobs 

with union contract coverage, the number in unions actually fell by 5,153 from the late 1990s. But this was 

more than offset by union gains among their elders, of whom over one-third hold union jobs. Our findings 

reveal that only the city’s older workers aged 45 and over have experienced any sizable growth in union 

membership since the late 1990s. 

 A similar age ranking is evident on Long Island (Table 3), where just under ten per cent of the youngest 

workers have union coverage today, compared to over 30 percent of workers aged 45 to 64. Since the late 1990s 

there have been small declines in the number of 25-to-44 year-olds employed in covered jobs.  A larger job gain 

among those 55 and over was the sole reason for a small net increase of about 4,450 more union jobs overall.  
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workers. And youth with parents of grandparents who are or were union members also appear more pro-union.  

  When students were asked their views on various statements about the impacts and value of unions, the 

results were much more clearly favorable to unions. Nearly 80 percent agreed that “Unions usually improve the 

pay & jobs of union members.” The much broader statement that “Unions are mostly good for the economy” 
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 While the city’s union coverage rate has fallen among men from 29.2 in the late 1990s to 26.2 percent 

today, the female rate has moved ahead from 28.3 to 29.2 percent over the same period. African American 

women are more likely than any other demographic group, male or female, to hold jobs with union 

representation: 43.8 per cent of black non-Hispanic women are now covered by unions.  The black female union 

density rate of nearly 44 per cent is followed by that of African American men (36.5 per cent), Latina women 

(29.4 per cent), Latino men (27.9 per cent), white non-Hispanic women (27.4 per cent), white non-Hispanic 

men (26.1 per cent), Asian women (20.8 per cent) and Asian men (27.9 per cent). As Figure 5 shows, the union 

density rate of Hispanic working women not only exceeds that of white non-Hispanic women, Asian and other 

women, but is also higher than the rates of white, Asian, and Hispanic men.   

 Among the major Spanish origin ethnic groups in New York, union coverage is lowest for the mostly 

recent immigrants from Mexico (6.4 per cent) and highest for Puerto Rican workers (39 per cent). The Puerto 

s
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3.  Immigration 
 

  After more than two decades of near-record immigration, a majority of New York City residents and a 

growing minority of its suburban neighbors are foreign born or the children of recent immigrants. While there is 

widespread recognition of the many economic, social and cultural benefits of multinational immigration, the 

rapid influxes of late have, as in the early twentieth century, ignited controversies over possible job and wage 

competition with the native born. A once-common stereotype held that most recent immigrants were so 

desperate and docile that they would accept the most derisory pay and working conditions without complaint. 

This was said to be even more the case with the undocumented, eager to avoid detection and deportation. 

Regardless of their legal status at entry, recent migrants often seemed largely “unorganizable” to many unions. 

  There is mounting evidence that many immigrants – far from being a uniformly docile, antiunion 

workforce ripe for endless employer abuse – are at least as willing as the native born to take collective action 

for better wages and working conditions. Nationwide, between 1996 and 2003, the number of foreign-born 

union members increased by 48 percent, to 1.8 million.
14

 In sharp contrast, native-born union membership 

declined by 5.7 percent in this same period. It is indicative of their rapid labor force growth (as well as the stiff 

obstacles to union organizing) that immigrants’ union density still fell, from 12.1 percent unionized in 1996 to 

10.2 percent 7 years later. Many immigrants, including the undocumented, have played leading roles in a 

number of major recent organizing drives, including the successful campaigns to unionize office building 

cleaners (“Justice for Janitors”), health care aides, limousine drivers and food service workers.
15

 

 In New York City, our findings for 2004-2006 reveal that of an immigrant workforce of 1.49 million wage 

and salary employees, 390,469 (26.2 per cent) are in union jobs (Table 8). That means that immigrants now 

account for 43.5 per cent of the city’s entire union work force.  
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 As Table 8 indicates, the increase in unionized immigrants came entirely from naturalized foreign-born 

workers. The addition of  85,345 immigrants with US citizenship to union ranks more than made up for a loss of 

27,048 non-citizen immigrants with union coverage since the 1990s. The latter are mostly recent arrivals, and 

their union density (17.8 per cent) is half that of foreign-born US citizens.  

 Likewise, on Long Island the far smaller immigrant population has followed a similar pattern since at least 

the late 1990s: increasing unionization among settled immigrants with US citizenship, declining union 

representation of more recent, non-citizen migrants. Native-born workers have the highest rate of union 

coverage (28.3 per cent), but foreign-born citizens are close behind (24.5 percent). The native-born and non-

citizen union workforces actually fell slightly in this period, but increases among the foreign-born citizens were 

large enough for a net increase of 6,163 new immigrants in unions. Since immigrant workers were the sole 

source of the net increase of 5,550 new unionized workers since the late 1990s. 

  More labor unions in New York and elsewhere appear to 
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result was a decline in private sector union density from 27.7 to 20 per cent by the late 1990s. 

