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Abstract 
 

We investigate the effects of states’ labor laws, which enhance or diminish the political power of 
organized labor, on government responsiveness to public opinion. Importantly, we separate out the 
effects of laws applying to public and private sector unions to study their distinct impacts. Drawing 
on newly developed measures of public opinion and policy liberalism in the states over time, we 
employ a difference-in-difference estimation strategy and find that states’ labor laws impact 
responsiveness in different ways. Specifically, states with “right-to-work” laws that broadly 
diminish private sector unions’ membership and political power adopt economic policies that are 
more conservative than public opinion would predict. By contrast, states with mandatory collective 
bargaining laws for public sector employees enact economic policies that are more liberal than 
public opinion predicts. In short, laws that weaken private sector unions allow economic policy to 
be pushed to the right, while laws that strengthen public sector unions allow it to be pushed to the 
left. These findings are consistent across a variety of different model specifications, timeframes, 
and measurement techniques. Our findings have important implications for understanding the 
effects of labor law and the power of organized labor on the functioning of American democracy. 
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Government responsiveness to public opinion is a cornerstone of American democracy and 

a recurrent focus of democratic theory (Pitkin 1967, Rehfeld 2006, Mansbridge 2009). Among 

political scientists, there is an ongoing debate about whether and to what extent economic 

inequalities, political institutions, organized interests, or voters’ cognitive biases push 

policymaking “off-center,” diminishing the degree to which majority preferences or the median 

voter are reflected in government policy decisions (Hacker and Pierson 2006, 2011, 2014, Achen 

and Bartels 2016). For example, some studies of American national institutions and state 

governments find that they achieve a high level of responsiveness (Erickson, Wright, and McIver 

1993, Stimson, Mackuen, and Erikson 1995, Erickson 2015, Grossman 2019). Other research finds 

that government is more responsive to elites and the affluent than the mass public or the 

downtrodden (Gilens 2012, Flavin 2012, Rigby and Wright 2013, Gilens and Page 2014, Erickson 

2015, Bartels 2016, Rhodes and Schaffner 2017, Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenberger, and Stokes 

2019). Still other scholars have found that organized groups, such as labor unions, can sometimes 

reduce political inequality and increase policy responsiveness on behalf of lower-income citizens 

(Alquist 2017, Flavin 2018, Becher and Stegmueller 2020).  

In this paper, we leverage variation in when states enacted labor laws that influence 

organized labor’s political power to evaluate their effects on government responsiveness to public 

opinion.1 Unlike previous scholarship, we separately consider laws impacting public and private 

sector unions to study their distinct effects. Drawing on newly developed measures of public 

opinion and policy liberalism in the states over time, we employ a difference-in-difference 

estimation strategy and find that state labor laws impact responsiveness in different ways. 

 
1 An endogeneity problem has inhibited prior research in this area because union strength may be more an effect than a 
cause of liberal policy. This is because state politicians can make union rights stronger or weaker by law, which in turn 
makes union membership more or less attractive. Recent research underscores the political nature of union strength. 
Public sector unions took off in the 1960s and 1970s only to see their power diminished in the 2010s (Anzia and Moe 
2016, Walker 2014, 2020, Hertel-Fernandez 2018). Private sector unions have also seen their political influence 
decrease with the passage of “right-to-work” laws (Feigenbaum, Hertel-Fernandez, and Williamson 2018). 
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Specifically, states with “right-to-work” laws, which prohibit unions from charging nonmembers 

representational fees and thereby diminish private sector unions’ membership and political power, 

adopt economic policies that are more conservative than public opinion would predict. By contrast, 

states with mandatory collective bargaining laws for public employees enact economic policies that 

are more liberal than public opinion predicts. In short, laws that weaken private sector unions allow 

economic policy to be pushed to the right, while laws that strengthen public sector unions allow it 

to be pushed to the left. These findings are consistent across a variety of different model 

specifications and measurement techniques and have important implications for our understanding 

of organized labor, the role of interest groups, and the functioning of democracy in the United 

States.  

