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ABSTRACT 

 

It is widely believed that right-to-work laws produce adverse outcomes for workers. For 

instance, it is well documented that these type of policy interventions weaken labor unions 

by limiting their funding sources to workers who proactively elect to pay union dues. In 

this paper, I examine the change in selected economic outcomes in Wisconsin following 

the passage of right-to-work laws in 2011 for the public sector and 2015 for the private 

sector. Relying on data from the Census Bureau and using a difference-in-differences 

design to identify the effect of this policy intervention, I compare county-level wage, income 

and unemployment data in Wisconsin and Minnesota, a demographically, historically and 

economically similar neighboring state in which no right-to-work law was passed. I find 

small but statistically significant declines in wages and income and a positive effect on 

employment in Wisconsin after the passage of the laws. Due to the fact that these results 

are sensitive to variations in the selection of counties and inclusion of certain control 

variables, meaning further research is warranted.  



 iv 

 

THANK YOU 

to the academic administration and data analysis teams at Georgetown University’s 

McCourt School of Public Policy, without whose flexibility and regular assistance this 

thesis would not exist.  

 

SPECIAL THANKS to 

Andreas Kern, for providing candid and invaluable advice on econometric models, 

presentations, and life; 

Adam Thomas, for teaching me to love statistics; 

Wesley Joe, for teaching me to make statistics look cool; 

Barbara Feinman Todd, for pushing me to never stop writing; 

Ron Klain, for planting the idea of public policy school in my head; 

Lynn Delles and Chris Celenza, for fostering a work environment that allowed me to 

pursue my studies; 

Fr. Bernard McGarty, for bringing me to the border every year; 

Liz Anderson, for being there every single night with encouragement, editing and beer; 

Tricia Curran, for always supporting me in my work and generally being the strongest 

person I know; 

and the late John Curran, whose voice is the best conscience a man could ask for. 

 

Patrick Curran 

 

 

 



 v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

INTRODUCTION ...............................................................................................................1 

 

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW .............................................................3 

  

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS .................................................................................................10 

 

RESULTS ..........................................................................................................................12 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............................................................18 

 

WORKS CITED ................................................................................................................22 

 

 

 

  



 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The inspiration for this paper comes from Card and Krueger’s (1991) paper on minimum 

wages, which used data from fast-food restaurants along the New Jersey-Pennsylvania 

border to evaluate the impact of a minimum wage increase in New Jersey on hours and 

employment. Holmes (1998) used a similar technique to study right-to-work laws, as did 

Black (1999) to study the impact of school quality on housing prices. With a new spate of 

right-to-work laws being passed across the country and a resurgent belief among 

Democrats in the importance of organized labor, I thought applying a similar framework 

to the right-to-work laws passed during the Scott Walker era in Wisconsin would yield 

interesting results. This inclination was reinforced when I realized how much of the 

literature on right-to-work laws showed conflicting results and studied changes made 

decades before my example (Newman 1983, 1984). 

 

Both theory and empirical evidence arrive at the conclusion that right-to-work laws 

weaken labor unions by limiting their funding sources to workers who proactively elect 

to pay union dues. When unions are weakened or nonexistent, firms have more freedom 

to pursue workplace policies with less consideration for the demands of the labor force. 

This enables firms to pay workers less and provide fewer benefits, but also to hire more 

workers and potentially expand with greater ease. More firms — and, therefore, more 

jobs — may also be drawn to areas with the promise of weaker labor protections. The 

combined effects of these trends are mixed, but the negative effect on pay appears in 

research more consistently than the positive effect on employment (Gould and Shierholz 
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2011, Garofalo and Malhotra 1992). Walker’s reform in 2011 was limited to the public 

sector, so it affects a smaller subset of workers than a traditional right-to-work law. But 

in addition to the traditional limitations on collecting dues, it specifically limited public 

unions’ ability to bargain for wages and placed a cap on wage increases. The private-

sector reform of 2015 contained fewer specific requirements, but applies to all workers 

rather than just those in the state government.  

