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One of the distinctive qualities of U.S. pov-
erty research is the great deal of attention 
given to joblessness. Poverty scholars in the 
United States have studied the rise of poor 
African American jobless neighborhoods 
(Quillian 2003) and how spatial mismatch 
worsens inner-city unemployment (Mouw 
2000). Much has been written on joblessness 
among the inner-city poor (Tienda and Stier 
1991), young African American men (Holzer 
2009), single mothers, and welfare recipients 
(Harris 1993). Building on this work, scholars 

have highlighted the adverse consequences of 
joblessness and jobless neighborhoods for 
adolescent development (Brooks-Gunn et al. 
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Abstract
Although the working poor are a much larger population than the unemployed poor, U.S. 
poverty research devotes much more attention to joblessness than to working poverty. Research 
that does exist on working poverty concentrates on demographics and economic performance 
and neglects institutions. Building on literatures on comparative institutions, unionization, 
and states as polities, we examine the influence of a potentially important labor market 
institution for working poverty: the level of unionization in a state. Using the Luxembourg 
Income Study (LIS) for the United States, we estimate (1) multi-level logit models of poverty 
among employed households in 2010; and (2) two-way fixed-effects models of working 
poverty across seven waves of data from 1991 to 2010. Further, we replicate the analyses 
with the Current Population Survey while controlling for household unionization, and 
assess unionization’s potential influence on selection into employment. Across all models, 
state-level unionization is robustly significantly negative for working poverty. The effects of 
unionization are larger than the effects of states’ economic performance and social policies. 
Unionization reduces working poverty for both unionized and non-union households and 
does not appear to discourage employment. We conclude that U.S. poverty research can 
advance by devoting greater attention to working poverty, and by incorporating insights from 
the comparative literature on institutions.
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1993), marriage among fragile families 
(Harknett and McLanahan 2004), crime 
(Sampson 1987), and other social problems 
(Massey and Shibuya 1995). Scholars have 
also stressed the need to improve the labor 
market entry of disadvantaged youth (Blanch-
flower and Freeman 2000) and the need for 
job growth to reduce poverty (Blank 2009).

This considerable attention to joblessness 
has been partly inspired by Wilson’s (1996) 
pioneering studies of concentrated inner-city 
poverty. Clearly, the extensive scholarship on 
joblessness has made far-reaching contribu-
tions to the social science of poverty, and of 
course, a job reduces the likelihood of pov-
erty. However, by devoting so much attention 
to joblessness, the prevailing momentum in 
U.S. poverty research has led to the impres-
sion that unemployment is the central prob-
lem. Inadvertently, the concentration on 
joblessness has cultivated the false percep-
tions that “most of the poor do not work” 
(Mead 1993:ix) and that employment is a 
sufficient solution to poverty.

The problem is that the working poor, not 
the unemployed poor, are the most typical 
poor (Blank 1997; Newman 1999). Blank, 
Danziger, and Schoeni (2006) show that 61 
percent of officially poor families in the 
United States contain a worker. Moreover, 
Brady, Fullerton, and Cross (2010) demon-
strate that in the United States in 2001, there 
were more than four times more people in 
working poor than unemployed poor house-
holds. The unemployed poor averaged only 
3.4 percent of the U.S. population from 1974 
to 2004, whereas the working poor averaged 
10.4 percent.1 Despite its prevalence, working 
poverty has been neglected compared to the 
voluminous literature on joblessness (New-
man 1999; O’Connor 2001; Zuberi 2006).

Recently, a modest literature on U.S. 
working poverty has begun to emerge. How-
ever, this literature tends to concentrate on 
demographics and economic performance 
(e.g., Blank et al. 2006). For example, work-
ing poverty is more common in single-mother 
and single-earner households, and among 
women, racial minorities, young adults, and 
the less educated (Blank et al. 2006; Iceland 

and Kim 2001). Among workers, poverty is 
less common among full-time, manufactur-
ing, and public sector workers (Hauan, Lans-
dale, and Leicht 2000; Kalleberg 2007). 
Research also demonstrates that working 
poverty follows the business cycle, declining 
with economic growth and rising with unem-
ployment (Blank et al. 2006; Hall 2006).

Despite these findings, we know little 
about how institutions shape working poverty 
in the United States. Specifically, unioniza-
tion receives minimal attention in mainstream 
U.S. poverty research and very little mention 
in most central texts in the field.2 This is note-
worthy, given the rich comparative literature 
documenting the role of political and labor 
market institutions for wages, inequality, and 
poverty. In countries with high unionization, 
inequality and poverty are lower and wages 
are higher. Similarly, U.S. states exhibit 
meaningful variation in institutions. Indeed, 
scholars have highlighted U.S. states as poli-
ties where struggles and settlements over 
distribution occur. Therefore, the comparative 
literature could be applicable to the United 
States, and greater state-level unionization 
may reduce working poverty. The neglect of 
unionization in studies of working poverty is 
also unfortunate given that the decline of 
unionization contributed to increases in earn-
ings inequality (Western and Rosenfeld 2011) 
and the precariousness of work (Kalleberg 
2007). If these changes are associated with 
working poverty, the precipitous decline of 
unionization may have worsened working 
poverty. Yet, because so little research has 
examined institutions and working poverty 
within the United States, we do not know if 
unionization is salient nor do we know how 
unionization’s influence compares to demo-
graphics and economic performance.

This article uses the Luxembourg Income 
Study (LIS) for the United States from 1991 
to 2010 to examine the effect of state-level 
unionization for individual working poverty. 
First, we estimate multi-level logit models of 
poverty among employed households in 2010. 
Second, we examine working poverty across 
1991, 1994, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2007, and 
2010 with two-way fixed effects for state and 
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year. Further, we replicate these analyses 
using the Current Population Survey (2004 to 
2010), while controlling for household union-
ization, and assess unionization’s potential 
influence on selection into employment. 
Throughout, we consider effects of demo-
graphic characteristics, economic perfor-
mance, and key social policies.

TheoReTiCAL BACKgRoUnD
The Case for Skepticism

Despite the benefits of unionization for work-
ers, there are at least four reasons unioniza-
tion might fail to reduce working poverty. 
First, unions are exceptionally weak in the 
contemporary United States. Unionization 
has declined in other affluent democracies, 
but the United States is distinctive for its 
unusually low levels, which are especially 
pronounced in some states.3 Since the early 
2000s, only about 3 percent of workers in 
North Carolina have been unionized—a level 
unprecedented in available data for affluent 
democracies (Hirsch and Macpherson 2003; 
Visser 2011). Furthermore, U.S. unionization 
has declined more rapidly among the less 
skilled, who are more vulnerable to working 
poverty (Blank 2009). This lower union den-
sity has plausibly weakened the position of 
and compromised the effectiveness of unions 
(Rosenfeld 2006; Wallace, Leicht, and 
Raffalovich 1999). Unions might thus be sim-
ply too weak to affect working poverty.

Second, partly due to this weakness, there is 
much less variation in unionization across U.S. 
states than across affluent democracies. In 
2010, the range between states (21.1 percent) 
was much smaller than that between rich 
democracies (over 50 percent) (Visser 2011). 
As a result, Moller, Alderson, and Nielsen 
(2009) find unionization does not have a cross-
sectional effect on income inequality in U.S. 
counties. Because income inequality and pov-
erty are related, studies of the United States 
might fail to show effects of unionization 
because “the context of U.S. states provides for 
a rather conservative test of institutional 
hypotheses” (Moller et al. 2009:1085).

Third, even if unions raise some workers’ 
earnings, these benefits might not reach the 
bottom of the labor market. Less-skilled, low-
paid workers are unlikely to be unionized or 
covered by union contracts. Unions and the 
regulations they establish might create rents 
only for protected insiders, and might exclude, 
have little impact on, or even worsen the 
labor market for poor workers. Long-standing 
labor economic theory claims that unions 
have a “crowding effect,” in which union 
wage gains lead to cuts in the quantity of 
union jobs (Kahn 1978; Neumark and Wachter 
1995). Accordingly, crowding should increase 
the supply of non-union workers, which 
should depress wages for non-union workers 
and worsen working poverty.

Fourth, the literature implies that the afore-
mentioned demographics and economic per-
formance are the dominant sources of working 
poverty (Blank et al. 2006). Even if unions 
benefit individual workers, because poverty 
is a household-level variable, demographic 
characteristics like single parenthood could 
drown out any unionization effects. Similarly, 
Moller and colleagues (2009) find demo-
graphics and economic development are more 
important than state-level institutions for 
income inequality in U.S. counties. If demo-
graphics and economic performance are the 
dominant influences on U.S. working pov-
erty, unionization might play only a marginal 
or insignificant role.

The Case for Unionization

Despite these reasons for skepticism, we pro-
pose that state-level unionization reduces 
working poverty. This expectation is theoreti-
cally motivated by three literatures: (1) com-
parative institutions; (2) unionization and 
earnings; and (3) U.S. states as polities.

First, the comparative institutions litera-
ture demonstrates that institutions and power 
relations between collective actors fundamen-
tally shape inequalities (Brady and Leicht 
2008). Institutions and power relations organ-
ize the distribution of resources, regulate 
risks, allocate opportunities, and socialize 
normative expectations (Brady 2009; Tilly 
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1998). Institutions reduce the likelihood of 
poverty-inducing events and mitigate the con-
sequences when such events occur (DiPrete 
2002). Power resources theory, which ani-
mates much of the comparative institutions 
literature (Brady 2009; Hicks 1999; Korpi 
1983; Moller et al. 2003; Volscho and Kelly 
2012), contends that class-based collective 
political actors shape the distribution of eco-
nomic resources (Brady, Fullerton, and Cross 
2009). To make the distribution more egali-
tarian, the working class and poor must bond 
together, form organizations, and politically 
mobilize in elections and workplaces. 
Although power resources theory is tradition-
ally used to explain welfare states, it offers a 
more general model of income distribution 
(Brady et al. 2009; Korpi 1983). Accordingly, 
the level of unionization in a state is an 
important labor market institution, indicating 
the power resources of labor relative to busi-
ness and other collective actors.

Consistent with power resources theory, the 
comparative institutions literature shows that 
cross-national variation in earnings inequality 
can be explained by labor market institutions 
like corporatism and unionization (Blau and 
Kahn 2002; Koeniger, Leonardi, and Nunzi-
ata 2007; Kristal 2010). Scholars have also 
demonstrated that labor market institutions 
can explain cross-national differences in low-
wage work (Doellgast, Holtgrewe, and Deery 
2009; Gautie and Schmitt 2009), poverty 
(Brady 2009; Moller et al. 2003; Plasman and 
Rycx 2001), and working poverty specifically 
(Brady et al. 2010; Lohmann 2009; Zuberi 
2006). Despite these contributions, the com-
parative literature’s insights have rarely been 
applied to the study of U.S. poverty.