 Since then, both the private and the public sector have rebounded from the 2001 recession, though with 

much less new job growth in the latter than in the former. This trend brought the public share of total city jobs 

down to 15.3 per cent in 2004-2006, 3 percentage points lower than two decades earlier. The number of union 

jobs rebounded as well, and slightly increased the union coverage rate in the public sector while stopping its 

further erosion in the private sector. In fact, the creation of 16,677 net additional public sector unionized jobs 

accounted for a disproportionate 25 per cent share of all the city’s additional union jobs (+66,492) in this period.   

 Which parts of the public sector have gained new jobs and which have lost since the 1990s? Table 10 

shows that the less unionized (56.2 per cent in the mid-2000s)
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recent changes in unionization locally. Our estimates suggest that union membership has increased in both New 
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unionized metro area, unions’ organizing efforts and wage gains have not been enough so far to close the 

enormous gap between the average worker’s rising productivity and stagnating real wages. And the recent 

declines in coverage of youth and non-citizen immigrants raise doubts about unions’ prospects for future 

growth.  

 At the same time, the new findings here of impressive local gains in coverage of fast-growing segments of 

the work force, like female and naturalized immigrant workers, suggest that, even among groups posing special 

challenges to workplace organizing, the current state of New York unions remains hopeful. 

 

Largest Metro Areas, 2006

Area of Residence
Employment Membership Coverage

Membership

Rate (%)

Coverage

Rate (%)

New York City 3,183,825 840,463 871,076 26.40 27.36

Popltn. Long Island 1,310,273 307,443 321,087 23.46 24.51

 Rank Metropolitan Area

1 New York-North NJ-Long Island, NY-NJ-CT-PA CMSA 7,968,820 1,858,761 1,954,367 23.33 24.53
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Table 2   Union Membership and Coverage Rates by Age Group, New York City

1987-1989

AGE 
Employment Membership Coverage

Membership

Rate (%)

Coverage

Rate (%)

16-24 369,480 63,055 73,121 17.07 19.79

25-34 819,598 251,941 281,796 30.74 34.38

35-44 620,985 228,697 245,362 36.83 39.51

45-54 450,677 200,409 208,698 44.47 46.31

55-64 301,428 139,354 145,523 46.23 48.28

65+ 78,516 23,667 25,620 30.14 32.63

Total 2,640,684 907,123 980,120 34.35 37.12

1997-1999

AGE 
Employment Membership Coverage

Membership

Rate (%)

Coverage

Rate (%)

16-24 369,744 43,276 48,587 11.70 13.14

25-34 842,469 193,606 206,517 22.98 24.51

35-44 775,867 230,212 239,105 29.67 30.82

45-54 561,891 199,012 208,635 35.42 37.13

55-64 277,338 106,377 108,482 38.36 39.12

65+ 59,801 18,396 19,463 30.76 32.55

Total 2,887,110 790,879 830,790 27.39 28.78

2004-2006

AGE 
Employment Membership Coverage

Membership

Rate (%)

Coverage

Rate (%)

16-24 347,483 45,159 49,304 13.00 14.19

25-34 871,297 182,697 193,266 20.97 22.18

35-44 804,232 222,705 230,252 27.69 28.63

45-54 674,950 219,019 229,891 32.45 34.06

55-64 384,483 157,877 164,155 41.06 42.70

65+ 103,059 28,877 30,413 28.02 29.51

Total 3,185,504 856,334 897,282 26.88 28.17

Notes: :CLD estimations from CPS Outgoing Rotation Group (ORG) Earnings Files. 

Averages of 3-year pooled samples in economic peak periods are used to improve reliability of estimates.

Membership rates are the percentage of employed workers (aged 16 and over) who are union members.  

Coverage rates are the percentage of workers (members and non-members) who are represented by  

a union or employee association contract. 
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Table 3   Union Membership and Coverage Rates by Age Group, Long Island   
             

1987-1989           

AGE  
Employment Membership  Coverage 

Membership 
Rate (%) 

Coverage 
Rate (%)  

16-24 241,831 32,114 33,286 13.28 13.76  

25-34 296,970 72,640 75,449 24.46 25.41  

35-44 270,387 92,078 95,896 34.05 35.47  

45-54 199,067 66,378 69,869 33.34 35.10  

55-64 142,535 40,400 42,435 28.34 29.77  

65+ 31,674 8,562 8,869 27.03 28.00  

Total 1,182,465 312,172 325,805 26.40 27.55  

       

1997-1999       

AGE  
Employment Membership  Coverage 

Membership 
Rate (%) 

Coverage 
Rate (%)  

16-24 165,910 19,316 21,340 11.64 12.86  

25-34 275,979 67,965 70,562 24.63 25.57  

35-44 344,945 97,890 101,172 28.38 29.33  

45-54 253,870 85,429 89,299 33.65 35.17  

55-64 122,714 39,042 39,601 31.82 32.27  

65+ 38,003 5,742 6,485 15.11 17.06  

Total 1,201,421 315,384 328,458 26.25 27.34  

       

2004-2006       

AGE  
Employment Membership  Coverage 

Membership 
Rate (%) 

Coverage 
Rate (%)  