 

This paper examines how the 2011 and 2015 labor reforms of the Walker administration 

have affected the economic health of Wisconsin workers, specifically using employment-

related metrics such as unemployment rate, wages and income. I evaluate these changes 

by comparing county-level data in Wisconsin to county-level data in Minnesota using a 

difference-in-differences model. I use this model to evaluate the impact in counties 

directly on the border and on counties across both states. 

 

My analysis reveals consistent declines in per capita income and average weekly wages 

and increases in employment in Wisconsin after the introductions of both the 2011 

public-sector and the 2015 private-sector right-to-work laws. These findings are similar at 

the shared Minnesota-Wisconsin border and in the rest of the state. Of my findings, the 

slight decline in the unemployment rate — marking an increase in employment — is the 

most robust to changes in model and selection of counties. From a policy perspective, 

these findings imply that the economic effects of right-to-work are not as unwaveringly 

positive as its backers would assert; in fact, it may have negative effects on the economic 

outlook of workers even before considering any losses to benefits and bargaining power.  
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BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The literature on right-to-work laws is fairly extensive, but most work is dated, focusing 

on the laws passed in the wake of the Taft-Hartley Act (Kuhn 1961, Gallaway 1966, 

Lumsden and Peterson 1975). Much of the literature examines the immediate effect of 

these laws — that is, union membership — rather than second-order effects like income 

growth and unemployment. 

 

Right-to-work research suffers from a number of inherent difficulties as well. Cross-state 

comparisons become difficult because, as noted in Holmes (1998), differences in right-to-

work policy often accompany existing cultural, historical and geographic trends. In the 

East, right-to-work policies clearly define the former Confederate states while excluding 

the Union; in the Midwest, the line separates the historically manufacturing-dominated 

states of the Great Lakes and Ohio River Valley from the agricultural Great Plains. Right-

to-work is prevalent in the rapidly growing Sun Belt and rarer in the stagnating Rust Belt. 

Of course, no serious economist would suggest that one labor policy could be credited 

with the diverging fortunes of these regions — the advent of free trade, the development 

of air conditioning, and the nation’s shift from a manufacturing- to a service-based 

economy take much of the credit there. But it remains difficult to compare Texas to 

Pennsylvania without considering a host of difficult-to-control-for broader trends.  

 

Still, there exists a sizable body of research that, if occasionally difficult to extrapolate or 

apply to a modern example, does help develop a basic set of expectations. 
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During his two terms as governor of Wisconsin, Scott Walker became one of the 

preeminent figures in the modern American conservative movement. He rode the Tea Party 

wave in 2010 and worked with the state’s Republican-majority legislature to push through 

an ambitious right-wing economic agenda — so ambitious, in fact, that it sparked a recall 

election in 2012, which Walker survived. 

 

Walker’s unabashedly far-right record is extensive and multifaceted, including tax cuts, 

redistricting that openly disadvantaged Democrats and a suite of laws passed in the 2018 

lame duck session that stripped powers from his Democratic successor (Smith and Davey, 

2018). But arguably the most notable achievement of his administration were the right-to-

work laws passed in both the public (2011) and private (2015) spheres, all in a former labor 

stronghold.  

 

The public-sector policy change came as part of the highly controversial 2011 Budget 

Repair Bill, which slashed state expenses and state workers’ job benefits in an effort to fill 

a projected budget shortfall. The law restricted collective bargaining among state workers, 

mandated annual votes to preserve union status and stripped the right to collect union dues 

— making Wisconsin a right-to-work state for public employees (Davey and Greenhouse, 

2011). The collective bargaining provisions of the law were considered so extreme that 

state senate Democrats refused to even attend the vote on the bill, which passed anyway 

after minor concessions. After bitter court battles, the state Supreme Court upheld the 

Walker bill (Kroll 2011). 
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Though he had publicly opposed the introduction of right-to-work in Wisconsin’s private 

sector during his campaigns and tenure as governor, Walker backtracked in 2015 and 

signed one into law (Johnson 2015). Like the previous law, it met fierce opposition from 

union leaders; like the previous law, it held up in court. 