Second, an extensive economic and socio-
logical literature shows that unions raise 
wages (Freeman and Medoff 1984; Kalle-
berg, Wallace, and Althauser 1981). Cornfield 
and Fletcher (2001) estimate union members 
receive a 20 percent wage premium over 
similar non-union workers. Because wages 
are a large share of low-income households’ 
economic resources, such wage advantages 
could lift many households out of poverty. 

The union wage premium even applies to 
low-wage workers with less skill (Eren 2009) 
or less than a high school education (Maxwell 
2007). Although the U.S. poverty literature 
neglects unionization, scholars of low-wage 
work have shown powerful effects of unions 
(Gautie and Schmitt 2009; Newman 1999; 
Zuberi 2006). Benefits of unionization have 
been documented for low-wage workers in 
hospitals (Applebaum et al. 2003), hotels 
(Bernhardt, Dresser, and Hatton 2003), call 
centers (Batt, Hunter, and Wilk 2003), and 
casinos (Waddoups 2001) and for temporary 
workers in automotive supplier firms, hospi-
tals, and public schools (Erickcek, Houseman, 
and Kalleberg 2003). These studies demon-
strate how unions pressure management for 
higher wages, restrict the use of contingent 
workers whose presence would reduce wages, 
and regulate working conditions.

Although there are benefits to being a 
union member, the vast majority of workers 
near the poverty line are unlikely to be union-
ized. For state-level unionization to reduce 
working poverty, it must have a contextual 
effect that spills over to non-union, low-wage 
workers.4 Indeed, the literature has found 
such spillover effects of unionization for non-
union workers. For instance, Zuberi (2006) 
demonstrates how higher unionization in 
Vancouver versus Seattle contributes to a  
significantly better environment for even 
non-union service workers. The classic expla-
nation—contrary to the aforementioned 
crowding effects—is that unionization poses 
a threat to non-unionized firms. To discour-
age unionization, proximate firms raise wages 
preemptively (Freeman and Medoff 1984; 
Leicht 1989). Leicht, Wallace, and Grant 
(1993) demonstrate that the presence of 
unionization in interdependent industries 
raises the earnings of the non-union working 
class. Partly because unions establish con-
tracts that cover non-union workers, unioni-
zation also benefits non-union workers, 
especially in the presence of high union den-
sity (Bernhardt et al. 2003; Neumark and 
Wachter 1995). Non-union firms in states 
with higher unionization may be forced to 
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pay more, or else risk losing their workers to 
better paid union-firms. Furthermore, unions 
influence the moral economy by cultivating 
norms of equity and advocating for the expec-
tation of higher pay for all workers. Western 
and Rosenfeld (2011) argue that unions 
encourage labor market norms of equity (1) 
culturally, by disseminating egalitarian dis-
courses; (2) politically, by influencing policy; 
and (3) institutionally, through rules govern-
ing labor markets. Accounting for the effect 
of unions on non-union wages, Western and 
Rosenfeld (2011) conclude that the decline of 
unionization in the United States explains 
one-fifth to one-third of the growth in earn-
ings inequality since 1973. If these effects are 
not solely due to constraining the top of the 
earnings distribution, the decline of unioniza-
tion has likely increased working poverty.

Third, the comparative institutions and 
unionization-earnings literatures are relevant 
here partly because of the literature on U.S. 
states as polities. In recent decades, social and 
economic policies have increasingly devolved 
from the federal government to states (Can-
cian and Danziger 2009; Zylan and Soule 
2000). As a result, states have become more 
salient settings for the struggles and settle-
ments over the distribution of resources 
(Moller 2008). Jenkins, Leicht, and Wendt 
(2006) contend that class forces and political 
institutions jointly shape policymaking and 
distribution in U.S. states in ways that steer 
states toward more or less egalitarian eco-
nomic development strategies. Building on 
the comparative institutions literature, schol-
ars in the states as polities literature highlight 
subnational variation (Moller et al. 2009). 
Even within and net of federal policies, state-
level politics can be independently conse-
quential to inequalities (Moller 2008; 
Wilkinson and Pickett 2009). Conflicts 
between business and labor, in terms of regu-
lating the institutional environment for unions, 
often play out at the state level (Jacobs and 
Dixon 2010; Tope and Jacobs 2009). More-
over, state-level unionization is a key manifes-
tation of state labor movements and the power 
resources of labor relative to business (Hicks, 

Friedland, and Johnson 1978). U.S. states are 
thus relevant settings for studying the implica-
tions of the comparative institutions and 
unionization-earnings literatures.

Further Questions

If we observe significant negative effects of 
state-level unionization for working poverty, 
four further questions should be addressed. 
First, given that previous research on working 
poverty focuses on economic performance, 
do effects of unionization at least rival those 
of economic performance? If not, one could 
argue that economic performance should be 
the paramount strategy to reduce working 
poverty, perhaps even if the pursuit of eco-
nomic performance constrains unionization.

Second, does unionization reduce working 
poverty net of social policy? Any initial asso-
ciation between unionization and working 
poverty could be due to the fact that unions 
encourage generous social policies. An exten-
sive literature identifies unionization as a 
power resource contributing to the expansion 
of generous social policies (Brady 2009; 
Hicks 1999; Korpi 1983). In their study of 
working poverty across 18 affluent democra-
cies, Brady and colleagues (2010) find the 
initial negative effects of unionization attenu-
ate when controlling for welfare state gener-
osity. While still consistent with power 
resources theory, unionization might be only 
indirectly related to working poverty, through 
social policies like Temporary Assistance to 
Needy Families (TANF) and unemployment 
insurance (UI).

Third, do effects of state-level unionization 
hold net of household unionization and for 
non-union households? Any effect of state-
level unionization could simply be a composi-
tional effect of having more unionized workers 
in a state. Less clear is whether unionization 
also has a contextual effect that spills over into 
the broader workforce and benefits non-union 
workers. It would therefore be valuable to test 
whether unionization reduces working poverty 
even after controlling for household unioniza-
tion, and among non-union households.
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Finally, is any effect of unionization biased 
by counterproductively discouraging employ-
ment? Unified theory, an alternative to power 
resources theory within the comparative insti-
tutions literature, contends that unionization 
leads to lower inequality and poverty partly 
by removing less-skilled workers from the 
workforce and reducing employment (Blau 
and Kahn 2002). If high levels of unioniza-
tion raise wages and labor costs, there could 
be a rigidity tradeoff such that firms are unable 
or unwilling to employ greater numbers of 
marginal workers (Magnani and Prentice 
2010). Unionization could thus lead to less 
employment, despite higher wages and lower 
poverty among the employed (Walsworth 
2010). Indeed, a classic concern has been that 
unionization increases spells of unemploy-
ment for non-union workers (Kahn and 
Morimune 1977). Any negative effect of 
unionization on working poverty might then 
be biased by a selection effect of unionization 
on employment.

MeThoDS
Individual-Level Data

The Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) pro-
vides the micro-level data. The LIS is a cross-
national archive of nationally representative 
individual-level datasets. For the United 
States, the LIS uses the March Current 
Population Survey (CPS). The LIS cleans the 
data and creates a new set of standardized 
variables. The compelling advantage of the 
LIS over the underlying CPS is the high qual-
ity and significantly improved income mea-
sures that comprehensively incorporate taxes 
and transfers. We utilize the seven most 
recent waves of the LIS for the United States: 
1991, 1994, 1997, 2000, 2004, 2007, and 
2010. We begin with 1991 because it is the 
oldest LIS U.S. dataset with a large number of 
cases per state.5

The individual is the unit of analysis. The 
samples include all individuals in households 
led by working-age adults (18 to 64 years). In 
sensitivity analyses, results are consistent if 

the sample contains only employed adults. 
We include the 50 U.S. states and the District 
of Columbia, which we treat as a 51st state. 
Table S1 in the online supplement displays 
descriptive statistics and sources (http://asr.
sagepub.com/supplemental).

The dependent variable is working pov-
erty. A person is working poor if she resides 
in a household with less than 50 percent of the 
national median household income and at 
least one employed member (Brady et al. 
2010; Lohmann 2009; Newman 1999). Pov-
erty is thus a household-level variable. 
Because households pool their expenses and 
resources, if a household is poor, all members 
are poor. We calculated household income 
after taxes and transfers using the standard-
ized LIS variable disposable household 
income (DHI). DHI includes cash and non-
cash income after taxes and transfers (includ-
ing food stamps, housing allowances, tax 
credits like the Earned Income Tax Credit 
[EITC], and near cash benefits). DHI is 
adjusted for household size by dividing by the 
square root of household members. We calcu-
lated the poverty threshold using all individu-
als regardless of age or employment in the 
same LIS year. We reduced the sample to 
employed households only after calculating 
the threshold.

This poverty measure follows the vast 
majority of international poverty studies 
(Brady 2009; Moller et al. 2003; Rainwater 
and Smeeding 2004). Although this measure 
is typically called “relative,” we utilize the 
national median, not state-specific medians. 
The threshold is therefore the same in every 
state and is “absolutely” applied. In the 1991 
to 2010 sample, we utilize the national median 
within each year, which is temporally rela-
tive. However, we also use a “constant” 
threshold based on the 2010 median adjusted 
for inflation (Chen and Corak 2008). Although 
the relative measure may be less sensitive to 
the business cycle and economic develop-
ment, the constant measure should be respon-
sive. Altogether, these analyses consider a 
relative threshold applied absolutely across 
states, a threshold relative to the national 
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median in each year, and a constant threshold 
based on the inflation-adjusted 2010 national 
median.6

We eschew the official U.S. measure of 
poverty because it has very serious validity 
and reliability problems (Blank 1997; Brady 
2009; Rainwater and Smeeding 2004). Partly 
because it was established with little scientific 
basis roughly 50 years ago, the thresholds for 
the official measure are widely understood to 
be too low (i.e., below 40 percent of the 
median). The definition of income used in the 
official measure ignores taxes and tax credits, 
and inconsistently counts transfers. For exam-
ple, social security pensions count as income 
in the official measure, but food stamps, hous-
ing subsidies, and childcare vouchers do not. 
Since the 1990s, the EITC has grown into the 
largest assistance program for families with 
children—much larger than TANF. Yet, the 
official measure ignores the EITC. Over-time 
comparisons, especially for the working poor, 
are therefore quite problematic. The official 
measure also neglects states’ taxes and trans-
fers, which further compounds reliability and 
validity problems. By contrast, the definition 
of income used here incorporates federal and 
state taxes and transfers. The LIS measure of 
income (DHI) includes a much more compre-
hensive set of income sources than is used in 
the official measure, which also makes it inap-
propriate to apply the official poverty thresh-
old to the DHI.