 

Background and Theoretical Expectations 

 A fundamental question of political science is: who governs? One answer is mass publics. 

In the U.S. context, scholars have examined how the public’s policy preferences are channeled 

through two-party competition. These studies often invoke Downs’ (1957) “median voter 

theorem,” wherein office-seeking politicians in a two-party system craft a “brand” to appeal to the 

center of the ideological distribution (Aldrich 1995). With a few caveats, policy outcomes are said 

to chime with the policy preferences of the median voter as parties compete for public support 

(Grofman 2004). Recent studies of various levels of American government find that the policies 

adopted are largely congruent with the partisan and ideological composition of their electorates 

(Erickson, Wright, McIver 1993, Stimson, Mackuen, and Erikson 1995, Berkman and Plutzer 

2005; Einstein and Kogan 2016; Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2014, Grossman 2019). 

Another answer to “who governs?” is: organized interests. In recent years, leading scholars 

have called for returning interest groups to the center of the study of American politics (Bawn et al. 
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2012, Hacker and Pierson 2011, 2014, Anzia 2019, Moe 2015). Drawing on Schattschneider 

(1935), these scholars argue that it is organized interests rather than mass publics that are central to 

the policymaking process in the United States. In contrast to the Downsian model that places the 

median voter at the center of analysis, this Schattschneiderian perspective views political parties as 

coalitions of “intense policy demanders”—that is, informal collections of interest groups that join 

together to seek specific policy outcomes (Bawn et al. 2012). Insofar as the preferences of 

organized interests and those of the mass public do not always align, this framework can account 

for instances where policies diverge from majority preferences. For instance, research has found 

that income inequality, off-cycle elections, and other factors can privilege organized interests 

(Hacker and Pierson 2010, Anzia 2011, 2013, Franco, Kelly, and Witko 2016). 

Coinciding with the call for increased attention to interest groups has been a revived 

attentiveness to organized labor, especially public employee unions (Moe 2009, 2011, Hartney and 

Flavin 2011, Flavin and Hartney 2015, Anzia and Moe 2015, 2016, 2019, DiSalvo 2015, Walker 

2014, 2020, Hertel-Fernandez 2018, DiSalvo and Kucik 2018, Finger and Hartney 2019, Paglayan 

2019). This study advances and expands this research agenda. To date, much of the scholarship has 

focused on how organized labor impacts the costs of government and other explicitly economic 

outcomes (for an exception, see Feigenbaum, Hertel-Fernandez, and Williamson 2018).  

Here we go beyond that to examine the impacts of organized labor on opinion-policy 

representation, an important political outcome and metric for evaluating the quality of democracy. 

Our inquiry is both circumscribed and central to political science: how does organized political 

power—in this case the strength of labor unions—influence government responsiveness to ordinary 

citizens? 

 Despite the fact that both public and private sector unions have historically been aligned 

with the Democratic Party and tend to use their political machinery to advance liberal policies 
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(Greenstone 1969, Dark 1999), we begin with the premise that public and private sector unions are 

organized groups that should be considered of the same genus but are different species of unions 

(DiSalvo 2015). Due to important differences, we expect each type of union will have different 

impacts on state economic policy is responsive to voters’ preferences. This is because each type of 

union is governed largely by different levels of government—private sector unions by federal law, 

public sector unions by state law. Private sector unions also reached the peak of their strength in 

the 1950s compared to public sector unions which were not fully operational until the 1980s—and 

to a certain extent profited from the prior strength of the private sector cousins (Walker 2014). 

Most importantly, private sector unions exist in a competitive economic marketplace with 

significant “churn” among firms, whereas public sector unions represent workers that are largely 

monopoly providers of services, such that once they unionized they stayed unionized. 