 

Right-to-work laws, which outlaw workplaces with mandatory union due payment, have 

been in place in the United States since the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947. A 

narrow majority of states (27 of 50) have right-to-work laws currently on the books, most 

of which passed in the 1940s, ’50s and ’60s. Recent years have seen a new growth period 

in right-to-work as Republicans have invested heavily in state legislatures (Rachleff 2012). 

Wisconsin’s passage of right-to-work is particularly noteworthy because of the state’s 

progressive history: It was the first state to adopt collective bargaining for government 

workers and served as a bastion of progressive policy for much of the 20th century (Barro 

2011). 

 

The origins of right-to-work laws lie in a desire to chip away at union strength and 

membership, as unions lose all funding from workers unwilling to pay dues (Eisenbray 

2015). This is borne out in the empirical data. Right-to-work laws tend to have a negative 

effect on metrics of union organization, like total union membership and results of union 

elections. Ellwood and Fine (1987) find a 50% drop in unionization, while Garofalo and 

Malhotra (1992) estimate the drop at 33%. Ellwood and Fine also note a 5 to 10% 

reduction in union membership in the immediate years after right-to-work is passed; Eren 

and Ozbeklik (2011) observe a 14.5% reduction; Moore (1998) estimates a 5 to 8% 
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reduction based on his literature review. This is consistent with theory: Right-to-work 

limits unions’ coercive power, which should result in a decline in membership. 

 

Wisconsin follows that pattern: The percent of unionized workers in Wisconsin 

plummeted from 14.2% in 2010 to 8.3% in 2017, during which time the national rate 

declined by only 1.2 percentage points. Wisconsin’s change in union membership is out 

of step with both the national trend and regional trends. As Figure 1 shows, most 

Midwestern states saw modest declines in union membership during the 2010-2017 

period; the fall of Wisconsin’s unions is much more drastic. 

 

 

Fig. 1 – Union Membership in the Midwest 

 

Theoretically, right-to-work laws will draw new business to a state, as firms will seek out 

areas with weaker labor protection practices. In practice, the evidence is mixed, with 

different researchers finding positive effects and no effects at all. Using an approach 

similar to the one I will employ, Holmes (1998) found that along state borders where one 
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state is right-to-work and the other is not, manufacturing activity is demonstrably higher 

in the right-to-work state (he notes that this effect takes many years to manifest itself). 

Other studies (Eren and Ozbeklik 2011, Stevans 2009), however, show mixed results or 

no difference in business activity. 

 

Research is also mixed on the impact of right-to-work laws on employment. Theory 

would suggest an increasing pool of jobs and decline in the local unemployment rate, as 

the business-friendly climate attracts new employers to the state. This is borne out in 

some data: Newman (1983) finds a positive immediate effect on employment growth in 

11 of 13 industries, though a follow-up study (Newman 1984) suggested that the effects 

do not persist in later years. Carroll (1983) finds an increase in unemployment is 

correlated with right-to-work status; Stevans (2009) finds no difference in employment 

rates overall, and a slight positive correlation with self-employment. Kalenkoski and 

Lacombe (2006) find a positive relationship, but one that is much weaker when 

accounting for geographically correlated omitted variables. 

 

The relationship between union membership and labor income is well-established and 

positive. Asher and DeFina (1997) find that declines in private sector union membership 

explain a quarter of the rise in American wage inequality between 1977 and 1992. 

Bengtsson (2014) finds a positive association between union density and share of national 

income held by labor in advanced capitalist countries. The correlation is weaker among 

countries with particularly high union density, like the Nordic states, suggesting that 

unions are more important where they are less ubiquitous. 
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It remains possible that increased business competition in the area could lead to wage 

growth that offsets the bargaining power lost as unions become weaker. Wessels (1981), 

for example, concludes that there is no significant impact of right-to-work on wages. 