Our definition of working poverty requires 
that at least one member of a household is 
employed. We measure employment (refer-
ence = no one employed) by whether a house-
hold has at least one earner. In sensitivity 
analyses, we defined employment solely as 
full-time work and included part-time work-
ers with the non-employed. The results are 
consistent.

Following previous research (e.g., Brady 
et al. 2010; Blank et al. 2006; Lohmann 2009; 
Rainwater and Smeeding 2004), we incorpo-
rate several demographic characteristics of 
the household. Using married/cohabiting cou-
ples as the reference, we include binary vari-
ables single mother, single father, female head 

no children, and male head no children. We 
measure the presence of the non-working-
aged with the number of children and binary 
variables for the presence of a child under 5 
years and individuals over 65 years. We 
assess a household’s labor market standing 
with characteristics of the lead earner in the 
household (the person with the greatest earn-
ings, with ties settled by age). Binary indica-
tors for less than high school and college 
degree or more (reference = high school 
degree or some college) measure the lead 
earner’s educational attainment. With White 
lead as the reference, we include dummies for 
African American, Latino, and other race. We 
control for the curvilinear relationship 
between a lead earner’s age and working pov-
erty with binary variables for under 25, 25 to 
34, 35 to 44, and 55 to 64 years (reference = 
45 to 54 years). We also include a binary 
variable for multiple earners in a household 
(reference = one earner). With private-sector, 
full-time employed leads as the reference, we 
include dummies for public sector and part-
time. Finally, we include seven indicators for 
a lead earner’s industry: agriculture, con-
struction, wholesale and retail trade, trans-
portation, FIRE ( finance, insurance, and real 
estate), administration, and other services 
(reference = manufacturing).

State-Level Data

Unionization is the percent of civilian wage 
and salary employees age 16 years and older 
who are members of labor unions, measured 
in the same year (Hirsch and Macpherson 
2003).7 Effects of unionization include com-
positional and contextual effects because the 
LIS does not identify whether respondents are 
union members. As we will discuss, we eval-
uate this issue in a replication analysis.

For economic performance, we include 
three variables measured in the current year. 
Gross domestic product per capita (GDP PC) 
is in real 2010 dollars. Economic growth is 
the annual rate of change in a state’s real 
gross domestic product (GDP). Unemploy-
ment rate is a percent of the state’s labor 
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force. GDP PC tracks long-term economic 
development, and economic growth and 
unemployment assess the short-term business 
cycle. In addition, GDP PC captures a state’s 
cost of living and affluence. In additional 
analyses, we tested the state-level manufac-
turing share of employment. This variable is 
insignificant, however, and strongly corre-
lated with GDP PC.

Finally, we consider two measures of state 
policies measured in the current year. TANF/
AFDC maximum is the maximum monthly 
benefit in real 2010 dollars for a family of 
three for TANF in 1997 to 2010 and AFDC in 
1991 and 1994.8 UI maximum is the maxi-
mum monthly benefit per worker in real 2010 
dollars for unemployment insurance.

In sensitivity analyses, we considered two 
other commonly studied institutions. First, we 
tested the minimum wage rate (in real 2010 
dollars). In 2010, the minimum wage rate cor-
relates positively with unionization (r = .42)  
but is only weakly negatively associated with 
working poverty (r = –.19). The minimum 
wage rate never has a significant effect on 
working poverty and its inclusion does not 
alter the unionization effect.9 Second, we 
tested Democratic control of state government 
measured as the average of the governor being 
a Democrat and the proportion of the two 
houses of the legislature.10 This variable is not 
correlated with working poverty, is never sig-
nificant, and its inclusion does not alter the 
unionization effect.11 Furthermore, unioniza-
tion and Democratic control are likely endog-
enous to each other (Western 1997). We 
therefore omit the minimum wage rate and 
Democratic control from the analyses.

Analytic Strategy

Our analyses proceed in four stages. The first 
uses the 2010 LIS across the 51 states and 
focuses on variation between states.12 The 
second pools the seven LIS waves from 1991 
to 2010, also across the 51 states. This stage 
focuses on over-time variation within states. 
Third, we replicate the analysis with the 
Current Population Survey for 2004 to 2010 

(Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 
[IPUMS] [King et al. 2010]), controlling for 
household unionization. Fourth, we assess 
whether unionization has an effect on employ-
ment or the presence of multiple earners, as 
this may lead to a selection bias.

The first stage examines all individuals in 
households with at least one employed mem-
ber and a working-age lead earner. Individu-
als are nested in the 51 states. The clustering 
of individuals within states and the inclusion 
of state-level variables violates assumptions of 
the standard logistic regression model. In turn, 
we estimate multi-level logit models.13 We 
estimate random intercept models, which can 
be expressed as two equations (Raudenbush 
and Bryk 2002). First, the log odds of work-
ing poverty (log [pij/1–pij]) for the ith indi-
vidual in the jth state is represented by eta 
(hij) and is a function of state intercepts (b0j) 
and a set of individual-level fixed coefficients  
(bXij):

log (pij/1–pij) = hij = b0j + bXij

Second, each state intercept (b0j) is estimated 
as a function of an intercept (g00), a set of state-
level variables (gZj), and an error term (u0j):

b0j = g00 + gZj + u0j

These multi-level logit models enable us to 
test effects of state-level unionization net of 
individual/household characteristics and 
state-level economic performance.

The second stage analyzes the pooled sam-
ple of seven LIS waves, from 1991 to 2010, 
across the 51 states. Like the first stage, the 
sample includes individuals in households 
with an employed member and a working-age 
lead earner. In this stage, however, individu-
als are nested in 357 state-years. We employ 
two-way fixed-effects (FE) models by esti-
mating logistic regression models with fixed 
effects for the 51 states and for the seven 
years. The log odds of working poverty (log 
[pijt/1–pijt]) is represented by Yijt for individ-
ual i, in state j, and year t. Yijt

 is a function of a 
constant (b0), individual-level characteristics 
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(bXXijt ), state-level variables (bZZjt ), state 
dummies (bSSj), and year dummies (bWWt ):

log (pijt/1–pijt ) =Yijt = b0 + bXXijt  
+ bZZjt + bSSj + bWWt 

The state and year dummies correct the non-
independence of observations within state and 
year. We also robust cluster the errors by state-
year. The state dummies control for any stable 
unobserved characteristics with stable effects. 
There are likely to be stable unobserved charac-
teristics of states—for example, being in the 
South, right-to-work laws established prior to 
1991, or even stable differences in cost of liv-
ing—that are correlated with unionization or 
working poverty. Such unobserved characteris-
tics could introduce omitted variable bias, and 
may account for a significant negative effect of 
unionization in the multi-level logit models. 
The state dummies difference out any such 
stable characteristics and estimate the effect of 
unionization on within-state temporal variation 
in working poverty. The year dummies control 
for any generic change over time across states 
(e.g., the 1996 welfare reform).

ReSULTS
Multi-Level Logit Models for 2010

Before turning to the multivariate analyses, 
we describe patterns in working poverty and 
unionization in 2010. Figure 1 shows a moder-
ate negative correlation between a state’s 
unionization and its rate of working poverty (r = 
–.39). Southern states Louisiana, Mississippi, 
and North Carolina had low unionization and 
high working poverty. By contrast, more 
unionized states like Alaska, Hawaii, and 
Washington had less working poverty. That 
said, even low unionization cannot account for 
the fact that nearly a fifth of individuals in 
employed households were poor in Mississippi 
and Texas. Also, states like New Hampshire 
and Wyoming had lower working poverty 
than would be expected from their moderate 
unionization. Finally, Figure 1 displays sub-
stantial interstate variation in both unioniza-
tion and working poverty. Union density 
ranged from 24.3 percent in New York to 3.2 
percent in North Carolina. In 2010, 11.3 per-
cent of the employed household sample was 
poor. However, only 4 percent was working 

Figure 1. Bivariate Association between Working Poverty Rate and Unionization across 51 
States (r = –.39)
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poor in New Hampshire compared to 19.6 
percent in Mississippi.

Table 1 presents multi-level logit models 
of working poverty. Standardized odds ratios 
are reported for state-level variables, and 
odds ratios are reported for individual-level 
variables.14 Model 1 includes only individual-
level variables. Consistent with previous 
research and reflecting the large sample, most 
variables are significant. The largest positive 
effects are for less than high school, having 
an under-25 lead earner, and part-time 
employment. The largest negative effects are 
for college or higher and multiple earners. For 
example, in the largest effect at the individ-
ual- or state-level, having multiple earners in 
a household reduces the odds of working 
poverty by a factor of 5.1.

Model 2 adds state-level unionization, 
which is significantly negative. For a standard 
deviation increase in state-level unionization 
(5.8 percent), the odds of working poverty 
should decline by a factor of 1.13.

Model 3 adds the three economic perfor-
mance variables. GDP PC is significantly 
negative; the unemployment rate is signifi-
cantly positive, as is, surprisingly, economic 
growth. For a standard deviation increase in 
GDP PC, the odds of working poverty decline 
by a factor of 1.06. For a standard deviation 
increase in unemployment or economic 
growth, the odds of working poverty increase 
by factors of 1.11 and 1.14, respectively. 
Even with the economic performance con-
trols, unionization remains significantly neg-
ative. Moreover, unionization’s effect is 
robust in size, and slightly larger than the 
effects of GDP PC and unemployment. Eco-
nomic growth has a comparable effect to 
unionization, and we will discuss its counter-
intuitive positive effect further.

