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Why workers are engaging in collective
action across the United States in
response to the coronavirus crisis
May 2020 By Kate Bahn, Alexander Hertel-Fernandez, and Carmen Sanchez Cumming

Overview
Recent worker uprisings across the United States in
reaction to unsafe working conditions in factories,
warehouses, and stores amid the coronavirus pandemic are drawing new and timely attention to the
inadequate labor standards endured by many in the
U.S. labor force. This decline in standards—ongoing
for decades due to an array of economic, social, and
political pressures—steadily eroded job quality, fair

pay, and workers’ say in their own workplaces. Many
workers have experienced this squeeze, but the
effects have been uneven, reflecting longstanding
inequalities across race, ethnicity, and gender.
As a result, large segments of the U.S. workforce
have been hit particularly hard by the coronavirus pandemic, the COVID-19 disease that the virus
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spreads, and the economic consequences of the swift descent of the U.S. economy
into recession. Today, workers without basic protections against the health and
economic risks they now face and without meaningful input into workplace decisions
are bearing the brunt of the harm and the dangers in workplaces across the nation.
Some of these essential workers are now staging collective actions to demand hazard pay, greater say in workplace safety standards, and protective gear—building on
the large-scale collective action by teachers and other workers over the past 2 years.
These actions are becoming more and more frequent, and are expected to be amplified across the country today, on May Day, the traditional International Workers’ Day.
In this issue brief, we explain how these protests demonstrate the continued power of workplace action in the United States. We also explore how those protests
reveal longstanding barriers to workers’ voices being heard and workers organizing
to improve the safety of their workplaces and the pay they deserve. We conclude
by arguing that policymakers should prioritize efforts that more effectively center
the voice of workers and rebuild possibilities for workers to organize in response
to the ongoing public health and economic crises.
Essential workers are doing the nation a great service. Policymakers should act
now to limit the risks to their health and well-being by empowering them to demand what they need to work more safely and earn what they need to take care of
themselves and their families.

Protesting workers are raising health and safety
standards in this coronavirus crisis
Across the United States, essential workers are coming together and organizing
collective actions to demand safe working conditions and fair pay. These essential
workers are helping to keep us safe in quarantine—from nurses and health aides
who care for the sick, to grocery clerks and delivery drivers who make it possible
for the rest of us to social distance. Yet far too many of these workers are raising
concerns that they do not have the protections they need to do those jobs safely.
In late April, members of National Nurses United—the largest union of registered
nurses in the country—held a protest outside the White House over lack of access
to protective gear, also known as protective personal equipment, or PPE. The nurses
called on the Occupational Health and Safety Administration, the federal agency inside the U.S. Department of Labor tasked with enforcing workplace health and safety
rules, to issue a federal emergency safety standard to guarantee their access to PPE.
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Similarly, since early March, many grocery store and fast food workers have
organized work stoppages over health concerns, pushing for adequate sanitation measures, hazard pay, and access to paid sick leave. So, too, have warehouse
workers, who have also gone on strike after learning that their co-workers tested
positive for the coronavirus—yet their employers were doing little to shield workers against infection.
These collective actions are producing important gains for U.S. workers. Since
walking off the job due to concerns over a lack of social distancing policies in processing plants, workers at Perdue Farms Inc. and Refresco B.V. are now receiving
some form of protective equipment and hazard pay. After weeks of discouraging
employees from wearing face masks, large retail chains operated by Target Corporation and Walmart Inc. announced they would start supplying basic protective
gear to their workers. Amid a wave of nationwide strikes, Amazon.com temporarily
raised pay by $2 per hour and doubled overtime compensation for delivery and
warehouse workers. And after a brief strike, bus drivers in Detroit got the city government to boost sanitation measures for public transit workers.
The health benefits of these actions often go beyond the protesting workers
themselves to protect the public as a whole. When essential workers have adequate equipment and safety protocols in place, they are less likely to transmit the
coronavirus within their communities. And in other cases, workers are advocating
for changes to public policy that would affect all customers. One case in point: The
United Food and Commercial Workers Union is calling on the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention to issue mandatory sanitation standards for grocery stores
and food processing plants. These measures would not only protect workers and
their families but also the health of consumers while simultaneously maintaining
resilient food supply chains.
So far, federal guidelines on how businesses should operate during the current
pandemic, including safety protocols and enforcement mechanisms, are not mandatory. That leaves coronavirus-related health and safety standards largely up to
the discretion of employers. In turn, that makes collective pressure by workers all
the more important for public safety.
Collective action during the crisis may also be especially important for historically
disadvantaged workers. That is because many of the positions classified as essential are disproportionately held by women and workers of color, who are less likely
than their white and male counterparts to have the resources to weather a loss of
income or have a safety net to fall back on if they get sick.
Some researchers’ estimates find that 52 percent jobs classified as essential are
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held by women. More than half of nursing assistants—whose positions are among
the lowest paid and most exposed to workplace injuries and illnesses in the healthcare industry—are women of color. As a result of their weak economic position
when the coronavirus pandemic upended the U.S. economy, these workers may
not be in a position to decline work, even if it is unsafe or risky. Collective action
can ensure that these workers do not have to make that decision.