Public sector unions also get “two bites at the apple,” meaning that they can influence 

policy not only through electioneering and lobbying like their private sector brethren, but also 

directly through the collective bargaining process with government as their employer. Private 

sector unions also have stronger effects on voter turnout of lower income Americans than public 

sector unions, whose members tend to be middle-class, college educated, and likely to vote anyway 

(Leighey and Nagler 2014). As the percentage of public-sector union members increased between 

1971 and 2004, the fraction of union members in the top third of the nation’s income distribution 

increased by 24 percent, while the proportion of union members in the bottom third of the 

distribution declined by 45 percent (Rosenfeld 2014). Insofar as public sector unions represent the 

middle and sometimes upper middle class, they pit the affluent against the affluent in statehouse 

battles. 

 The differences between public and private sector unions lead us to different expectations in 

terms of their effects on government responsiveness to public opinion. As noted above, private 
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sector union power is influenced by at least three factors: changes in a state’s economy, changing 

citizen’s preferences, and political decisions. Importantly, while private sector unions are active in 

electoral politics (e.g., endorsing candidates, mobilizing members, donating to campaigns), they do 

not bargain with government in the way their public sector counterparts do. Instead, strong private 

sector unions form part of a pluralistic interest group universe where debates over spending in state 

government are adjudicated through electioneering and lobbying by unions, business groups, and 

others. Research has shown that private sector unions drive up turnout of middle- and lower-

income citizens (Leighey and Nagler 2007, Rosenfeld 2014). In Wilson’s (1995) well-known 

typology, it is a politics of concentrated costs and concentrated benefits in which all groups can 

mobilize. Policy outcomes, we expect, would be more likely to mirror the state as a whole, 

balancing the demands of private sector unions, business, and the public. Strong private unions 

should produce greater opinion-policy congruence on the economic dimension, with perhaps a 

slight tilt in the liberal direction. Conversely, weak private sector unions may lead business groups 

to be overly powerful and push economic policy in an exaggeratedly conservative direction. Our 

expectation is that labor laws that serve to weaken private sector unions, most notably right-to-

work laws, will have precisely that effect. 

Public sector unionism, on the other hand, is dominated by just two actors: elected officials 

and the unions themselves. When public sector unions engage in collective bargaining they are 

directly involved in shaping government policymaking. In other words, public employee unions are 

“interest groups on the inside” (Anzia and Moe 2019, Zupan 2017). Compared to private sector 

unions, research suggests that they have less of an impact on voter turnout (Rosenfeld 2014). 

Furthermore, economic change has limited impact on government service provision, business 

groups only engage government unions episodically, and public preferences are easily shunted 

aside, such that more decisions are made outside of the public square. The ability of public sector 
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unions to make policy under-the-radar allows them to exploit voters “electoral blind spot[s]” in 

ways private sector unions cannot (Hacker and Pierson 2014). This gives greater sway to public 

sector unions’ preference for more government spending, in contrast to the ebb and flow of the 

electorate’s liberalism. It is a form of what Wilson (1995) called “client politics,” with 

concentrated benefits and dispersed costs. In that light, we expect laws that strengthen public sector 

unions, most notably mandatory collective bargaining laws, to increase state economic policy 

liberalism and decrease responsiveness to a state’s mass public by pushing policy to the left of the 

median voter.  

 

Data and Empirical Strategy 

 One challenge to date when evaluating potential factors that impact policy responsiveness 

over time in the American states is a scarcity of usable measures of both public opinion and public 

policy. For example, prominent studies of government responsiveness to public opinion in the 

states have tended to analyze either a single point in time (Erikson, Wright, and McIver 1993; Gray 

et al. 2004; Lax and Phillips 2009, 2012) or a limited set of political issues (Johnson, Brace, and 

Arceneaux 2005; Pacheco 2012). Fortunately, in a recent article, Caughey and Warshaw (2018) 

develop new yearly summary measures of public opinion and government policy liberalism for 

economic (e.g., taxes, social welfare and education spending) and social issues (e.g., alcohol, 

abortion, gay rights, women’s rights, school prayer) in the states that are comparable over time for 

1936-2014. 