Two-Way FE Models for 1991 to 2010

Figure 2 displays bivariate associations 
between the 1991 to 2010 change in working 
poverty rates and the change in unionization 
across the 51 states. These are the differences 
in 1991 to 2010 levels, which seem an appro-
priate comparison given that the FE models 

analyze change within states over time. Both 
relative and constant working poverty 
declined from 1991 to 2010. Among the 
employed household sample, 12.3 percent 
were relatively poor in 1991 compared to 
11.3 percent in 2010. Furthermore, constant 
working poverty declined from 15.9 percent 
in 1991 to 11.3 percent in 2010. This decline 
was likely driven by the reduction in lead 
earners without a high school degree (14.6 
percent in the 1991 sample compared to 10 
percent in 2010), and the increase in lead 
earners with a college degree (25.3 percent in 
1991 versus 35.3 percent in 2010). A decline 
in part-time employment and an increase in 
lead earner’s age were also beneficial. 
Expansion of the EITC certainly lifted many 
households from working poverty as well. 
Therefore, a number of changes other than 
declining unionization slightly reduced work-
ing poverty from 1991 to 2010.

The top panel of Figure 2 shows a modest 
negative correlation between the change in 
unionization and the change in relative work-
ing poverty (r = –.25). The bottom panel 
shows a slightly weaker negative correlation 
between the change in unionization and the 
change in constant working poverty (r = 
–.18). In both panels, working poverty 
declined substantially in California, South 
Carolina, and Vermont while unionization 
remained stable or increased. Unionization 
declined substantially in Hawaii, Michigan, 
and New Jersey, and working poverty 
increased or failed to decline. For both rela-
tive and constant working poverty, however, 
the correlation is much weaker than in Figure 
1. For instance, unionization declined sub-
stantially in Indiana and Wisconsin even 
though working poverty declined in both 
states. Incorporating over-time variation thus 
reveals that the relationship between unioni-
zation and working poverty might be less 
straightforward than was shown in the cross-
sectional analysis of 2010.

Table 2 pools the seven LIS waves from 
1991 to 2010 and uses two-way FE models to 
control for differences between states and 
generic trends over time. Although there is a 
significant cross-sectional association between 
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Table 1. Multi-Level Logit Models of Working Poverty on Individual- and State-Level 
Variables in 51 States in 2010 (N = 162,564): Standardized Odds Ratios for State-Level 
Variables and Odds Ratios for Individual-Level Variables (z-scores)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Unionization .882** .892**

 (–2.78) (–3.05)
GDP PC .940*

 (–2.16)
Economic Growth 1.142***

 (4.20)
Unemployment 1.109**

 (2.80)
Single Mother 2.095*** 2.095*** 2.096***

 (28.71) (28.71) (28.73)
Single Father 1.371*** 1.371*** 1.373***

 (8.14) (8.15) (8.20)
Female Head No Children 1.773*** 1.774*** 1.776***

 (14.46) (14.46) (14.50)
Male Head No Children 1.511*** 1.511*** 1.513***

 (10.09) (10.10) (10.13)
Number of Children in HH 1.351*** 1.351*** 1.351***

 (36.55) (36.56) (36.56)
Child Under Age 5 1.375*** 1.375*** 1.375***

 (13.41) (13.40) (13.41)
Over 65 in HH .631*** .631*** .631***

 (–11.04) (–11.03) (–11.04)
Less Than High School 2.844*** 2.843*** 2.843***

 (41.01) (41.00) (41.00)
College or More .305*** .305*** .305***

 (–39.23) (–39.24) (–39.26)
African American 1.657*** 1.654*** 1.655***

 (16.55) (16.51) (16.52)
Latino 2.036*** 2.035*** 2.033***

 (27.33) (27.33) (27.30)
Other Race 1.771*** 1.775*** 1.783***

 (15.93) (16.02) (16.18)
Under 25 Years 2.722*** 2.721*** 2.724***

 (26.25) (26.24) (26.27)
25 to 34 Years 1.029 1.029 1.029
 (1.00) (.98) (.99)
35 to 44 Years .824*** .824*** .824***

 (–7.04) (–7.04) (–7.04)
55 to 64 Years .800*** .800*** .800***

 (–5.91) (–5.91) (–5.91)
Multiple Earners .198*** .198*** .198***

 (–79.56) (–79.55) (–79.54)
Public Sector .640*** .639*** .640***

 (–11.88) (–11.90) (–11.86)
Part-Time 4.831*** 4.832*** 4.830***

 (77.46) (77.47) (77.45)
Agriculture 1.289*** 1.289*** 1.290***

 (3.70) (3.69) (3.71)

(continued)

 at Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin on January 6, 2014asr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://asr.sagepub.com/
http://asr.sagepub.com/


Brady et al. 883

unionization and working poverty in 2010, 
unobserved stable characteristics of states 
could explain the significant negative effects 
in Table 1. We show effects of unionization 
with and without state-level controls. Individ-
ual-level variables are included but not 
shown. In addition to economic performance, 
multiple years of data and the two-way FE 
models enable us to control for two social 
policies (i.e., TANF/AFDC and UI maximum 
benefits). It is difficult to control for these 
policies in the 2010 models because they are 
fairly highly correlated with each other and 
with state-level unionization.15 Therefore, the 
two-way FE models better enable us to iden-
tify the unique effects of each variable.

Table 2 shows that unionization has a sig-
nificant negative effect before and after con-
trolling for other state-level variables. Also, 
the effect is significantly negative for both the 
temporally relative and constant measures of 
poverty. We interpret unionization effects 
with the full set of state-level controls. For a 
standard deviation increase in unionization, 
the odds of relative working poverty decline 
by a factor of 1.24. Thus, the effect is larger 
in the two-way FE models than in the 2010 

models. This larger effect of unionization is 
mirrored in the constant poverty models. For 
a standard deviation increase in unionization, 
the odds of constant working poverty decline 
by a factor of 1.19.16

Two economic performance variables have 
robust significant effects. For a standard devi-
ation increase in unemployment, relative or 
constant working poverty is expected to 
increase by a factor of 1.1. Similar to the 2010 
models, economic growth has a counterintui-
tive positive effect, which partially offsets the 
business cycle effect of unemployment. For a 
standard deviation increase in economic 
growth, the odds of constant or relative work-
ing poverty increase by a factor of 1.04. This 
finding is fairly robust in a variety of sensitiv-
ity tests as well.17 Unlike in the 2010 models, 
GDP PC is insignificant for both relative and 
constant working poverty.

Both state policy variables are negatively 
signed for both dependent variables. How-
ever, only the TANF/AFDC maximum bene-
fit has a significant effect, and only for 
constant working poverty. For a standard 
deviation increase in the TANF/AFDC maxi-
mum, the odds of constant working poverty 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Construction .969 .969 .970
 (–.82) (–.82) (–.79)
Wholesale and Retail Trade 1.614*** 1.614*** 1.615***

 (16.07) (16.08) (16.11)
Transportation .750*** .750*** .751***

 (–5.77) (–5.75) (–5.74)
FIRE 1.112** 1.112** 1.113**

 (2.92) (2.93) (2.95)
Administration 1.101** 1.102** 1.102**

 (2.80) (2.82) (2.84)
Other Services 1.758*** 1.758*** 1.759***

 (13.43) (13.43) (13.45)

Note: Constants not shown. References = married couple, high school degree/some college, White, no 
child under age 5, lead earner 45 to 54 years, no over 65 member, single-earner household, private, full-
time, and manufacturing sector. Odds ratios between .999 and 1.0 rounded to .999; odds between 1.0 
and 1.001 rounded to 1.001.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).

Table 1. (continued)
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decline by a factor of 1.09. Thus, constant 
working poverty has not declined as quickly 
as it could have because the average TANF/
AFDC maximum declined over time.18

Economic performance and policies are 
relevant, but unionization has larger effects 
than all other state-level variables. Recall that 

unionization has standardized inverse odds 
ratios of 1.24 to 1.19. By contrast, the other 
state-level variables have odds ratios at or 
below an absolute value of 1.1. Furthermore, 
effects of unionization only modestly attenu-
ate when we control for other state-level vari-
ables. Standardized odds for unionization 

Figure 2. Bivariate Associations between 1991 to 2010 Change in Working Poverty Rates 
and 1991 to 2010 Change in Unionization across 51 States
Note: Top panel is for relative poverty (r = –.25); bottom panel is for constant poverty (r = –.18).
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decline from .780 to .805 or .820 to .844. This 
demonstrates that most of unionization’s 
effects are not mediated by the two policy 
variables—especially as the policy variables 
are not robustly significant.

To illustrate the effects of unionization, 
Figure 3 displays a set of counterfactual sim-
ulations for relative and constant poverty. For 
reference, we show the standardized odds 
from Table 2 at the bottom of Figure 3. We 
also compare unionization effects to effects of 
the individual-level variables (not shown).

The mean unionization across states was 
14.95 in 1991 and 11.02 in 2010. Figure 3 
shows that if unionization remained at 1991 
levels in the typical state in 2010, the odds of 
relative working poverty would decline by a 
factor of 1.16. Conversely, and net of all indi-
vidual- and state-level controls, declining 
unionization from 1991 to 2010 increased the 
odds of working poverty by a factor of 1.16 to 
1.12. This effect is comparable to the negative 
effect of a household’s lead earner being 25 to 
34 years old or 55 to 64, instead of 45 to 54. 
For the average individual, the mean state-
level unionization was 13.5 in 1991 to 2010. 
If the mean rose to the maximum (New York 

in 1991), the odds of working poverty would 
decline by a factor of 1.8 to 1.59. This effect 
is larger than the effects of being a single-
mother household or having an African 
American lead earner. If the minimum (North 
Carolina in 2004) rose to the mean, the odds 
would decline by 1.48 to 1.36. This effect is 
larger than effects of an additional child or a 
public-sector lead earner. Finally, if the mini-
mum (North Carolina in 2004) rose to the 
maximum (New York in 1991), the odds of 
working poverty would decline by a factor of 
2.7 to 2.2. This effect is larger than most 
individual-level variables, and close to the 
effect of the lead earner not having a high 
school degree. The only larger effects are 
having a college degree (–), a part-time lead 
earner (+), and multiple earners in the house-
hold (–).

In summary, state-level unionization has a 
larger effect than economic performance and 
social policies. On balance, the individual-
level effects of education, part-time employ-
ment, and having multiple earners are arguably 
the most important predictors of working pov-
erty. Still, effects of unionization rival most 
other individual-level characteristics.

