


Richard B. Freeman and James L. Medoff’s now classic 1984 book What Do Unions 
Do? stimulated an enormous theoretical and empirical literature on the economic 
impact of trade unions. Trade unions continue to be a significant feature of many labor 
markets, particularly in developing countries, and issues of labor market regulations 
and labor institutions remain critically important to researchers and policy makers.

The relations between unions and management can range between cooperation and 
conflict; unions have powerful offsetting wage and non-wage effects that economists 
and other social scientists have long debated. Do the benefits of unionism exceed the 
costs to the economy and society writ large, or do the costs exceed the benefits? The 
Economics of Trade Unions offers the first comprehensive review, analysis and evalu-
ation of the empirical literature on the microeconomic effects of trade unions using 
the tools of meta-regression analysis to identify and quantify the economic impact of 
trade unions, as well as to correct research design faults, the effects of selection bias 
and model misspecification.

This volume makes use of a unique dataset of hundreds of empirical studies 
and their reported estimates of the microeconomic impact of trade unions. Written 
by three authors who have been at the forefront of this research field (including 
the co-author of the original volume, What Do Unions Do?), this book offers an 
overview of a subject that is of huge importance to scholars of labor economics, 
industrial and employee relations, and human resource management, as well as 
those with an interest in meta-analysis.
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Introduction
Why study studies of unionism?

Speaking broadly then it may be said that trade unions have benefited the nation as 
well as themselves…. Any rise of wages or improvement in the conditions of life, 
and employment, which they may obtain by these reasonable methods, is likely to 
make for social well being.

(Alfred Marshall, 1961: 588)

Trade unions – “a continuous association of wage-earners for the purpose of 
maintaining or improving the conditions of their working lives” (Webb and Webb, 
1920: 1) – are the key institution representing workers in capitalism, with impacts 
on a wide range of outcomes, from employee wages and benefits, job satisfac-
tion, and organizational commitment to the productivity and profitability of plants 
and to macroeconomic outcomes such as inflation, unemployment, and economic 
growth.

While most social scientists agree that unions benefit their members, there is 
considerable disagreement about whether unions have a net positive or negative 
impact on economies writ large. Contrary to Marshall’s view, many social  scientists 
view unions as monopolies that adversely affect firm performance (Hirsch and 
Addison, 1986) or as an influential interest group that distorts policies in favor 
of union members at the expense of others (Olson, 1965). Others have taken the 
view that Adam Smith’s principle that self-interested actions can produce socially 
desirable outcomes can apply in the case of unions. Freeman (1976) and Freeman 
and Medoff (1984) argue that positive non-wage effects, such as improved com-
munication channels and reduced labor turnover, often offset adverse monopoly 
effects of unions on wage and non-wage outcomes. Brown and Medoff (1978) 
present evidence that unions are associated with gains in productivity and benefit 
firms in that respect.

Unions have been important in capitalist economies since the Industrial 
Revolution. They provide their members with a voice at work and wider political 
representation. But after growing in membership and influence in most advanced 
countries from the Great Depression and World War II through the 1950s and in 
some countries through the 1960s, unions are now in decline in most advanced 
countries.1 Figure I.1 places this pattern in historic perspective in terms of the 
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average trade union density for 21 OECD countries from 1870 to 2011. Union 
density increased for most of this period, often in sudden spurts in periods of cri-
sis, but has fallen in virtually every country since the 1980s.

Even in a weakened state, however, unions affect economic outcomes and 
attract considerable attention from business and government. Business continues 
to worry about the impact of union wages on labor costs, especially with the entry 
of China, India, and the former Soviet bloc into the global economy. Policy mak-
ers worry about the effects of unions on labor market flexibility and labor market 
outcomes, such as unemployment (e.g., OECD, 2016). In some countries, unions 
continue to influence policy development on a wide range of issues, especially 
through labor and social democratic organizations and political parties. As ine-
quality has become a key economic problem of the twenty-first century, there is 
increasing recognition that, whatever their effects on economic efficiency, unions 
are one of the few social institutions with the potential to limit further growth of 
inequality and to reduce it to more socially desired levels.

Given the huge amount of literature on the economic consequences of unions, 
some readers may wonder what motivated us to write this book. In What Do 
Unions Do?, Freeman and Medoff (1984) summarized the available evidence base 
at that time for the United States. Two or so decades later, Bennett and Kaufman 
(2007) edited a 20-year perspective that reviewed the findings in What Do Unions 
Do? on the basis of ensuing work. Is there truly something new to say about 
empirical analyses of unions? Yes, there is. There are new things to say and new 
ways to parse the evidence that adds to what economics and related social sciences 
can tell us about unions.
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There are four reasons for looking anew at the effects of unions.
First, recent decades have witnessed a spread of econometric studies about 

unions to countries beyond the United States, including developing countries 
that advanced country researchers largely excluded from consideration. Freeman 
and Medoff dealt almost exclusively with the United States, and Bennett and 
Kaufman’s edited volume also largely focused on the United States. Globalization 
of economic activity demands a wider view of union activity and recognition of 
the variation in unionism and its impacts throughout the world.