 We use these data on opinion and policy to create a measure of how responsive (or not) 

state policy for economic issues is to public opinion for each state-year. We focus on economic 

issues (as opposed to social issues) because labor unions (both public and private) are most likely 

to organize and mobilize around those issues. To measure responsiveness, we first regress state 
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policy on opiniont-1 (one year earlier) as in previous studies of policy responsiveness (Achen 1978; 

Erikson, Wright, and McIver 1993; Caughey and Warshaw 2018) across the entire timeframe for 

which the data are available. The resulting regression coefficient is positive and statistically 

different from zero, indicating that, as expected, state-years with more liberal public opinion tend 

to have more liberal public policy outputs.2 Then, similar to previous studies that evaluate the 

extent to which legislators “shirk” public opinion in their district (Kau and Rubin 1979; Carson and 

Oppenheimer 1984; Kalt and Zupan 1984), we use the resulting residuals (the difference between 

predicted and actual policy liberalism) from the regression as a measure of the magnitude of 

disjuncture (or “distance”) between opinion and policy.3 Specifically, a residual that is positive 

indicates policy is more liberal than public opinion would predict and a residual that is negative 

indicates policy is more conservative than public opinion would predict. Importantly, smaller 

(positive or negative) residual values indicate a smaller disjuncture between opinion and policy and 

better responsiveness whereas larger residuals indicate a larger disjuncture and worse policy 

responsiveness. For easier interpretation, we standardize the residuals across the entire range of 

state-years to a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. This procedure yields a value for each 

state-year that measures how “off-center” economic policy is in a liberal (positive) or conservative 

(negative) direction compared to what state opinion would predict and serves as our dependent 

variable in the analysis below.4 

 
2 As Caughey and Warshaw (2018, 253) observe, “Achen (1978) argues that citizens’ influence over the government 
can be measured by the expected difference in government outputs associated with a given difference in the 
preferences of the average citizen – that is, the regression slope, which he labels responsiveness. Defined this way, 
responsiveness is a descriptive quantity: it simply captures the covariation between citizens’ preferences and 
governmental outputs.” 
3 For example, Johannes and McAdams (1981) measure responsiveness (or lack thereof) by regressing House 
members’ Americans for Democratic Action scores on district Democratic presidential vote share. They then explain 
that “congressmen whose ratings lay close to the regression line described by the equation were assumed to be 
ideologically compatible with their districts and those substantially above or below that line were defined as 
discrepant” (517). 
4 One potential concern about our measure of policy responsiveness is that right-to-work and mandatory collective 
bargaining laws for state employees and teachers are included in Caughey and Warshaw’s (2018) summary measure of 
economic policy liberalism (effectively placing those measures on both the left and righthand side of the regression 
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 This method of using the size of the residual from regressing state policy on opinion as a 

measure of disjuncture or discord rests on the logic that, across the entirety of the data points, state-

years that are further away from the regression line exhibit more slippage between opinion and 

policy than those that are closer to the line.5 In other words, our measurement technique uses the 

linear pattern of the data whereby more liberal opinion generally predicts more liberal policy to 

identify and quantify the extent to which state-years deviate from that pattern and, as such, exhibit 

less or worse opinion-policy responsiveness in either a liberal or conservative direction. 

 Our contribution is to investigate the possible effects of state labor laws on this measure of 

state government policy responsiveness. Specifically, we are interested in the influence of two 

types of labor laws that we expect to have different effects: (1) mandatory collective bargaining 

(MCB) laws for public employees and (2) right-to-work (RTW) laws. MCB laws require 

subnational governments (e.g., states, counties, school districts.) to bargain with the public 

employee unions charged with negotiating for public employees (who are required to either join the 

union or pay agency fees for representation6) in setting wages, benefits, and working conditions. In 

practice, these laws require that state and local governments give public sector unions a special and 

official “seat at the policymaking table”—a seat unavailable to other interest groups (Anzia 2020). 