Most evidence, however, suggests that worker pay declines with the introduction of right-

to-work laws. Gould and Shierholz (2011) use multiple regression techniques to isolate 

the effect of right-to-work, finding that it is responsible for a 13.7% decline in wages; 

Garofalo and Malhotra (1992) peg it as anywhere from 10 to 18%. Carroll (1983) and 

Stevans (2009) both report lower wages and per capita income in right-to-work states. 

 

Housing prices are a useful indicator of general economic health, but their relationship 

with right-to-work laws has not been studied extensively. Theory works in two different 

directions here: Wages and materials for construction should be cheaper in right-to-work 

states, presumably making housing cheaper, but a pro-growth environment should 

theoretically drive demand up and result in higher prices. In the only paper I could find 

on this topic, Cebula (1980) found the former effect dominates — holding all else equal, 

housing prices are lower in right-to-work states.  

 

Contradictory or insignificant findings on a number of important metrics in early studies 

led some researchers to conclude that right-to-work was a largely symbolic distinction. 

However, this view has fallen out of fashion among some notable researchers. Moore, 

himself a proponent of the “symbolic” school of thought in a 1985 paper, acknowledges 

in an extensive 1998 literature review that the best available data suggest real effects on 

several measures of union activity and business growth. Holmes (1998), meanwhile, 
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suggests that while it is hard to discern right-to-work laws’ inherent power, they often 

exist alongside a suite of “pro-business” policies that do have a meaningful cumulative 

effect on a state’s economic climate. On the whole, research suggests that right-to-work 

policies are associated with declines in union membership and wages, with impact on 

employment rates minimal and unclear.  

 

My paper fills a gap in the existing literature primarily due to the time period studied. 

The majority of right-to-work literature I found focused on states that changed their laws 

from the 1940s through 1970s, during which time overall union membership was much 

higher, and the body of law protecting labor rights much stronger. The most similar study 

to mine, Holmes’ 1998 paper “The Location of Industry: Do States’ Policies Matter?” is 

now more than 20 years old and focuses on manufacturing employment — a sector which 

has lost 5.5 million jobs nationwide since 2000 (Hernandez 2018).  

 

Research on the modern adoptees of right-to-work is necessary to determine whether the 

findings of the mid-to-late 20th century hold up in the modern economy. Wisconsin 

presents a particularly effective case study: Its long history as a labor-friendly state helps 

separate the complex idea of a state’s “business culture” from the actual impact of policy 

in evaluating economic outcomes. Minnesota serves as an effective point of comparison, 

as the two states are strikingly similar, along demographic, geographically and population 

lines, with no major historical marker like the Confederacy serving as a major cultural 

differentiator. 
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EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 

 

This section contains a description of my empirical model, its results, robustness checks 

to determine how results vary based on specification of variables, and an outline of the 

limitations of my approach. 

 

To establish a baseline of comparison prior to the policy intervention, I collected U.S. 

Census Bureau county-level data from across the two states on racial and educational 

demographics and various economic indicators in 2010. I created a dummy variable for 

border-county status and conducted the comparison at both the state and the border 

levels. 

 

When considering both border counties on their own and all counties in the state during 

the year immediately prior to the policy change, the two states had no statistically 

significant difference in racial composition, education levels or any of the economic 

measures I examined (see, Table 1). The difference-in-differences coefficient on each of 

my outcome variables should represent a reasonable estimate of Walker’s policy changes, 

with some caveats that will be outlined later in the paper. 
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Table 1. Baseline Comparison 

 

 

Having established the point of comparison, I analyzed counties in Wisconsin to counties 

in Minnesota, using a difference-in-differences model based on two dummy variables: 

one for the state and one for the pre- or post-intervention status. Using an OLS model 

specification, the baseline model underlying my analysis can be written such that:  

 

𝑦𝑖,𝑡 =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1,𝑡𝑥1,𝑡  +  𝛽2,𝑡𝑥2,𝑡  +   𝛽3,𝑡𝑥3,𝑡  + ∫ 𝛽𝑖,𝑡𝑍𝑖,𝑡 + 𝛾 + 𝜃 +
𝑁

𝑖=4

 𝜀𝑖,𝑡 (1) 
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Whereby 𝑦𝑖,𝑡 captures the unemployment rate, average wages and per capita income in 

county i at time t. Wage and unemployment data came from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, and per capita income data came from the Bureau of Economic Analysis. I set 

time dummy variables at the year 2011 and the year 2015, when Walker’s right-to-work 

laws went into effect in the private and public sectors, respectively. I ran subsequent 

models with controls for racial breakdowns and fixed effects, which control for all fixed 

unobservable characteristics constant across time. 