16-24 157,906 14,237 14,963 9.02 9.48  

25-34 230,428 64,088 66,935 27.81 29.05  

35-44 340,900 93,833 99,646 27.53 29.23  

45-54 291,311 83,346 87,101 28.61 29.90  

55-64 172,254 53,776 56,695 31.22 32.91  

65+ 63,320 8,170 8,669 12.90 13.69  

Total 1,256,119 317,450 334,008 25.27 26.59  

Notes: See notes in previous table.     
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Table 4   Union Coverage Rates by Race/Ethnicity and Gender, 1987-2006, New York City



 

18 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Table 5   Union Coverage Rates by Spanish Origin Group, 

                1987-2006, New York City

Coverage 

Employment Coverage Rate(%)

1987-1989

Mexican 23,101 2,242 9.70

Puerto Rican 208,790 92,640 44.37

Cuban 22,545 11,466 50.86

Central/South American 180,590 61,403 34.00

Other 99,720 37,811 37.92

Total: All Hispanics 534,746 205,562 38.44

1997-1999

Mexican 101,030 6,849 6.78

Puerto Rican 236,482 89,001 37.64

Cuban 18,098 4,802 26.53

Central/South American 233,579 53,515 22.91

Other 155,273 39,119 25.19

Total: All Hispanics 744,462 193,286 25.96

2004-2006

Mexican 91,676 5,899 6.43

Puerto Rican 227,886 89,613 39.32

Cuban 12,756 3,516 27.56

Central/South American 446,697 122,482 27.42

Other 16,746 6,062 36.20

Total: All Hispanics 795,761 227,573 28.60

Notes:CLD estimates from 2006 CPS Outgoing Rotation Group (ORG) Earnings Files. 

Estimates are for wage and salary workers, ages 16 
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Table 6   Union Coverage Rates by Race/Ethnicity and Gender, 1987-2006, Long Island

Female Workers Male Workers

Employment Coverage Coverage Employment Coverage Coverage

1987-1989 Rate (%) Rate (%)

White, non-Hispanic 468,327 98,543 21.04 561,639 173,579 30.91

Black, non-Hispanic 45,313 14,920 32.93 38,501 18,297 47.52

Asian, Other 9,101 3,058 33.60 9,869 3,409 34.54

Hispanic 20,973 4,791 22.85 30,658 9,208 30.03

Total 543,714 121,313 22.31 640,667 204,492 31.92

1997-1999   

White, non-Hispanic 490,842 114,902 23.41 490,646 155,086 31.61

Black, non-Hispanic 38,734 12,561 32.43 37,460 14,127 37.71

Asian/Pacific Islander 11,117 1,116 10.04 18,804 1,426 7.58

Other 323 0 0.00 286 0 0.00

Hispanic 51,659 9,693 18.76 61,550 19,548 31.76

Total 592,675 138,272 23.33 608,746 190,187 31.24

2004-2006   

White, non-Hispanic 472,916 119,626 25.30 478,955 143,979 30.06

Black, non-Hispanic 54,555 18,919 34.68 44,712 12,612 28.21

Asian 28,072 2,928 10.43 28,182 7,603 26.98

Other 2,556 738 28.86 3,193 1,120 35.06

Hispanic 68,997 11,868 17.20 73,982 14,615 19.76

Total 627,095 154,079 24.57 629,023 179,928 28.60

Notes:CLD estimates from 2006 CPS Outgoing Rotation Group (ORG) Earnings Files. 

 Estimates are based on wage and salary workers, ag
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Table 7   Union Coverage Rates by Spanish Origin Group, 

                1987 - 2006, Long Island
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 Table 9   Union Coverage by Public and Private Employment Sectors, New York City 

               and Long Island, 1987 to 2006

Public Sector Private Sector

NEW YORK CITY Employment Coverage Coverage Rate(%) Employment Coverage Coverage Rate(%)

1987-1989 486,530 382,174 78.55 2,155,182 597,946 27.74

1997-1999 478,695 348,280 72.76 2,408,414 482,510 20.03

2004-2006 486,582 364,947 75.00 2,698,921 532,335 19.72

Public Sector Private Sector

LONG ISLAND Employment Coverage Coverage Rate(%) Employment Coverage Coverage Rate(%)

1987-1989 225,916 152,045 67.30 958,465 173,760 18.13

1997-1999 236,862 178,813 75.49 964,559 149,645 15.51

2004-2006 272,652 199,303 73.10 983,467 134,705 13.70

Table 10   Public Sector Union Coverage, by Government Level, New York City

               and Long Island, 1987 to 2006

NEW YORK CITY LONG ISLAND

Employment Coverage Coverage Rate(%) Employment Coverage Coverage Rate(%)
1997-1999

Federal 62,877 35,760 56.87 26,794 15,646 58.40

State 64,000 41,451 64.77 43,686 29,159 66.75

Local 351,819 271,069 77.05 166,382 134,008 80.54

Total 478,696 348,280 72.76 236,862 178,813 75.49

2004-2006   

Federal 59,522 33,444 56.19 31,222 19,964 63.94

State 72,785 51,596 70.89 47,198 33,480 70.94

Local 354,276 279,907 79.01 194,233 145,858 75.09

Total 486,582 364,947 75.00 272,652 199,303 73.10
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