These laws, we expect, have the byproduct of politically strengthening and empowering public 

sector union interest groups who are able to improve their organization and mobilization 

 
equation). However, Caughey and Warshaw use a total of 148 specific policies when computing their summary 
measures of economic and social policy liberalism, so we suspect that the impact of any one policy on the summary 
measure is very minimal. 
5 It is important to note that we do not attempt to measure proximity or congruence between opinion and policy (Achen 
1978, Matsusaka 2001, Griffin and Newman 2008, Lax and Phillips 2012). Indeed, Caughey and Warshaw (2018, 264) 
expressly caution against using their measures to do so, stating that “since our measures of mass and state policy 
liberalism are not on the same scale, we cannot directly evaluate whether state policies are congruent with mass 
preferences at any given moment.”  
6 In 2018, the U.S. Supreme Court handed down a landmark labor relations decision in Janus v. American Federation 
of State, County, and Municipal Employees, Council 31. The court ruled that state laws requiring nonunion public 
employees to pay “agency fees” to the unions that are their “exclusive bargaining representative” were unconstitutional 
First Amendment violations. See, Janus v. American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees, Council 
31, No. 16-1466, 585 U.S. ___ (2018). 
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capabilities (Flavin and Hartney 2015, Anzia and Moe 2016, Hartney forthcoming). Given the 

generally liberal economic policy agenda that public sector unions advocate, these laws may push 

policy in a state to a more liberal position than public opinion would predict, especially when it 

comes to economic policies that involve government spending targeted to public workers.  

 Enacted for the most part between 1960 and 1990, state MCB laws are typically applied to 

five public employment categories: state employees, police, firefighters, teachers, and local 

employees. Using data originally compiled by Freeman and Valletta (1988), then updated by 

Reuben (1996), and then updated again by Dippel and Sauers (2019), we have a binary indicator 

for MCB for each of the five employment categories in every state for 1955-2014. To generate a 

measure of public sector collective bargaining for each state-year, we create an additive index that 

runs from zero (no employment categories have collective bargaining) to five (all categories have 

collective bargaining). In our analysis below, we experiment with different ways of measuring state 

public collective bargaining laws (for example, a binary indicator that indicates if any of the five 

employment categories have mandatory bargaining) to probe the robustness of our models.  

RTW laws, in contrast, explicitly forbid requiring a private employee to join a labor union 

as a condition of employment. These laws, we expect, diminish the political power of private sector 

unions in a state because it deprives them of vital resources in the form of potential membership 

dues or agency fees (Ahlquist 2017, Feigenbaum, Hertel-Fernandez, and Williamson 2018). By 

diminishing the political power of labor unions in a state, these laws may push economic policy in 

a more conservative direction than state public policy would predict. State RTW laws are measured 

as a binary indicator for 1944-2014. The data are compiled by Caughey and Warshaw (2016) and 

drawn from four sources.7 We similarly probe the robustness of the RTW measure in the models 

below using data from Kogan’s (2017) study. 

 
7 (1) Grin, Larry J., Peggy G. Hargis, and Charles Reagan Wilson (Eds.) 2012. The New Encyclopedia of Southern 
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 To evaluate the relationship between state labor laws and policy responsiveness in the states 

over time, we use the following regression equation: 

PRst = β0 + β1MCBst + β2RTWst + β3SOUTHst + αt + γs + εst 

where PR is policy responsiveness (using the residual method described above where a larger 

positive value indicates policy is more liberal than opinion and a larger negative value indicates 

policy is more conservative than opinion) in state (s) at year (t), MCB is a 0-5 measure of the 

number of employment categories with mandatory collective bargaining for public sector 

employees, RTW is a binary indicator for whether a state has right-to-work law, SOUTH is 

indicator of a state being in the south,8 and αt and γs are year and state fixed effects (respectively). 

The specification resembles a difference-in-difference model with time-varying treatments across 

units and more than two time points (Angrist and Pischke 2008, Kogan 2017). For all regression 

results reported below, standard errors are clustered by state. 

  

Analysis 

 We begin by evaluating the relationship between labor laws and policy responsiveness over 

the entire timeframe of our data (1955-2014 for MCB, 1944-2014 for RTW). Columns 1 and 2 of 

Table 1 report the coefficients from models that estimate each of the labor laws in isolation. 