 

RESULTS 

 

My initial analysis -- when including all 72 counties in Wisconsin and 87 in Minnesota -- 

revealed statistically significant declines in per capita income and average weekly wages 

and an increase in the unemployment rate following the 2011 right-to-work law. 

Introducing controls for race, the unemployment coefficient flipped to slightly negative 

and remained significant, while other coefficients lost significance. The year fixed effects 

model showed statistically significant declines in wages, income and the unemployment 

rate. 

 

I applied the same analysis with a time dummy at 2015 to analyze the impact of the 2015 

private-sector right-to-work law. The results of this analysis reveal significant declines in 

wages and unemployment rate in the 2015 difference-in-differences model, but no 

significant results for income. When including race controls, I observe a significant 

decline in unemployment rate, a significant increase in income, and no significant 
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coefficient for wages. County and year fixed effects models yielded statistically 

significant results in line with the original model, with the exception of an insignificant 

income coefficient in the year fixed effects model. The results of the 2015 model should 

be interpreted with greater caution, as only two years of data from after the policy change 

are available. 

 

I narrowed the scope of the model to include only the 12 Minnesota counties and 10 

Wisconsin counties on the states’ shared border, in order to determine the effect of the 

intervention in areas that theoretically differ only due to a political border. In this model, 

the income coefficient lost significance in both the base model and most controlled 

iterations, while slight negative effects on wages and unemployment rate persisted. This 

is likely related to the small number of county-year observations available over such a 

brief period, but it is also possible that the policy genuinely had little measurable effect 

on the economic variables measured at the border. 

 

The full-state fixed effects model, which controls for the most unobservable 

characteristics and delivers the most significant results, reveals a trend in line with much 

of the existing literature on right-to-work laws. Counties in Wisconsin after the 2011 

intervention are expected to have $14 lower average weekly wages, $2338 lower per 

capita income and an 0.78 percentage point lower unemployment rate (meaning higher 

employment), even after controlling for differences associated with location in Wisconsin 

alone, post-intervention status alone and any fixed unobservable characteristics. In other 

words, these differences represent the isolated effect of being in Wisconsin after the 
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policy change. When measuring the impact associated with the 2015 policy change, wage 

(-$18) and unemployment rate (1.83 percentage points) remain similar and significant, 

while the income coefficient loses significance. 

 

At the border between the two states, where we might expect the most cultural, economic 

and demographic similarity between counties and therefore the strongest base for 

comparison, the only statistically significant result is a decline of 0.67 percentage points 

in the unemployment rate following the 2015 law (a finding of $2203 lower per capita 

income after the 2015 law falls just short of statistical significance at p < .014).  

 

These observed changes (and lack thereof) cannot necessarily be directly ascribed to the 

right-to-work policy, as Walker also cut government budgets during the early years of his 

tenure (Davey and Greenhouse 2011). And while Minnesota did not institute any major 

change in labor policy, it remains possible that some of these differences can be ascribed 

to the economic stewardship of Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton’s administration rather 

than any one policy of the Walker administration. That said, these changes do fit within 

the existing scholarly consensus on right-to-work: small gains in employment and a 

mixed bag in wages and income. 
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Table 2. All Counties 

 