Table 2. Two-Way Fixed-Effects Logit Model of Working Poverty on Individual- and State-
Level Variables in 51 States, 1991 to 2010 (N = 957,105): Standardized Odds Ratios and 
(z-scores)

Relative Constant

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Unionization .780*** .805*** .820*** .844***

 (–4.61) (–4.46) (–3.76) (–3.67)
GDP PC 1.017 1.017
 (.33) (.36)
Economic Growth 1.042** 1.041**

 (3.04) (2.90)
Unemployment Rate 1.095*** 1.099***

 (4.09) (4.26)
TANF/AFDC Maximum .921 .917*

 (–1.85) (–2.23)
UI Maximum .960

(–1.68)
.960

(–1.71)

Note: Constants not shown. All models control for individual-level variables in Table 1 and fixed effects 
for state and year (not shown).
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Replication Analysis of U.S. Current 
Population Survey, 2004 to 2010

Previously, we asked whether the effects of 
state-level unionization hold net of household 
unionization and for non-union households. 
Unfortunately, the LIS lacks information on 
individual-level union membership. However, 
the U.S. LIS data are based on the Current 
Population Survey, which contains data on 
union membership. As noted earlier, the prin-
cipal advantage of the LIS is the improved 
measure of household income. We are able to 
approximate the LIS income measures only 
for the years 2004, 2007, and 2010 because 
the IPUMS CPS only began to provide data 
on tax credits (especially the EITC) in 2004. 
Therefore, this replication with the CPS is 
forced to rely on 2004, 2007, and 2010 data 
(individuals nested in 153 state-years).19 In 
addition, the CPS asks the union membership 
question only for one-fourth of the sample 
(the two outgoing rotation groups). As a 
result, the CPS samples are much smaller 
than the LIS samples.

Table 3 includes all individual- and state-
level variables included in the LIS models. For 
purposes of comparison, we first show the LIS 
results for 2004 to 2010. In this subsample of 
years, state-level unionization continues to have 
a significant negative effect for relative and con-
stant working poverty. Indeed, effects are slightly 
larger in 2004 to 2010 than in 1991 to 2010.

We then replicate the same models using 
the CPS. In the CPS models, effects of state-
level unionization are even larger than in the 
LIS models. For example, with the CPS, the 
standardized odds are .77 for relative poverty 
(.80 with LIS) and .72 for constant poverty 
(.81 with LIS). Next, we estimate the effect of 
state-level unionization while controlling for 
whether a household had a union member. 
Unsurprisingly, household unionization has a 
large significant negative effect. Being in a 
union household reduces the odds of working 
poverty by a factor of about 1.9 for relative 
and constant working poverty. Still, effects of 
state-level unionization remain significant 
and only attenuate a very small amount when 
we control for household unionization. The 

-3 -2.5 -2 -1.5 -1 -0.5 0

SD Increase

Min (NC 2004) to Max (NY 1991)

Min (NC 2004) to Mean

Mean to Max (NY 1991)

2010 Mean to 1991 Mean

Constant Rela�ve

Figure 3. Reduced Odds of Being Working Poor with Counterfactual Values of State-Level 
Unionization (estimates based on Models 2 and 4 in Table 2)
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standardized odds ratio for state-level unioni-
zation is .774 versus .77 using the relative 
measure, and .727 versus .722 using the con-
stant measure, with the household control.

Next, we drop unionized households from 
the sample and estimate the effect of state-
level unionization on non-union employed 
households. After dropping union households, 
state-level unionization actually has the larg-
est effects of any model in Table 3. For a 
standard deviation increase in state-level 
unionization, relative working poverty in 
non-union households is expected to decline 
by a factor of 1.3. Similarly, constant working 
poverty in non-union households is expected 
to decline by a factor of 1.4.

Table 3 confirms that state-level unioniza-
tion has a contextual effect on the broader 
workforce that is not simply a compositional 
effect. The negative effects on working pov-
erty are not confined to unionized workers. 
Moreover, the benefits of household union 
membership shown with the CPS do not under-
mine the salience of state-level unionization. 
Rather, household union membership repre-
sents an additional and complementary way in 
which unionization reduces working poverty.

Selection into Employment and 
Multiple Earners

Because our samples contain only employed 
households, the effects of unionization on 
working poverty might conceal a selection 
effect into employment. If unionization dis-
courages employment, the remaining sample 
of employed households could be selectively 
less likely to be poor. The large effect of mul-
tiple earners also makes it worth considering 
whether state-level unionization discourages 
households from having multiple earners. In 
both cases, if unionization discourages 
employment, unionization might counterpro-
ductively undercut its equalizing effects on 
working poverty. Table 4 summarizes analy-
ses predicting employment (among all working-
age households) and multiple earners (among 
employed households). These analyses paral-
lel the multi-level logit models of 2010  

and two-way FE models of 1991 to 2010. 
Furthermore, these analyses show the effects 
of unionization with and without state-level 
controls.

Table 4 shows that unionization does not 
significantly reduce employment. In 2010, it is 
not remotely significant. In the 1991 to 2010 
pooled sample, it is nearly significantly posi-
tive. We thus find no evidence of a selection 
effect such that unionization reduces working 
poverty by discouraging employment.

Table 4 also shows that unionization does 
not significantly reduce the odds that an 
employed household contains multiple earn-
ers. Indeed, in 2010, unionization is signifi-
cantly positively associated with multiple 
earners. This implies that unionization might 
reduce working poverty even further by 
encouraging this poverty-reducing household 
characteristic. That said, unionization is not 
significant in the two-way FE models, so the 
more cautious interpretation is that it has no 
effect on multiple earners.

DiSCUSSion
U.S. poverty research has devoted far more 
attention to joblessness than to working pov-
erty. This is unfortunate given that the work-
ing poor are a much larger population than the 
unemployed poor, employment does not 
guarantee an escape from poverty, and the 
working poor arguably represent the most 
typical poor household. This study examines 
working poverty across the United States 
from 1991 to 2010, using state-level data on 
unionization and other factors. Our study uti-
lizes several analytic strategies and exploits 
variation between and within states over time. 
We examine a relative and a constant measure 
of poverty. In addition to unionization, we 
consider demographics, economic perfor-
mance, and social policies. Furthermore, we 
examine the effects of state-level unioniza-
tion net of household union membership and 
for non-union households, and scrutinize 
selection into employment. We ultimately 
demonstrate that state-level unionization is a 
key institution shaping working poverty. 
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Indeed, unionization is the most important 
state-level influence on individual working 
poverty.

We find a similar demographic profile for 
working poverty as previous research. Most 
important are whether a household’s lead 
earner lacks a high school degree, has a college 
degree, or is employed part-time, and whether 
a household contains multiple earners.

Beyond individual characteristics, eco-
nomic performance influences working pov-
erty. Although GDP PC does not have a robust 
effect, working poverty increases when unem-
ployment and economic growth increase. The 
effects of growth are counterintuitive because 
working poverty should decline with eco-
nomic expansion. Note that these effects are 
fairly robust for both relative and constant 
measures of poverty (see note 17). Plausibly, 
growth exhibits a positive effect because 
short-term economic expansions in the 1990s 
and 2000s occurred mainly through rising 
affluence for the top shares of the income dis-

tribution and stagnation or decline for the bot-
tom half (Blank 2009). Also, recent economic 
expansions—for example, the post-2001 
period—that featured rising productivity and 
growth without significant declines in unem-
ployment (Freeman and Rodgers 2005) were 
less effective at reducing working poverty. 
The positive effects of growth may thus be 
partly a byproduct of the period studied. Still, 
unemployment appears to be the more impor-
tant aspect of the business cycle.

State-level social policies also matter to 
working poverty. Although UI maximum ben-
efits are not significant, constant working 
poverty is lower in states with higher TANF/
AFDC maximum benefits. Because social pol-
icy is a key feature of a state’s institutional 
context, these effects can be viewed as support-
ive of institutional explanations of inequality 
(Brady 2009; Brady et al. 2009; Korpi 1983; 
Lohmann 2009; Moller et al. 2003).

Despite the relevance of policies and eco-
nomic performance, unionization has the largest 

Table 4. Selection Models of Employment and Multiple Earners on Individual- and State-
Level Variables in 51 States: Odds Ratios and (z-scores)

Multi-Level Logit of 
Employment in 2010

Two-Way Fixed-Effects 
Logit of Employment  

1991 to 2010

Multi-Level Logit of 
Multiple Earners in 

2010

Two-Way Fixed-Effects 
Logit of Multiple 

Earners 1991 to 2010

Unionization .999
(–.06)

1.003
(.32)

1.020
(1.62)

1.020
(1.67)

1.015* 
(2.02)

1.019** 
(3.29)

.996 
(–.60)

.995 
(–.83)

Economic Growth .991
(–.41)

1.005
(.81)

.988 
(–.76)

.996 
(–1.22)

GDP PC 1.001
(1.08)

1.001
(.03)

1.001 
(1.20)

.999 
(–.42)

Unemployment .925***

(–3.63)
.954** 

(–3.29)
.910*** 

(–5.99)
.974** 

(–3.29)
TANF/AFDC 

Maximum
.999*** 

(–4.05)
.999 

(–1.94)
UI Maximum 1.001

(1.13)
1.001* 

(2.16)
N 181,550 1,050,340 141,842 830,430

Note: Samples for the employment models are households headed by working-aged adults. Samples for 
the multiple earners models are employed households headed by working-aged adults with multiple 
working-aged adults present. Models for multiple earners contain the individual-level variables from 
Table 1 (and the two-way FEs). By definition, models for employment omit multiple earners, part-
time employment, and industry dummies (because LIS data contain only information on current 
employment). Because of very limited variation, employment models also omit individuals over age 65 
in households. Odds ratios between .999 and 1.0 rounded to .999; odds between 1.0 and 1.001 rounded 
to 1.001.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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effect of the state-level variables. In the two-way 
FE models, a standard deviation increase in 
unionization reduces the odds of working pov-
erty by a factor of 1.24 to 1.19. The effects of 
state-level unionization are robust even when 
controlling for household unionization or drop-
ping union households from the sample. In addi-
tion, the effects of unionization on poverty 
among the employed are not biased by a selec-
tion effect on employment or multiple earners. 
Finally, the effects of unionization are actually 
larger and even more significant when we con-
trol for unobserved state characteristics and 
generic temporal change in two-way FE models.

We proposed that our study could build on 
three literatures, and our findings reinforce those 
literatures. Consistent with the unionization-
earnings literature, and despite plausible  
reasons for skepticism, we show that unions 
clearly benefit working-poor households. 
Consistent with the states as polities litera-
ture, U.S. states are salient settings for strug-
gles and settlements over the distribution of 
resources. The relative power of collective 
actors in states, and the institutions they enact, 
matter net of nationwide trends, and may 
become even more consequential with 
increasing devolution. Consistent with the 
comparative institutions literature, we affirm 
that institutions and power relations between 
collective actors are fundamental causes of 
inequalities (Brady et al. 2009). More specifi-
cally, we endorse a broad version of power 
resources theory, which contends that unioni-
zation matters to distribution independent of 
social policy (Brady 2009; Korpi 1983; Vols-
cho and Kelly 2012).