Column 3 then reports the results when both types of labor laws are included in the same model. 

Recall from above that the dependent variable of opinion-policy responsiveness is constructed such 

 
Culture: Volumn 20: Social Class. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press. (2) Collins, Benjamin. January 
6. 2014. Right to Work Laws: Legislative Background and Empirical Research." Congressional Research Service. (3) 
Lumsden, Keith and Craig Petersen. December 1975. The Effect of Right-to-Work Laws on Unionization in the United 
States." Journal of Political Economy, 83(6): 1237-1248. (4) Farber, Henry S. June 1983. Right-to-Work Laws and the 
Extent of Unionization." National Bureau of Economic Research, Working Paper No. 1136. 
8 Southern states are defined as the 11 states of the Confederacy: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. We include this indicator because 
Caughey and Warshaw (2018) find substantially different patterns of opinion-policy responsiveness based on region. 
As we detail below, the empirical results we present are substantively similar if this south indicator is excluded from 
the model specification. 
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that positive values indicate policy is more liberal than opinion would predict and negative values 

indicate policy is more conservative. Looking to Column 1, we find that a MCB law predicts state 

policy will be systematically more liberal than public opinion. Adding a single MCB law (out of 

five possible employment categories) pushes policy more liberal than opinion would predict by 

more than 10% of a standard deviation. In Column 2, we find the opposite effect – RTW laws push 

policy more conservative than opinion would predict by nearly a full standard deviation. When the 

two labor law measures are included in the same model in Column 3, we find these same opposing 

effects and both coefficients remain statistically different from zero. 

 
Table 1: Mandatory Collective Bargaining Laws Push Economic Policy More Liberal Than 

Opinion Would Predict, Right-to-Work Laws Push Policy More Conservative 
 (1) (2) (3) 

MCB 0.139*  0.130* 
 [0.029]  [0.026] 

RTW  -0.887* -0.818* 
  [0.120] [0.135] 

SOUTH -1.037* -0.632* -0.250 
 [0.107] [0.127] [0.165] 

R2 0.840 0.809 0.854 
N 2,990 3,518 2,990 

State & year effects? Yes Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1955-2014 1944-2014 1955-2014 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed test. 

 

To investigate whether these findings are substantively meaningful and not simply a 

statistical artifact, we conduct the same set of estimations using opinion-policy responsiveness for 

social issues (calculated with the same residual measurement technique described above) instead of 

economic issues as the dependent variable. This functions essentially as a placebo test because, 

given the primarily economic focus of labor unions, we would not expect state labor laws to have 

any impact on policy responsiveness for social issues (e.g., abortion, LGBTQ rights, school 

prayer). Table 2 reports the results of this placebo test and reveals there is no statistical relationship 
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between either MCB or RTW laws on policy responsiveness. This provides additional confidence 

in our main findings regarding the link between labor laws and policy responsiveness on state 

economic policymaking. 

   
Table 2: State Labor Laws Have No Effect on Social Policy Responsiveness  

(Placebo Test) 
 (1) (2) (3) 

MCB 0.060  0.059 
 [0.037]  [0.038] 

RTW  -0.172 -0.073 
  [0.134] [0.170] 

SOUTH -0.380* -0.337* -0.310 
 [0.135] [0.139] [0.194] 

R2 0.773 0.743 0.773 
N 2,990 3,518 2,990 

State & year effects? Yes Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1955-2014 1944-2014 1955-2014 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed test. 
 

 Another potential concern about the robustness of our findings is that the long timespan 

(fully 70 years for RTW laws) weakens the effectiveness of our difference-in-difference empirical 

strategy of including state and year fixed effects in all regression estimations (Imai and Kim 2019, 

2021). To address this concern, we limit the timeframe of our analysis to only the 20 year period 

when most law changes occurred (1960-1980 for MCB, 1945-1965 for RTW). Table 3 reports the 

results of this subset analysis and shows substantively similar findings to Table 1. The only 

noticeable difference is that the magnitude of the coefficient for RTW laws is only about half the 

size as it is in the main analysis. 
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Table 3: Same Results When Analysis Confined to 20 Year Period When Most Law Changes 
Occurred 

 (1) (2) 
MCB 0.148*  

 [0.024]  
RTW  -0.437* 

  [0.072] 
SOUTH -1.190* -0.558* 

 [0.048] [0.077] 
R2 0.893 0.927 
N 1,050 1,020 

State & year effects? Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1960-1980 1945-1965 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed test. 
 