 
Difference-

in-

differences 

Model 

Average 

weekly 

wages, 

2011 

dummy 

Average 

weekly 

wages, 

2015 

dummy 

Unempl

-oyment 

rate, 

2011 

dummy 

Unempl

-oyment 

rate, 

2015 

dummy 

Per capita 

income, 2011 

dummy 

Per 

capita 

income, 

2015 

dummy 

Base -80.33*** -85.35*** 3.01*** -0.36** -2814.71*** -1235.87† 

Race 

controls 

-9.05 -12.02 -0.78*** -1.83*** -969.44 1577.67** 

Year FE -14.15*** -18.20*** -0.78*** -1.83*** -2337.59*** -731.81 

 

 

Table 3. Border Counties 

 

Difference-

in-

differences 

Model 

Average 

weekly 

wages, 

2011 

dummy 

Average 

weekly 

wages, 

2015 

dummy 

Unemplo-

yment 

rate, 2011 

dummy 

Unempl-

oyment 

rate, 

2015 

dummy 

Per capita 

income, 

2011 

dummy 

Per 

capita 

income, 

2015 

dummy 

Base -68.77*** -69.57** 2.98*** 0.29 -2302.61** -2578.56† 

Race 

Controls 

-4.50 -8.75 -0.78*** -0.51† -1290.00 -1455.60 

Year FE -8.48 -9.78 0.03 -0.67*** -1944.82† -2202.08† 

 
 

Sources: Census Bureau, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bureau of Economic Analysis 
† = p < 0.2 

* = p < 0.1 

** = p < 0.05 

*** = p < 0.01 

 

In additions to adding controls and fixed effects to the model, I performed robustness 

checks to determine how sensitive my initial results are to changes in the model. I 

compared border counties in each state to the state as a whole along every outcome 

variable. Border counties are not statistically significantly different from the remainder of 

the states. 
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I also set the time dummy variable at 2013 rather than 2011 and 2015, in order to 

determine whether the observed difference-in-differences coefficients persist beyond the 

initial year that the policy was introduced. The fixed effects model included statistically 

significant differences in wages (decline of $15), income (decline of $1967), and 

unemployment rate (decline of 1.05 percentage points) when considering all counties. At 

the border, no results were significant, though an income decline of $2024 again came 

close (p < 0.14). 

 

There are several important limitations to this study design that must be kept in mind 

when interpreting these results. 

 

The first limitation is the lack of a long history of demographic data available at the 

county level and applicable to this study. County-level data for certain demographic 

statistics is unavailable for years prior to 2010. Where this data is available, there is 

concern that the inclusion of economic data for years prior to 2009 would warp the 

results due to the effects of the 2008 financial crash. A 2010 balance test indicates that 

counties in different states are not significantly different, and that each state’s border 

counties are not significantly different from the rest of the state. But without data from 

prior years, we cannot necessarily assume that the baseline of comparison is a 

longstanding fact. The two states could be comparable in 2010 on some important 

demographic statistic only due to years of change over one state while another remained 

stagnant. 
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One specific data limitation comes in education statistics. The American Community 

Survey’s county-level data on educational attainment does not include annual numbers 

for all counties in both states for years earlier than 2014, making it impossible to include 

it in this analysis. Because educational attainment is so closely correlated with earnings, 

it remains possible that this omitted variable biases my coefficients. Barring massive 

migration, however, the fixed effects model should capture any variation in educational 

attainment. 

 

Citizen and worker migration may also color results, particularly in counties on or near 

the state border. The impacts of a policy could lead to the migration of certain types of 

workers into or out of the state, which — while potentially still useful in assessing the 

impact of the policy — would constitute another potential endogenous variable in our 

analysis. County-level data accounting for migration patterns is not available, which 

makes it impossible to rule out this possibility. 

 

The time-delayed nature of the effects of right-to-work laws presents problems as well. It 

has only been three years since the passage of the private-sector right-to-work bill and 

seven years since the public-sector bill. Some prior research indicates that the real impact 

of right-to-work is felt years after its passage (Holmes 1998), while other research 

suggests immediate effects that wear off in time (Newman 1984). Given the short time 

period examined and the proximity of the 2008 financial crash to one side of the period, 

the ultimate impact of these policies may prove different as time passes. 
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Finally, it may be difficult to isolate the true effects of a policy when there has been no 

major change in regional or national macroeconomic trends since the policy went into 

effect. Ideally, we could observe a continued difference in the measurements at different 

points in the business cycle, but the American economy has experienced a sustained 

period of modest expansion since 2010 — an expansion that covers the entire post-

implementation time period. The results presented here, particularly those dealing with 

unemployment rates, are difficult to disentangle from a constantly growing economy over 

the same period measured. The finding of significant results even when other years are 

used for the time dummy indicate that this may be a real concern. 