There are a number of plausible reasons 
why state-level unionization reduces working 
poverty. Unions organize the distribution of 
resources by raising wages and benefits, and 
regulate risks by enforcing safety regulations 
and increasing job security. Unions also allo-
cate opportunities by expanding and protect-
ing quality employment (e.g., in the public 
sector), and socialize normative expectations 
by encouraging equity.20 Unions reduce the 
likelihood of poverty-inducing events like 
downward job mobility, pay cuts, and injuries. 

Furthermore, unions mitigate the conse-
quences when such events occur by elevating 
the pay of other household members and by 
insuring against loss through the cumulative 
advantages of better pay before such events. 
Although we control for maximum AFDC/
TANF and UI benefits, unionization likely 
also increases other forms of public benefits.

Beyond such unobserved theoretical mech-
anisms, Table 5 provides some concrete empir-
ical evidence on how unionization reduces 
working poverty. To do so, we examined 
effects of state-level unionization on the two 
principal components of household income 
among employed households: labor income 
and state transfers (in real 2010 dollars).21  
Specifically, we show separate effects of 
unionization for the bottom and top halves of 
the income distribution because the bottom 
half is the group at risk of working poverty. 
Table 5 shows that unionization significantly 
increases labor income and state transfers in 
the bottom half of the distribution. Unioniza-
tion is insignificant, however, for both out-
comes in the top half of the distribution. 
Therefore, unionization lifts households out of 
working poverty by raising the earnings and 
transfers of households in the bottom half of 
the distribution, but has no effect on earnings 
and transfers in the top half of the distribution.

One could reasonably ask whether unioni-
zation benefits all segments of the working 
poor. Unionization might only benefit tradi-
tionally unionized or protected insiders, such 
as men, Whites, and public sector or manufac-
turing workers. These groups are already less 
likely to be working poor; unionization might 
thus fail to benefit certain disadvantaged 
groups. Table S3 in the online supplement 
summarizes analyses of effects of overall state-
level unionization decomposed by demo-
graphic groups and industries/sectors. We find 
that unionization significantly reduces work-
ing poverty among adult women and men, and 
among households with low-educated, African 
American, and Latino lead earners. However, 
unionization’s effect for single-mother house-
holds is only significant for constant working 
poverty. Unionization also significantly 
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reduces working poverty among households 
where the lead earner is employed in the pri-
vate, public (relative: p < .10, constant: p < 
.05), manufacturing, or non-manufacturing 
sectors.22 Ultimately, unionization appears to 
reduce working poverty for a broad variety of 
demographic groups and sectors.

From 1991 to 2010, working poverty 
declined modestly in the average state and 
across the United States (see Figure 2). This 
decline is perhaps surprising given that earn-
ings inequality grew substantially over this 
period. As mentioned earlier, the decline was 
most likely driven by increased education and 
the expansion of the EITC. Because the decline 
in working poverty coincided with declining 
unionization, one could conclude that declin-
ing unionization was not particularly problem-
atic for working poverty. A more appropriate 
interpretation, however, is that working pov-
erty would have declined much more rapidly if 
unionization had remained stable or increased. 
Our counterfactual comparisons (see Figure 3) 
suggest the decline in unionization increased 
working poverty. Net of all individual- and 
state-level controls, declining unionization 
from 1991 to 2010 increased the odds of  
working poverty by a factor of 1.16 to 1.12. 

Therefore, the decline of unionization hindered 
the decline in working poverty.

Our results suggest several policy implica-
tions. First, institutions and laws affecting 
unionization are also effectively social poli-
cies for working poverty (Newman 1999). A 
political-institutional environment that dis-
courages unionization will likely lead to more 
working poverty. Scholars have shown that 
legal permissiveness to employer opposition, 
cumbersome union election rules, and broader 
political-economic changes present barriers 
to labor mobilization (Cornfield and Fletcher 
2001; Jacobs and Dixon 2010; Tope and 
Jacobs 2009; Western 1997). Our study 
implies that such factors have, under the sur-
face, increased working poverty. Second, a 
series of recent political efforts have sought to 
weaken public sector unionization. Although 
these efforts are often justified in terms of 
economic competitiveness and fiscal neces-
sity, our results suggest they may be counter-
productive. If any economic or job growth 
actually occurs because of deunionization, it 
is more likely to be in low-wage work. Even 
if deunionization reduces public sector costs, 
the resulting increase in working poverty may 
lower tax revenue as well. Third, because 

Table 5. Two-Way Fixed-Effects OLS Models of Household Labor Income, Household State 
Transfers, and Household Tax Rate on Individual- and State-Level Variables in 51 States, 
1991 to 2010: Coefficients and (t-scores)

Dependent Variable Unionization Coefficient

Below Median Equivalized Income (N = 433,224)  
Real Household Labor Income in 2010 dollars (equivalized) 89.608***

(7.47)
Real Household Transfers in 2010 dollars (equivalized) 233.865***

(15.15)

At or Above Median Equivalized Income (N = 523,881)  
Real Household Labor Income in 2010 Dollars (logged and 

equivalized)
–.001

(–1.35)
Real Household Transfers in 2010 Dollars (logged and equivalized) .0003

(.22)

Note: Each cell represents a separate model. All models control for individual-level variables in Table 1, 
state-level variables in Table 2, and fixed effects for state and year (not shown). Dependent variables are 
not logged in the median samples because the unlogged versions are not skewed.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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unionization is more salient than economic 
performance, states will be much less effec-
tive in reducing working poverty if they pri-
oritize economic development over, or by 
undercutting, unionization.

In addition to the points raised earlier, 
future research can extend the present study 
in several ways. First, because U.S. poverty 
research has devoted so much more attention 
to joblessness, there is certainly a need for 
further research on working poverty. Second, 
scholars can utilize this research design to 
examine variation in working poverty across 
other spatial units like cities and counties. 
Third, given the differences in working pov-
erty across industries (see Table 1), and 
because unionization scholars often study 
industries, it would be valuable to more 
deeply interrogate industry differences and 
industries within regions and states. Tables S3 
and S4 in the online supplement show initial 
analyses across broad sectors, but more fine-
grained comparisons would be useful.

We conclude by underlining one final 
implication of this study. Most American pov-
erty research continues to concentrate solely 
on the United States. The field has thus 
evolved rather separately and without a full 
dialogue with international poverty research. 
One consequence is that American poverty 
research tends to neglect institutions that have 
been widely studied in the comparative litera-
ture. Instead, American poverty research has 
tended to focus on joblessness, and economic 
performance as the key contextual factor shap-
ing poverty. By embracing the comparative 
literature on institutions and power resources, 
this study shows the applicability of recent 
international poverty research and demon-
strates the salience of political and labor mar-
ket institutions. Even while studying the 
United States, poverty scholars can learn 
much from international research on labor 
markets, inequality, and poverty. Whereas we 
show that institutions shape working poverty, 
scholars should explore how other, more well-
studied aspects of poverty in the United 
States—single-mother poverty, jobless pov-
erty, and concentrated inner-city poverty—are 

also shaped by institutions and power rela-
tions between collective actors.
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notes
 1. In our sample, about three-quarters of working-age 

poor households contain a worker.
 2. The subject index of Blank and colleagues (2006) 

Working and Poor includes only one mention 
of unions (p. 374), which discusses the declin-
ing receipt of unemployment insurance. Wilson 
(1996:28) briefly acknowledges declining union-
ization for less-skilled workers. Blank (1997:67) 
mentions unions only while noting technology and 
globalization contributed to the decline of union 
jobs. Cancian and Danziger (2009) mention teacher 
unions and unions’ historic resistance to health-
care reform. The only other mention is Blank’s 
(2009:77) brief discussion of how the decline of 
unions is worse among less-skilled workers. There 
is no reference to unionization or labor unions in 
the extensive indexes of Danziger and Haveman 
(2001), Danziger, Sandefur, and Weinburg (1994), 
Jencks and Peterson (1991), or O’Connor’s (2001) 
history of U.S. poverty research.

 3. Unionization’s decline was even more rapid in 
countries like Australia, Germany, and New Zea-
land, where rates fell from over 50 percent in the 
1970s to around 20 percent by 2011. Still, unioniza-
tion remained relatively stable, near 30 percent, in 
other liberal market economies like Canada and the 
United Kingdom (Visser 2011).

 4. This reflects an older argument in the labor mar-
ket segmentation literature that unionization unites 
workers and raises earnings of non-members (Gor-
don 1972).

 5. The 1991 dataset has more than 155,000 cases; the 
1994 to 2010 datasets all have more than 128,000 
cases. By contrast, the 1986 dataset includes fewer 
than 32,000 cases. Because large states are a sub-
stantial share of the sample, the 1986 dataset might 
not be representative of midsized and smaller states.
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 6. Table S2 in the online supplement displays sensitiv-
ity analyses varying the thresholds from 10 to 90 
percent of the median (with 1991 to 2010 models). 
The number of employed households below the 
lower thresholds is very small in many state-years. 
As a result, unionization becomes less significant at 
the lower thresholds. Still, unionization is always 
negatively signed, often near significant, and 
becomes significant above 40 percent for relative 
poverty and above 20 percent for constant poverty.

 7. In other analyses, we lagged unionization one year. 
Results were consistent, in part because unioniza-
tion correlates over .98 with the value in the preced-
ing year.

 8. The maximum AFDC/TANF plus food stamp ben-
efits might be preferable. However, the state-level 
correlation between the two measures is over .95, 
which suggests little loss of information.

 9. In 2010, the z-score is –.33. For 1991 to 2010, the 
z-score is 1.24 for relative poverty and .95 for con-
stant poverty. We suspect the lack of significance 
is partly due to little interstate variation in mini-
mum wages. The coefficient of variation for the 
minimum wage in 2010 is only .05. By contrast, the 
coefficient of variation for unionization is .49, and 
all other state-level variables are greater than .23.

10. This variable is lagged one year. For Nebraska, we 
used the Democratic proportion of congressional 
representatives as a proxy for the nonpartisan state 
legislature. For Washington, DC, we imputed Dem-
ocratic control of the governor and state legislature.