Second, the newest work applies more advanced statistical techniques than those 
used in most studies two to three decades ago. Many employ panel data economet-
rics that allows analysts to remove person- or establishment-fixed effects from esti-
mates of union impacts. Figure I.2 depicts the growth in the cumulative number of 
published econometric studies about unions. We use estimates from these studies for 
our meta-analysis of productivity, productivity growth, physical and intangible capi-
tal investment, job satisfaction, and financial performance.2 From only six  studies in 
the 1970s, the literature bloomed to 125 new studies in the 1990s, with an additional 
104 new studies published since 2000. The meta-analyses that constitute the heart of 
this volume treat 301 studies that report 2,257 estimates of union effects.

Third, the mode of summarizing the findings of diverse studies into a statisti-
cally valid assessment of the evidence has advanced considerably. In the early 
2000s, Doucouliagos and Laroche (2003a, 2003b, and 2003c) pioneered the use 
of meta-analysis to combine the results from research studies of union effects into 
a statistically valid summary picture. As in other areas of science, the techniques 
of meta-analysis have improved, for example, with new ways to identify and cor-
rect for publication selection bias and for assessing replications of extant findings. 
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This book uses these newer techniques to explore whether prior meta-analyses 
findings stand up to differences in techniques and whether newer evidence results 
in fresh insights and inferences about unions as economic institutions.

Fourth, the existence of several meta-analyses on unions provides an opportu-
nity to learn from the findings of meta-analyses on distinct but related topics in a 
meta-meta-analysis. Meta-analysis focuses on drawing inferences from a specific 
research question. As the name suggests, meta-meta-analysis draws inferences 
from several related meta-studies, in our case on different outcome variables. 
Specifically, we use the findings of meta-analyses on the impact of unions on pro-
ductivity, productivity growth, physical and intangible capital investment, finan-
cial performance, labor turnover, organizational commitment, and job satisfaction 
to provide a more comprehensive picture of what unions do.

Meta-analysis as arbiter in debates

Economic theory often consists of models that allow for a given factor to have com-
peting effects on outcomes – the income effect versus the substitution effect in labor 
supply behavior being an archetype example. What effect does an increase in wages 
have on labor supply? Economic theory says it depends on two competing forces: the 
higher income from increased wages that increases workers’ desire for leisure and 
the higher opportunity cost of leisure from the increased wages. Which effect matters 
more determines whether time or effort at work are positively or negatively related to 
changes in wages. The theory poses questions and identifies potential causal lines of 
impact but cannot resolve the net effect of competing forces. Only empirical analysis 
can tell whether one effect dominates another in a particular situation.

In the case of the impact of unions on business performance, or indeed of insti-
tutions on outcomes more broadly, theory is often highly ambiguous. There are 
many agents operating under varying constraints and with differing goals. Game 
theory allows for many potential equilibria. As King Richard III would have said 
had he been a social scientist, “Empirical estimates, empirical estimates, empiri-
cal estimates, my kingdom for some estimates”.

We now have many empirical estimates on unionism. The estimates are hetero-
geneous with differing statistical and economic significance. Some of the varia-
tion and difference in significance comes from the lack of statistical power due to 
small sample sizes in studies of firms. Only a meta-analysis combining the studies 
can show what the body of work has found and with what statistical precision.

Empirical estimates also vary with outcome variables, data, model, statistical 
methodology used, country, and time of analysis. They differ because different 
researchers or the same researcher at different times chooses somewhat differ-
ent auxiliary variables and/or econometric models. These decisions can produce 
spurious heterogeneity in reported estimates. If the studies had used exactly the 
same model and variables, the results might have been similar. Heterogeneity may 
also be real, as when union effects differ by industry, country, and time. Only a 
meta-analysis combining and analyzing the studies can identify the sources of this 
heterogeneity.
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The published literature can also suffer from publication selection bias in 
which researchers choose which of several equally valid estimates to report. This 
produces a truncated distribution of estimates with artificially inflated effects that 
leads to possible erroneous inferences (Stanley, 2008; Doucouliagos and Stanley, 
2013). Traditional literature reviews are particularly vulnerable to incorrect infer-
ences. Meta-analysis can provide a more rigorous and statistical approach to 
research synthesis.