Again, with an eye toward the long timeframe of our data, we run the same analysis 

individually for each decade. These results are reported in Table 4. With the exception of the 1990s 

(where the coefficients for both labor laws are not statistically different from zero), we find 

substantively similar results. 

 
Table 4: Results Broken Up By Decade 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
MCB 0.130* 0.088* 0.105* 0.085 0.053* 

 [0.035] [0.036] [0.016] [0.061] [0.020] 
RTW -0.503* -0.598* -0.708* -0.050 -0.435* 

 [0.018] [0.044] [0.034] [0.042] [0.033] 
SOUTH -0.517* -0.999* -0.774* -1.401* -0.305* 

 [0.018] [0.129] [0.069] [0.290] [0.091] 
R2 0.926 0.953 0.972 0.958 0.966 
N 500 500 500 500 500 

State & year effects? Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1960-1969 1970-1979 1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2009 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed test. 
 

 In the Appendix, we present additional estimations that further probe the robustness of our 

empirical results. Specifically, we (1) run the model for MCB laws using an individual indicator for 

each of the five employment categories as well as a dummy variable for whether a state has a MCB 

law for any of the five categories, (2) confining the RTW model to the same years as the MCB 
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model (1955-2014), (3) using a similar but slightly different measure of RTW laws from Kogan 

(2017),9 and (4) dropping the south regional indicator from the models. All models report 

substantively similar results to those presented above.  

 

Conclusion 

 In this paper, we studied how the labor laws of US states, which empower or constrain 

labor unions’ political power, impact the responsiveness of state economic policy to public opinion. 

We did so because labor unions are generally among the more active interest groups in state 

politics across the country and are often seen as providing a counter-weight to the power of 

business and the wealthy. Unlike prior studies, which treat either organized labor as a whole or 

public employee unions in isolation, we separated and compared the effects of private and public 

sector unions. Analyzing a seventy-year period, using new data and measures of our own 

contrivance, we used a difference-in-difference approach, which is arguably the best empirical test 

because it is closest to an experimental design.  

We found that when states adopt “right-to-work” laws, private sector union power falls and 

economic policy is pushed to the right of public opinion. Conversely, when states adopt collective 

bargaining laws for government workers, public employee union power increases and economic 

policy shifts to the left of public opinion. In short, state labor laws have important implications for 

the democratic responsiveness of state governments.  

Our key finding has important implications for the field’s understanding of interest group 

politics. Contrary to the view that competitive elections and citizen preferences make government 

responsive to public opinion, we find that interest groups empowered (or disempowered) by state 

law can led to policy outcomes further to the left or right than public opinion would predict. This 

 
9 Across the 1944-2014 timeframe, the two measures correlate at .95. 



 15 

lends weight to the Schattschneiderian view of interest groups as forces that can help explain 

divergences between the public’s preferences and policy outcomes. It also suggests that impactful 

interest groups do not always emerge organically from the economy or society but can be created 

by government policy (Hartney, forthcoming). Over the long term, state governments themselves 

appear to be the source of driving economic policy “off center” by adopting particular labor laws. 

In other words, consistent with the Schattschneiderian perspective, policy shapes politics. 

The essential mechanism in driving divergences in economic policy from public opinion is 

the substantive difference in the role played by private and public sector unions as organized 

interests in American politics. Our findings indicate that strong private sector unions can 

counterbalance business interests and make economic policy more responsive to public preferences 

in the American states. On the other hand, strong public sector unions, given their particular 

advantages in the policy process, tend to overcome potential opponents and push economic policy 

to the left of public opinion. Our empirical findings thus also substantiate the theoretical view that 

public and private sector unions are really different types of unions with different effects.  