11. The correlation with relative working poverty is 
–.04 in 2010, and –.01 in 1991 to 2010. In 2010, 
Democratic control has a z-score of 1.01. For 1991 
to 2010, Democratic control has a z-score of .05 
for relative working poverty and –.22 for constant 
working poverty.

12. One may be concerned that the 2010 time point 
occurred during the Great Recession. However, in 
analyses available upon request, we replicated the 
cross-sectional analysis for each of the seven years 
and results were consistent.

13. Specifically, we estimate xtlogit in Stata with adap-
tive quadrature and 30 integration points (Rabe-
Hesketh and Skrondal 2008).

14. Standardized odds multiply the coefficient by the 
standard deviation of the independent variable and 
then exponentiate. We interpret the magnitude of 
odds less than one in terms of inverse odds (–1/odds).

15. In 2010, state-level unionization correlates .67 with 
TANF maximum benefit and .50 with UI maxi-
mum; TANF maximum and UI maximum correlate 
at .44.

16. As a robustness check, we dropped one year at a 
time. Across the 14 models, unionization was always 
significantly negative for relative and constant pov-
erty. We also dropped one state at a time, and union-
ization was always significantly negative across the 
102 models for relative and constant poverty.

17. Economic growth remains significantly positive if we 
drop any of the 51 states and remains fairly robustly 
significant if we drop any years ( p < .05 dropping 
any year 1994 to 2007; p < .10 for relative poverty 
dropping 1991; p = .15 for constant poverty dropping 
1991; p = .10 for constant poverty dropping 2010). 
Economic growth is robustly significant if we remove 
GDP PC. Economic growth is only near significant 
if both unemployment and GDP PC or unemploy-
ment are dropped in the 1991 to 2010 models. Yet, 
it remains significant under all conditions in the 2010 
models. Economic growth is only modestly corre-
lated with other state-level variables (r < .30).

18. Across the 51 states, the mean TANF/AFDC maxi-
mum fell from $610.96 in 1991 to $437.21 in 2010 
(in real 2010 dollars).

19. We can approximate the LIS measure of household 
income for 2004 to 2010, and find similar levels 
of working poverty with the CPS as with the LIS. 
However, we are unable to exactly re-create the LIS 
income measure because of small differences in the 
calculation of taxes and the inclusion of some near-
cash transfers. Furthermore, because the LIS cleans 
and creates a new set of standardized variables, we 
cannot exactly replicate the individual-level con-
trols. As a result, the effects of independent variables 
are somewhat different. Prior to the 2004 CPS, we 
are simply unable to make these data comparable.

20. Some may suspect a spurious correlation between 
unionization and poverty because states with 
large public sectors might have higher unioniza-
tion and lower poverty. However, this is unlikely. 
Our models control for public employment at the 
individual level and the effects of state-level union-
ization are net of this. Therefore, public employ-
ment would need to have a contextual effect on 
non-public sector workers, and this contextual 
effect would have to cancel out the unionization 
effect. Also, the models control for two key social 
policies and state fixed effects, and we also tested 
minimum wages and Democratic party control of 
state government. It is unlikely that public sector 
size has a direct effect net of all these state char-
acteristics. Public employment is better thought of 
as a mechanism between unionization and work-
ing poverty, because unionization likely increases 
public employment and the compensation of public 
employees. Even if large public sectors provided 
services that boost the capability of the poor and 
near poor, this would manifest through greater 
employment. Because we already control for part-
time employment, and unionization has no effect 
on employment or multiple earners, this probably 
cannot explain the effects of unionization.

21. An alternative approach would examine pre-fisc 
income or pre-fisc working poverty. We prefer this 
approach because labor income (i.e., earnings) and 
transfers are more concrete and precise. In other analy-
ses, we found consistent results for unionization effects 
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in the entire distribution, and below the 90th, 80th, and 
70th percentile of the median equivalized income.

22. As a further step, Table S4 in the online supplement 
summarizes analyses decomposing both union-
ization and the sample by major industry/sectors 
(e.g., public sector unionization predicting public-
sector working poverty). Table S4 should be read 
with caution because the cell sizes are often quite 
small (e.g., Washington, DC had zero unionization 
in manufacturing in 2007 and 2010). Still, the table 
shows that sector-specific unionization has a signif-
icant negative effect in the private and manufactur-
ing sectors; effects are not significant, however, in 
the public and non-manufacturing sectors.

References
Applebaum, Eilleen, Peter Berg, Ann Frost, and Gil 

Preuss. 2003. “The Effects of Work Restructuring 
on Low-Wage, Low-Skilled Workers in U.S. Hospi-
tals.” Pp. 77–117 in Low Wage America, edited by E. 
Applebaum, A. Bernhardt, and R. J. Murnane. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Batt, Rosemary, Larry W. Hunter, and Steffanie Wilk. 
2003. “How and When Does Management Matter? 
Job Quality and Career Opportunities for Call Center 
Workers.” Pp. 270–313 in Low Wage America, edited 
by E. Applebaum, A. Bernhardt, and R. J. Murnane. 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Bernhardt, Annette, Laura Dresser, and Erin Hatton. 2003. 
“The Coffee Pot Wars: Unions and Firm Restructur-
ing in the Hotel Industry.” Pp. 33–76 in Low Wage 
America, edited by E. Applebaum, A. Bernhardt, and 
R. J. Murnane. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Blanchflower, David G. and Richard B. Freeman. 2000. 
Youth Employment and Joblessness in Advanced 
Countries. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Blank, Rebecca M. 1997. It Takes a Nation. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Blank, Rebecca M. 2009. “Economic Change and the 
Structure of Opportunity for Less-Skilled Workers.” 
Pp. 63–91 in Changing Poverty, Changing Policies, 
edited by M. Cancian and S. H. Danziger. New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation.

Blank, Rebecca M., Sheldon H. Danziger, and Robert F. 
Schoeni. 2006. Working and Poor. New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation.

Blau, Francine D. and Lawrence M. Kahn. 2002. At Home 
and Abroad. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Brady, David. 2009. Rich Democracies, Poor People. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Brady, David, Andrew Fullerton, and Jennifer Moren 
Cross. 2009. “Putting Poverty in Political Context: A 
Multi-Level Analysis of Adult Poverty across 18 Afflu-
ent Western Democracies.” Social Forces 88:271–300.

Brady, David, Andrew Fullerton, and Jennifer Moren 
Cross. 2010. “More than Just Nickels and Dimes: A 
Cross-National Analysis of Working Poverty in 18 
Affluent Democracies.” Social Problems 57:559–85.

Brady, David and Kevin Leicht. 2008. “Party to Inequal-
ity: Right Party Power and Income Inequality in Rich 
Western Democracies.” Research in Social Stratifica-
tion and Mobility 26:77–106.

Brooks-Gunn, Jeanne, Greg J. Duncan, Pamela Kato 
Klebanov, and Naomi Sealand. 1993. “Do Neigh-
borhoods Influence Child and Adolescent Develop-
ment?” American Journal of Sociology 99:353–95.

Cancian, Maria and Sheldon H. Danziger. 2009. Chang-
ing Poverty, Changing Policies. New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation.

Chen, Wen-Hao and Miles Corak. 2008. “Child Pov-
erty and Changes in Child Poverty.” Demography 
45:537–53.

Cornfield, Daniel B. and Bill Fletcher. 2001. “The U.S. 
Labor Movement: Toward a Sociology of Labor 
Revitalization.” Pp. 61–82 in Sourcebook of Labor 
Markets, edited by A. Kalleberg and I. Berg. New 
York: Plenum.

Danziger, Sheldon H. and Robert H. Haveman. 2001. Under-
standing Poverty. New York and Cambridge, MA: Rus-
sell Sage Foundation and Harvard University Press.

Danziger, Sheldon H., Gary D. Sandefur, and Daniel H. 
Weinberg. 1994. Confronting Poverty. New York and 
Cambridge, MA: Russell Sage Foundation and Har-
vard University Press.

DiPrete, Thomas A. 2002. “Life Course Risks, Mobility 
Regimes, and Mobility Consequences: A Comparison 
of Sweden, Germany, and the United States.” Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology 108:267–309.

Doellgast, Virginia, Ursula Holtgrewe, and Stephen 
Deery. 2009. “The Effects of National Institutions and 
Collective Bargaining Arrangements on Job Quality 
in Front-Line Service Workplaces.” Industrial & 
Labor Relations Review 62:489–509.

Eren, Ozkan. 2009. “Does Membership Pay Off for 
Covered Workers? A Distributional Analysis of the 
Free Rider Problem.” Industrial & Labor Relations 
Review 62:367–80.

Erickcek, George A., Susan N. Houseman, and Arne L. 
Kalleberg. 2003. “The Effects of Temporary Services 
and Contracting Out on Low-Skilled Workers: Evi-
dence from Auto Suppliers, Hospitals, and Public 
Schools.” Pp. 368–403 in Low Wage America, edited 
by E. Applebaum, A. Bernhardt, and R. J. Murnane. 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Freeman, Richard B. and James L. Medoff. 1984. What 
Do Unions Do? New York: Basic Books.

Freeman, Richard B. and William M. Rodgers III. 2005. 
“The Weak Jobs Recovery: Whatever Happened to 
‘The Great American Jobs Machine’?” Economic 
Policy Review 11:3–18.

Gautie, Jerome and John Schmitt. 2009. Low-Wage Work 
in the Wealthy World. New York: Russell Sage Foun-
dation.

Gordon, David M. 1972. Theories of Poverty and Under-
employment: Orthodox, Radical, and Dual Labor 
Market Perspectives. Lexington, MA: Lexington 
Books.

 at Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin on January 6, 2014asr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://asr.sagepub.com/
http://asr.sagepub.com/


Brady et al. 895

Hall, Robert E. 2006. “The Macroeconomy and Determi-
nants of the Earnings of Less-Skilled Workers.” Pp. 
89–112 in Working and Poor, edited by R. M. Blank, 
S. H. Danziger, and R. F. Schoeni. New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation.

Harknett, Kristen and Sara McLanahan. 2004. “Explain-
ing Racial and Ethnic Differences in Marriage among 
New, Unwed Parents.” American Sociological 
Review 69:790–811.

Harris, Kathleen Mullan. 1993. “Work and Welfare 
among Single Mothers in Poverty.” American Jour-
nal of Sociology 99:317–52.

Hauan, Susan M., Nancy S. Lansdale, and Kevin T. 
Leicht. 2000. “Poverty and Work Effort among Urban 
Latino Men.” Work and Occupations 27:188–222.