This book provides a review of evidence that is more quantitative, complete, 
statistically systematic, and of course up-to-date than What Do Unions Do? or the 
Bennett and Kaufman 20-year review of findings. It uses state-of-the-art meta-
regression analysis to identify and quantify associations between unions and 
dimensions of economic performance, such as productivity, investment, and prof-
itability. Meta-analysis is the scientific way to draw inferences from the diversity 
of results and to detect possible regularities across studies (Stanley, 2001; Stanley 
and Doucouliagos, 2012) based on quantitative synthesis of a large number of 
individual studies (Rosenthal, 1984; Schmidt and Hunter, 2015). It is well suited 
to exploring the multidimensional research on trade unions, synthesizing the 
knowledge in available estimates, correcting the evidence base for various biases, 
and drawing inferences from underpowered econometric studies.

Structure of the book

This book consists of eight chapters beyond this introduction.
Chapter 1 gives a scientometric analysis of the literature spawned by What 

Do Unions Do? (Freeman and Medoff, 1984). It analyzes citation and co-citation 
patterns and keywords to describe quantitatively the contributions of What Do 
Unions Do? over the past 32 years. This chapter was written by Doucouliagos and 
Laroche, with Freeman absenting himself for reasons the reader will understand.

Chapter 2 lays out the meta-regression methodology that we apply through-
out the book. The chapter addresses issues of data collection, research synthesis, 
publication bias, mis-specification bias, and heterogeneity in empirical findings.

Chapter 3 presents our meta-analysis of the effect of unions on productivity. It 
updates Doucouliagos and Laroche (2003a) with a new meta-regression analysis 
of the effect of unions on productivity based on 111 studies.

Chapter 4 presents a new meta-regression analysis of the effect of unions on 
productivity growth based on 42 studies. It updates Doucouliagos and Laroche 
(2003b).

Chapters 5 drills down to identify some of the investment channels through 
which unions impact productivity. We update Doucouliagos and Laroche (2003c) 
with a new meta-analysis of the link between unionism and physical capital invest-
ment from 20 econometric studies and summarize the results of a meta-analysis of 
25 studies of investment in intangible capital based on Doucouliagos and Laroche 
(2013).

Chapter 6 moves beyond the production function methodology to examine 
the evidence on three forms of employee behavior – turnover, job satisfaction, 
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and organizational commitment – that impact both productivity and worker well-
being. It reviews findings from several meta-analyses by other authors and pre-
sents a new meta-analysis of 59 studies on the impact of unions on job satisfaction 
by Laroche (2016).

Chapter 7 explores the classic topic in the study of unions – their impact on 
wages – and presents a new meta-analysis of the effects of unions on profitability. 
We update Doucouliagos and Laroche (2009) with findings from 44 econometric 
studies.

Chapter 8 gives our summary and conclusions and offers suggestions for future 
research on the effects of unionism.

The book does not cover the entire waterfront of topics on unions. We do 
not explore the effects of unions on the macroeconomic issues of inflation and 
employment or on strikes and inequality3 – nor union effects on social and politi-
cal issues, such as whether unions lobby successfully for laws that expand their 
monopoly power, the democratic nature of unionism, and corruption in the union 
bureaucracy.

The idea to write this book took shape several years ago. Beginning in 2014, 
the authors began working on the task. All three authors have devoted large 
parts of their research careers to analyzing the economic effects of unionism. 
Richard B. Freeman has made a seminal contribution with his path-breaking book 
with James L. Medoff, as well as in numerous other scientific publications. Nearly 
19 years later, Doucouliagos and Laroche pioneered the use of meta-analysis 
to the growing body of research. We hope that by bringing together our various 
expertise, we shed additional light on the economic impact of unions.

Notes

1 In the United States, union density has decreased continually since the 1960s (US-BLS, 
2016). In the United Kingdom, union membership peaked in 1979 and has since 
declined. However, in recent years, trade union membership in the United Kingdom has 
increased in the private sector but declined in the public sector (DBIS, 2015).

2 For the purposes of Figure I.2, we define a study as a published journal paper or book 
that reports estimates of union effects on one of the outcome variables we review in this 
book: productivity, productivity growth, physical and intangible capital investment, job 
satisfaction, and financial performance. Where estimates are provided on more than one 
outcome variable, we count them as separate studies; e.g., if a journal article reports 
estimates of the effects of unions on productivity and profitability, we count this as two 
studies.