Worker organizations boost working conditions
and broadly shared prosperity
Well before the current crisis, U.S. workers faced mounting obstacles to exercising
their collective voice in the workplace. In the mid-1950s, some 35 percent of the
U.S. workforce was part of a union. Today, however, only 10 percent of workers are
union members, including just 6 percent of workers in private-sector jobs. The decline of organized labor brought about a host of negative consequences, including
the decoupling of wage gains from growth in economic productivity.
The erosion of pay and nonwage benefits has been particularly stark for low-wage
and younger workers. In an Equitable Growth working paper, economist David Howell of The New School finds that the decline of middle-wage jobs and rise in “lousywage jobs” is especially pronounced for younger workers. Howell further finds that
this decline is attributable to shifts in institutions that support worker bargaining
power—namely, unions—and increasing employer hostility toward worker power.
The decline of unions also led to a corresponding rise in income inequality across
the U.S. economy. Research by Princeton University economists Henry Farber,
Daniel Herbst, and Ilyana Kuziemko, and Columbia University economist Suresh
Naidu demonstrates how union density has an inverse relationship with income
inequality, meaning that the rise and fall of unions in the United States tracks the
fall and then subsequent rise of income inequality.
But higher worker pay—also known as the union wage premium—is just one of the
many benefits that unions provide to workers. Advocates and researchers often
note that we have unions to thank for the 8-hour work day and the weekend off
of work—changes in U.S. labor policy and workplace norms that would not have
happened without large-scale labor mobilization. And union members are more
likely to have better benefits, such as health insurance and retirement plans than
are nonmembers, thanks to union-bargained agreements with employers.
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Decades of declining union power also weakened workers’ ability to police basic
workplace violations related to pay, health, and safety. Unions have long played a
role in securing better workplace conditions—through stronger standards at individual workplaces, changes in public policies, and better enforcement of existing
regulations. Research by economist David Weil of Brandeis University shows, for
instance, that unionized workplaces are much more likely to receive health and
safety inspections by the Occupational Health and Safety Administration, or OSHA,
than are nonunion workplaces.
In another study, Weil examines the implementation of workplace councils that
oversee workplace safety to determine whether union-led workplace safety efforts
are a substitute or complement for OSHA enforcement. Weil finds more effective enforcement by that agency in unionized workplaces, suggesting that unions
complement institutionalized labor standards. Unions also have long lobbied the
federal government for tighter OSHA standards, stronger enforcement mechanisms, and better data collection on workplace illness and injury.