Hicks, Alexander. 1999. Social Democracy and Welfare 
Capitalism. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Hicks, Alexander, Roger Friedland, and Edwin John-
son. 1978. “Class Power and State Policy: The Case 
of Large Business Corporations, Labor Unions 
and Governmental Redistribution in the American 
States.” American Sociological Review 43:302–315.

Hirsch, Barry T. and David A. Macpherson. 2003. “Union 
Membership and Coverage Database from the Cur-
rent Population Survey: Note.” Industrial and Labor 
Relations Review 56:349–54.

Holzer, Harry J. 2009. “The Labor Market and Young 
Black Men: Updating Moynihan’s Perspective.” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 621:147–69.

Iceland, John and Josh Kim. 2001. “Poverty among 
Working Families: Insights From an Improved Pov-
erty Measure.” Social Science Quarterly 82:253–67.

Jacobs, David and Marc Dixon. 2010. “Political Partisan-
ship, Race, and Union Strength from 1970 to 2000: 
A Pooled Time Series Analysis.” Social Science 
Research 39:1059–72.

Jencks, Christopher and Paul E. Peterson. 1991. The 
Urban Underclass. Washington, DC: The Brookings 
Institution.

Jenkins, J. Craig, Kevin T. Leicht, and Heather Wendt. 
2006. “Class Forces, Political Institutions, and State 
Intervention: Subnational Economic Development 
Policy in the United States, 1971–1990.” American 
Journal of Sociology 111:1122–80.

Kahn, Lawrence M. 1978. “The Effects of Unions on 
the Earnings of Nonunion Workers.” Industrial and 
Labor Relations Review 31:205–216.

Kahn, Lawrence M. and Kimio Morimune. 1977. 
“Unions and Employment Stability: A Sequential 
Logit Approach.” International Economic Review 
20:217–35.

Kalleberg, Arne L. 2007. The Mismatched Worker. New 
York: Norton.

Kalleberg, Arne L., Michael Wallace, and Robert P. 
Althauser. 1981. “Economic Segmentation, Worker 
Power, and Income Inequality.” American Journal of 
Sociology 87:651–83.

King, Miriam, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna 
Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. 2010. Integrated Pub-
lic Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: 
Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapo-
lis, MN: Minnesota Population Center [producer and 
distributor] (http://cps.ipums.org).

Koeniger, Winfried, Marco Leonardi, and Luca Nunziata. 
2007. “Labor Market Institutions and Wage Inequal-
ity.” Industrial & Labor Relations Review 60:340–56.

Korpi, Walter. 1983. The Democratic Class Struggle. 
Boston: Routledge.

Kristal, Tali. 2010. “Good Times, Bad Times: Post-
war Labor’s Share of National Income in Capital-
ist Democracies.” American Sociological Review 
75:729–63.

Leicht, Kevin T. 1989. “On the Estimation of Union 
Threat Effects.” American Sociological Review 
54:1035–47.

Leicht, Kevin T., Michael Wallace, and Don Sherman 
Grant. 1993. “Union Presence, Class and Individual 
Earnings Inequality.” Work and Occupations 20:429–
51.

Lohmann, Henning. 2009. “Welfare States, Labour Mar-
ket Institutions and the Working Poor: A Compara-
tive Analysis of 20 European Countries.” European 
Sociological Review 25:489–504.

Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) Database. United 
States; October 2012–March 2013. Luxembourg: 
LIS. (http://www.lisdatacenter.org).

Magnani, Elisabetta and David Prentice. 2010. “Did 
Reducing Unionization Create More Flexible Ameri-
can Industries?” Industrial & Labor Relations Review 
63:662–80.

Massey, Douglas S. and Kumiko Shibuya. 1995. “Unrav-
eling the Tangle of Pathology: The Effect of Spatially 
Concentrated Joblessness on the Well-Being of Afri-
can Americans.” Social Science Research 24:352–66.

Maxwell, Nan L. 2007. “Wage Differentials, Skills, and 
Institutions in Low-Skill Jobs.” Industrial & Labor 
Relations Review 61:394–409.

Mead, Lawrence. 1993. The New Politics of Poverty. 
New York: Basic Books.

Moller, Stephanie. 2008. “The State and Structural 
Vulnerability: Political Determinants of Income.” 
Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 
26:323–40.

Moller, Stephanie, Arthur S. Alderson, and Francois 
Nielsen. 2009. “Changing Patterns of Income 
Inequality in U.S. Counties, 1970–2000.” American 
Journal of Sociology 114:1037–1101.

Moller, Stephanie, David Bradley, Evelyne Huber, Fran-
cois Nielsen, and John D. Stephens. 2003. “Deter-
minants of Relative Poverty in Advanced Capitalist 
Democracies.” American Sociological Review 68:22–
51.

Mouw, Ted. 2000. “Job Relocation and the Racial Gap 
in Unemployment in Detroit and Chicago, 1980 to 
1990.” American Sociological Review 65:730–53.

 at Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin on January 6, 2014asr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://asr.sagepub.com/
http://asr.sagepub.com/


896  American Sociological Review 78(5)

Neumark, David and Michael L. Wachter. 1995. “Union 
Effects on Non-Union Wages: Evidence from Panel 
Data on Industries and Cities.” Industrial and Labor 
Relations Review 49:20–38.

Newman, Katherine S. 1999. No Shame in My Game. 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation and Knopf.

O’Connor, Alice. 2001. Poverty Knowledge. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Plasman, Robert and Francis Rycx. 2001. “Collective 
Bargaining and Poverty: A Cross-National Perspec-
tive.” European Journal of Industrial Relations 
7:175–202.

Quillian, Lincoln. 2003. “The Decline of Male Employ-
ment in Low-Income Black Neighborhoods.” Social 
Science Research 32:220–50.

Rabe-Hesketh, Sophia and Anders Skrondal. 2008. Multi-
level and Longitudinal Modeling Using Stata, 2nd ed. 
College Station, TX: Stata Press.

Rainwater, Lee and Timothy M. Smeeding. 2004. Poor 
Kids in a Rich Country. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation.

Raudenbush, Stephen W. and Anthony S. Bryk. 2002. 
Hierarchical Linear Models, 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Rosenfeld, Jake. 2006. “Desperate Measures: Strikes 
and Wages in Post-Accord America.” Social Forces 
85:235–65.

Sampson, Robert J. 1987. “Urban Black Violence: The 
Effect of Male Joblessness and Family Disruption.” 
American Journal of Sociology 93:348–82.

Tienda, Marta and Haya Stier. 1991. “Joblessness and 
Shiftlessness: Labor Force Activity in Chicago’s 
Inner City.” Pp. 135–54 in The Urban Underclass, 
edited by C. Jencks and P. E. Peterson. Washington, 
DC: The Brookings Institution.

Tilly, Charles. 1998. Durable Inequality. Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press.

Tope, Daniel and David Jacobs. 2009. “The Politics of 
Union Decline: The Contingent Determinants of 
Union Recognition Elections and Victories.” Ameri-
can Sociological Review 74:842–64.

Visser, Jelle. 2011. Database on Institutional Charac-
teristics of Trade Unions, Wage Setting, State Inter-
vention and Social Pacts, 1960–2010, Version 3.0. 
Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies 
(AIAS), University of Amsterdam.

Volscho, Thomas W. and Nathan J. Kelly. 2012. “The 
Rise of the Super-Rich: Power Resources, Taxes, 
Financial Markets, and the Dynamics of the Top 
1 Percent, 1949 to 2008.” American Sociological 
Review 77:679–99.

Waddoups, Jeffrey C. 2001. “Unionism and Poverty-
Level Wages in the Service Sector: The Case of 
Nevada’s Hotel-Casino Industry.” Applied Economic 
Letters 8:163–67.

Wallace, Michael, Kevin T. Leicht, and Lawrence E. 
Raffalovich. 1999. “Unions, Strikes, and Labor’s 

Share of Income: A Quarterly Analysis of the United 
States.” Social Science Research 28:265–88.

Walsworth, Scott. 2010. “Unions and Employment 
Growth: The Canadian Experience.” Industrial Rela-
tions 49:142–56.

Western, Bruce. 1997. Between Class and Market. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Western, Bruce and Jake Rosenfeld. 2011. “Unions, 
Norms, and the Rise in American Earnings Inequal-
ity.” American Sociological Review 76:513–37.

Wilkinson, Richard and Kate Pickett. 2009. The Spirit 
Level. New York: Bloomsbury Press.

Wilson, William Julius. 1996. When Work Disappears. 
New York: Norton.

Zuberi, Dan. 2006. Differences That Matter. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press.

Zylan, Yvonne and Sarah Soule. 2000. “Ending Welfare 
as We Know It (Again): Welfare State Retrenchment, 
1989–1995.” Social Forces 79:623–52.

David Brady is Director of the Inequality and Social 
Policy Department at the WZB Berlin Social Research 
Center. He studies poverty/inequality, social policy, poli-
tics, work/labor, and research methods. He received his 
PhD in sociology and public management from Indiana 
University in 2001. He is author of Rich Democracies, 
Poor People: How Politics Explain Poverty (Oxford 
University Press 2009) and is co-editor (with Linda M. 
Burton) of the forthcoming The Oxford Handbook of 
Poverty and Society. He is also co-author (with Ryan 
Finnigan) of a forthcoming ASR article titled “Does 
Immigration Undermine Public Support for Social Policy?”

Regina S. Baker is a PhD candidate in Sociology at 
Duke University and a research fellow at the Inequality 
and Social Policy Department at the WZB Berlin Social 
Research Center. She studies poverty/inequality, the fam-
ily, work, and race/ethnicity. Her dissertation examines 
why the South has much higher levels of poverty than 
other regions of the United States. With Linda Burton, 
Dan T. Lichter, and John Eason, she has co-authored a 
forthcoming article in American Behavior Scientist titled 
“Inequalities, Family Processes, and Health in a ‘New’ 
Rural America.”

Ryan Finnigan is a postdoctoral research fellow in the 
Inequality and Social Policy Department at the WZB 
Berlin Social Research Center. He studies poverty/
inequality, race/ethnicity, demography, urban sociology, 
health, social policy, and quantitative methods. In 2013, 
he completed his PhD in sociology at Duke University 
with a dissertation on new urban structural changes and 
racial inequality in U.S. cities. He is co-author (with 
David Brady) of a forthcoming article in ASR titled 
“Does Immigration Undermine Public Support for Social 
Policy?”

 at Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin on January 6, 2014asr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://asr.sagepub.com/
http://asr.sagepub.com/