 

While these concerns should lead us to interpret any results with some caution, the basic 

identifying assumptions for a difference-in-differences analysis likely hold true. 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

I find that the changes in Wisconsin labor law under the Walker administration have thus 

far had negative effects on county-level wages and income and a positive effect on 

employment, albeit with statistical significance that is somewhat sensitive to the selection 

of control variables and counties. 

 

More research is needed on the income effects of right-to-work laws in Wisconsin and 

beyond. Follow-up studies 10 to 15 years removed from each policy change (four and 

eight years old at the time of this publication) are warranted, as are studies that examine 
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each law individually. In examining the private-sector law, new business openings and 

their impact on employment levels should be a particular focus. In examining the public-

sector law, further research should examine whether state institutions in Wisconsin have 

suffered “brain drain” or struggled to attract talented workers since the reduction in 

collective bargaining power. 

 

Drawing any clear-cut policy ramifications from this study remains difficult, as it reveals 

both positive and negative effects of right-to-work laws. Right-leaning readers are likely 

to note that evidence of decline in wages or income is limited in its significance, and that 

any decline that did occur is likely to be offset by Walker’s later income tax cuts — 

though only the top 5% of the income distribution saw a four-figure tax cut (Teofilov 

2018). If one sees unions as a cause of stagnation and an obstacle to business flexibility, 

the lack of conclusive results is an argument in favor of right-to-work laws — with no 

clear harm done to workers, why not handicap unions? Left-leaning readers can point to 

impacts on wages and income following the public-sector law as damning, while 

emphasizing the lack of a substantial change in employment and the short time frame in 

the private-sector analysis. If right-to-work laws make a small impact and may decrease 

worker pay, why are they necessary? 

 

Trends in economic research and political thought on both the left and right may 

ultimately tip the popular argument against right-to-work laws, even if studies like this 

continue to report mixed impacts. On the left, the centrist, often business-friendly policies 

favored by Democrats of the 1990s and 2000s has fallen out of favor within the party, 
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with many noting that modern Republicans are unwilling to work with any Democratic 

plan (Klain 2019). This has led to the embrace of an unabashedly pro-labor position that 

has not had a major voice in American politics since before the Reagan administration. 

On the right, meanwhile, some political thinkers are raising concerns with the 

disillusionment and rampant individualism characteristic of modern society, from 

declines in community involvement to eroding religious participation and beyond. In the 

labor sphere, this has led some to more loudly question the wisdom of the capital-friendly 

ideology that has been the focal point of American economic conservatism for 

generations. Policy solutions vary: Some argue for European-style worker co-ops 

(Dougherty 2018) or works councils (Rauch 2017), while others simply caution against 

the destruction of unions (Barlow 2016). But there is a clear uptick in conservative 

intellectual class challenge the classical paradigm of laissez-faire markets, at least where 

labor is concerned. Whether this ever reaches a critical mass to defeat Koch-backed 

influence in Washington and in state capitols is less clear. 

 

The continued erosion of organized labor — or, conversely, its return to a powerful 

position in local and national economics and politics — is likely to be central to the 

economic story of 21st century America. My hope is that this paper illuminates some of 

the economic effects of these laws and inspires future scholars to continue this critical 

work. Walker said of the 2015 right-to-work bill that it sent “a powerful message across 

the country and around the world,” (O’Brien 2015). This paper does not dispute that. 

However, it does suggest that even when strictly limiting analysis to economic outcomes, 
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this “powerful message” may have little to no positive news for workers. Those 

considering following Walker’s lead should consider this reality before acting. 
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