Public policy is increasingly an obstacle to
workers organizing and taking collective action
Many factors have contributed to the decline in labor unions over the past half
century. But it does not reflect a decline in worker’s demand for unions. If anything, a greater proportion of nonunion workers report wanting a union today
than in previous decades. Survey research indicates that nearly half of nonunion
workers in 2017 reported wanting a union at their job. Indeed, even larger proportions of workers would be willing to pay dues and join labor organizations that
include or go beyond the structure of traditional unions.
Instead, an especially important driver of the decline of unions is our nation’s outdated and poorly enforced labor laws. U.S. labor rules make it increasingly difficult for
workers to form unions and easy for employers to oppose union drives, which businesses do aggressively. Recent research by the Economic Policy Institute estimates
that private-sector employers have been charged with violating labor law in more
than 40 percent of union elections in recent years. Violations include the illegal firing
of union organizers and threats, coercion, or retaliation against union supporters.
Indeed, U.S. employers are willing to break the law because penalties for doing so
are low and slow to be enforced. Between 1998 and 2008, for example, it generally
took the National Labor Relations Board—the federal body responsible for over-
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seeing private-sector union drives—500 days to decide unfair labor practice contested cases, an almost 280 percent increase with respect to the 1960s and 1970s.

U.S. labor laws are also increasingly misaligned with the structure of our current
workforce. Unlike other industrialized countries, our labor laws do not establish
mechanisms that allow workers to organize or bargain at the industrywide level.
That mismatch is relevant because an increasing number of companies engage
in domestic outsourcing, whereby workers are employed by a subcontractor or
franchisee of a lead firm. Because outsourced workers are legally employed by a
franchise owner or subcontractor, workers cannot bargain with the lead business
that has ultimate control over working conditions and reaps the largest profits.
Outsourced employment additionally shields lead firms from legal liability when
labor standards are violated.
Compared to other countries, U.S. labor law also sharply restricts the right of
private-sector workers to go on strike. That is significant because strikes have
been one of the most powerful tools that workers possess to raise their pay and
improve working conditions. One especially important legal limitation, passed
as part of the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act, prohibits secondary boycotts and picketing.
Secondary protests involve worker actions against a business that is not a worker’s
direct employer. This provision has proved especially restrictive in the increasingly
“fissured” U.S. workplace because more workers are no longer legally employed by
the companies that exert ultimate control over working conditions.
Aside from limits on secondary protests, research by economist Mark Stelzner of
Connecticut College identifies several other drivers behind declining strike rates
in the United States since the 1970s, especially a greater willingness of employers to permanently replace striking workers. This is a practice that was virtually
unheard-of until the 1980s. In an Equitable Growth working paper, Mark Stelzner,
along with economist Mark Paul of the New College of Florida, demonstrate how
reduced governmental support for unions and strikes reduces the potential benefits of engaging in collective action and increases employers’ ability to exercise
their monopsony power by exploiting workers.

Why is the United States experiencing the
return of mass worker actions?
Against all of these obstacles, strikes have surged in the past 2 years. In both 2018
and 2019, almost half a million workers were involved in large-scale work stop-

6

Why workers are engaging in collective action across the United States in response to the coronavirus crisis