3 Macroeconomic effects are explored by Calmfors and Driffill (1988), Pencavel (1991), 
Flanagan (1999), and Nickell and Layard (1999), among others. Several studies find a 
negative association between unions and inequality, e.g., Freeman and Medoff (1984), 
Koeniger et al. (2007), and Koske et al. (2012).



1 A bibliometric analysis of What Do 
Unions Do?1

If I am right that each scientific revolution alters the historical perspective of the 
community that experiences it, then that change of perspective should affect the 
structure of post-revolutionary textbooks and research publications. One such 
effect – a shift in the distribution of the technical literature cited in the footnotes 
to research reports – ought to be studied as a possible index to the occurrence of 
revolutions.

(Kuhn, 1962: xi)

The purpose of this chapter is to present a scientometric analysis of What Do 
Unions Do? (Freeman and Medoff, 1984), from 1984 to 2014, with a particular 
focus on articles published in the ‘Industrial and Labor Relations’ research area.2 
The aim of the bibliometric analysis is to explore some of the contributions of 
What Do Unions Do? over the past 30 years. We show that this book had an enor-
mous impact on the study of unions. Citations data from the ISI Web of Science 
reveal that this seminal work has been cited by 1,480 articles, proceedings papers, 
and book chapters since its publication in 1984; a notable average of 49 citations 
per annum.3 This large number of citations suggests that the book has had a major 
impact on the academic literature across the globe.4 We investigate the scientific 
impact of Freeman and Medoff (1984) through a citation analysis and a keywords 
analysis. Specifically, we explore (1) citation patterns over time, (2) who cites 
Freeman and Medoff (1984) most frequently, and (3) the main cited themes asso-
ciated with Freeman and Medoff (1984).

Analysis of citations of Freeman and Medoff (1984) is of interest for several 
reasons. First, citation counts are a useful measure of academic influence and 
the depth of citations indicates impact; if only a small number of authors cites 
their work, then Freeman and Medoff’s influence is limited. Second, impact can 
be assessed by the extent to which a study is cited outside its home discipline. 
Examination of citations by other disciplines reflects the extent to which the 
influence of What Do Unions Do? spread beyond the domain of industrial rela-
tions and labor economics. Third, studying the time trend in citation rates offers 
another way to assess the book’s influence. Most scientific contributions are rarely 
cited (Lindsey, 1989). However, some landmark studies continue to be cited over 
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time. Hence, we investigate whether citations to Freeman and Medoff (1984) are 
 declining over time.

This chapter has four sections. In the first we give a brief review of Freeman 
and Medoff’s contribution to the economic analysis of trade unions. The second 
section describes the bibliometric approach employed and data. The third section 
presents the bibliometric analysis. The last section summarizes the main findings.

Freeman and Medoff’s research agenda

In What Do Unions Do?, Freeman and Medoff consider a variety of issues related 
to the economic effects of unions, with the primary concern being the contribution 
of union voice to the functioning of the economy. Freeman and Medoff argue that 
unions can play a beneficial role in improving workplace performance by stabiliz-
ing the workforce, increasing workers’ productivity, and reducing pay inequality. 
This line of research was developed in a series of articles that highlighted the 
importance and role of union voice on workers’ behavior and consequently on 
different economic outcomes (Brown and Medoff, 1978; Freeman, 1976, 1980, 
1981, 1984; Freeman and Medoff, 1979a, 1979b, 1981, 1982). Table 1.1 summa-
rizes Freeman and Medoff’s major studies for the period 1976 to 1984, including 
What Do Unions Do?, a summary of the findings of each study, and the number of 
citations received as of July 2015.

Freeman’s (1976) article was the starting point to the whole analysis. This arti-
cle was written in honor of Hirschman’s (1970) Exit, Voice, and Loyalty book. 
The American Economic Association asked Freeman to say what Exit, Voice, and 

Table 1.1 Freeman and Medoff’s contributions to the study of the economic effects of 
unions, 1976–1984

Study Summary Citations

Freeman (1976). Individual 
mobility and union voice 
in the labor market. The 
American Economic Review: 
Papers and Proceedings.

Examines the non-wage effects of unions 
using Hirschman’s exit-voice framework.

141

Brown & Medoff (1978). 
Trade unions in the 
 production process. The 
Journal of Political Economy.

Examines the effect of unions on 
 productivity. Unionization has a significant 
positive effect on output per worker.

208

Freeman & Medoff (1979a). 
New estimates of private 
sector unionism in the United 
States. Industrial and Labor 
Relations Review.

Presents new estimates of two measures of 
unionism in the US: percent of private sector 
workers covered by union agreements and 
percent who are union members. Estimated 
coverage is higher on average than estimated 
membership percentage.

183