Considered normatively, our paper lends credence to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s position on 

organized labor and its relation to the quality of democracy. President Roosevelt famously 

championed private sector unions by singing the National Labor Relations Act in 1935. But he 

opposed efforts to unionize public employees, holding that “collective bargaining, as usually 

understood, cannot be transplanted into the public service” (Roosevelt 1937). Our findings suggest 

that to maximize responsiveness to public opinion on state economic policy, an optimal 

arrangement might be one with stronger private sector unions and weaker public ones.  

Whatever the case, our study offers a modest step in the effort to create a more 

comprehensive picture of America’s interest group ecology and its impact on the responsiveness of 

state governments to citizen’s preferences. Organized labor provided us with a useful way of 
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approaching these dynamics given the variation in the political power of unions across U.S. states.  

Nonetheless, we believe that much important research remains to be done to fully grasp them.
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Appendix 
 
 In the main text, we use an additive measure that indicates how many public employment 

categories (0-5) are covered by a MCB law in a given state-year. In Table A-1, we report the 

results of estimations where each of the five employment categories is measured as an individual 

dummy variable as well as an indicator for whether any of the five categories in a state-year has 

a MCB law (i.e. the variable is coded 0 if MCB=0 and 1 if MCB=1,2,3,4,5). The results are 

substantively similar to those reported in the main text. 

 
Table A-1: Mandatory Collective Bargaining Laws Broken Out By Employment Category 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Employment 

Category: State Police Fire Teachers Local Any 

MCB 0.627* 0.495* 0.365* 0.442* 0.597* 0.342* 
 [0.122] [0.132] [0.128] [0.121] [0.126] [0.118] 

SOUTH -1.088* -1.187* -1.283* -1.212* -1.111* -1.290* 
 [0.091] [0.098] [0.095] [0.093] [0.094] [0.090] 

R2 0.843 0.833 0.827 0.831 0.840 0.826 
N 2,990 2,990 2,990 2,990 2,990 2,990 

State & year effects? Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1955-

2014 
1955-
2014 

1955-
2014 

1955-
2014 

1955-
2014 

1955-
2014 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed 
test. 
  

 When we confine the RTW estimation to the same timeframe that MCB data are 

available for (1955-2014), we find substantively similar results as reported in Table A-2. 
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Table A-2: RTW Laws Using Same Timeframe as MCB Laws 
 (1) 

RTW -0.888* 
 [0.158] 

SOUTH -0.654* 
 [0.160] 

R2 0.837 
N 2,990 

State & year effects? Yes 
Timeframe 1955-2014 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed 
test. 
 

 We also find substantively similar results when we use slightly different RTW data from 

Kogan (2017), as reported in Table A-3. 

 
Table A-3: Alternative Measure of RTW Laws (Kogan 2017) 

 (1) (2) (3) 
MCB   0.129* 

   [0.026] 
RTW -0.756* -0.726* -0.867* 

 [0.136] [0.247] [0.115] 
SOUTH -0.785* -0.761* -0.201 

 [0.136] [0.247] [0.147] 
R2 0.790 0.868 0.853 
N 3,854 1,050 2,990 

State & year effects? Yes Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1944-2014 1945-1965 1955-2014 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed 
test. 
 

 Finally, in Table A-4 we find substantively similar results to those reported in Table 1 of 

the main text when we omit the indicator for a state being in the south. 
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Table A-4: Dropping South Indicator From Model Specification 
 (1) (2) (3) 

MCB 0.139*  0.130* 
 [0.029]  [0.026] 

RTW  -0.887* -0.818* 
  [0.120] [0.135] 

R2 0.840 0.809 0.854 
N 2,990 3,518 2,990 

State & year effects? Yes Yes Yes 
Timeframe 1955-2014 1944-2014 1955-2014 

Dependent variable is standardized measure of policy responsiveness described above. Unit of analysis is state-year. 
Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors in brackets. * indicates p < .05 using a two-tailed 
test. 
 