pages—numbers not seen since the late 1980s. This includes the current coronavirus-related protests, but also earlier actions in the Red4Ed teacher strikes that
swept the country in early 2019.
Why have we seen this return to mass strikes, even as workers face substantial
legal and economic barriers to labor action? One important reason is the way
tat workers are increasingly learning from one another about the potential gains
from labor action. At a time when only 10 percent of workers are in a union, most
Americans do not have much personal exposure to the labor movement. Surveys
suggest that only about 30 percent to 40 percent of workers report having a close
friend or a family member in a union. That means that unions—and labor collective
action in general—are often an abstract concept for many.
It should come as no surprise, then, that only 1 out of every 10 workers not currently in a union say that they would know how to form a union. An important
effect of large-scale strikes is to show other workers what labor action looks like—
and what collective action might accomplish at their own jobs.
In the case of the 2018–19 teacher strikes, initial actions in West Virginia—the first
state with large-scale school strikes—helped spark interest in other states. Teachers in Kentucky, Oklahoma, and Arizona, working under similarly difficult conditions of low pay, meager benefits, and inadequate education spending, saw what
West Virginian teachers had accomplished and asked themselves if they could
achieve the same. Both interest and strategy flowed quickly across state lines.
Interest in collective action also extended beyond educators. Research on the
large-scale teachers strikes from 2018 found that parents with firsthand exposure
to the strikes became more interested in collective action themselves at their own
jobs. Notably, the effect of the strikes was largest for parents who were least likely
to be supportive of unions—conservatives, Republicans, and those without friends
or family members in the labor movement.
We are observing something similar with the strikes sparked by the coronavirus
pandemic and ensuing economic recession today. Recent polling by one of us
(Hertel-Fernandez), conducted with Luke Elliott-Negri at the City University of
New York and Columbia University’s Suresh Naidu, Adam Reich, and Patrick Youngblood, suggests that delivery workers who had been following the initial protests
and strikes were substantially more likely to say that they were interested in taking
collective action themselves.
In a March 29 to April 11 survey of more than 600 platform-based delivery workers
recruited from Facebook ads, more than two-thirds of respondents said that they
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had been following news about coronavirus-related protests. Those workers, in
turn, were more than 30 percent more likely to say that they were interested in going on strike, compared to workers who hadn’t been following the strikes. What’s
more, workers who had been following the strikes also were more than 50 percent
more likely to say that they had already been on strike themselves.
These data cannot say whether media exposure caused greater interest among
workers to go on strike. But the data are strongly suggestive of the same pattern
from the teacher strikes—initial actions and their subsequent coverage in the media are leading other workers to become interested in collective action themselves.
That can help to explain why U.S. workplaces are experiencing the spread of strikes
even as U.S. labor laws make it very challenging for workers to exercise collective
voice through strikes or unions.

Policymakers need to empower workers amid
the coronavirus recession to help ensure a
speedy and equitable economic recovery
Renewed worker voice will be essential to help ensure the ongoing responses to
the dual economic and public health crises are well-targeted, effective, and equitable. As Sharon Block and Benjamin Sachs of Harvard University School of Law,
Suzanne Kahn of the Roosevelt Institute, and Brishen Rogers of Temple University
School of Law argued recently in an issue brief released by the Roosevelt Institute,
workers are well-positioned to help identify the public health threats they and
their customers, clients, and co-workers face on a daily basis and to develop and
implement potential solutions. An important first step, they argue, is constructing mechanisms for workers to have a formal role in discussing, developing, and
enacting workplace rules in individual workplaces and at sectorwide levels. This
means building toward the sort of sectorwide consultation and bargaining present
in many other developed democracies.
Beyond such sectoral deliberations, there are a number of ways that existing
labor organizations could support responses to today’s complex public health and
economic crises. Working in conjunction with local or state governments, healthcare unions could use their members’ skills to massively scale up testing for the
coronavirus and the deadly COVID-19 disease it spreads across targeted regions or
sectors. Unions representing retail workers could deploy their members to screen
customers at stores for high temperatures.
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More broadly, as employers prepare for reopening, unions could work with business leaders to develop plans and standards for bringing back employees into the
workplace. Because the Occupational Safety and Health Administration has largely
declined to investigate or enforce coronavirus-relevant workplace regulations,
worker organizations have an important role to play in documenting and reporting
safety and health violations.
These are just a few examples of possibilities for labor partnerships that could
expand the reach and scope of the nation’s response to the coronavirus recession
and put us on a path to an economic recovery that is more equitable—and thus
more stable and broad-based. These partnerships also have the advantage of building workers’ knowledge and voice directly into the administration of relief measures, bolstering the organizational resources of labor groups, and scaling up the
role that unions can play to reach many more workers than they currently do.
The lesson is clear: As policymakers continue to formulate relief and response
packages to today’s public health and economic crises, they ought to prioritize a
role for workers to raise their voices in support of better workplace safety standards and fair pay. Doing so will help to confront the immediate public health
challenges we face today. It will also address the long-run issues of rising inequality
and declining job quality that workers faced well before the coronavirus pandemic exposed the baleful consequences of enduring economic inequality in the U.S.
economy and society.
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