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Safety & Health

New Research Underscores Link Between
Union Presence, Improved Worker Safety

A s private sector unionization has continued to de-
cline to its lowest level in a century, a recent round
of studies suggests links between unions and

worker safety.
Preliminary findings from the University of Minne-

sota suggest that unionization brings a roughly 30 per-
cent increase in inspections by the Labor Department’s
Occupational Safety and Health Administration and a 7
percent increase in citations among establishments that
win a close union-certification election over those that
don’t, according to Aaron Sojourner, a labor economist
at the university’s Carlson School of Management.

Likely reasons for those effects include unions’ ef-
forts to educate workers about their legal rights and
about specific workplace conditions that are unsafe.
Unions also actively encourage workers to contact
OSHA if they have concerns, Sojourner told Bloomberg
BNA April 14.

Nevertheless, the probability of an establishment be-
ing inspected remains small even for unionized work-
places.

‘‘It’s a small change absolutely,’’ said Sojourner,
whose working paper, co-authored by Jooyoung Yang,
is currently undergoing peer review.

Big Union Effect in Mines. Similarly, financial informa-
tion firm SNL Energy reported March 30 that unionized
mines produced 32 percent more coal for every injury
reported than did nonunion mines in 2013.

Only one of the 16 coal mining deaths in 2014 hap-
pened at a mine with union representation, SNL said.

Those findings are broadly consistent with other
mine research, such as a 2013 paper by Stanford Uni-
versity law professor Alison Morantz that connected
unions to as much as a 31 percent drop in injuries and
an 83 percent drop in fatalities.

Phil Smith, government affairs director with the
United Mine Workers, told Bloomberg BNA that the
SNL findings come as no surprise.

‘‘We’ve long known that union mines are safer
mines,’’ Smith said April 9.

Right to Refuse Work. Two contract provisions are re-
sponsible for increases in mine safety, Smith said: one
that lets workers refuse work that they consider dan-
gerous without fear of retribution, and another that
guarantees safety committees with a worker represen-
tative on duty in each area of the mine, on every shift.

‘‘Our local union officers will walk through the mine
when an inspector is there and point things out,’’ Smith
said. ‘‘That does not happen in a nonunion mine.

‘‘Some of them may be considered small things in the
eyes of the company, and even some of the workers, but
small things add up to large things,’’ Smith continued.
‘‘If you’re willing to forgo one aspect of safety that may
not be immediately life-threatening, that just tells us
that you’re willing to forgo something else.’’

He also rejected the industry claim that confidential
hotlines have reduced the need for unions.

‘‘If there’s an imminent problem at a union mine, our
members don’t have to wait around to call an inspec-
tor,’’ Smith said. ‘‘They can say, ‘We’re going to fix this
now or we’re not going to work.’ But if a miner is work-
ing a 10-hour shift at a nonunion mine and he sees
something in the first couple of hours, he has to wait
until the end of the shift [before reporting it] to protect
himself. He could leave the mine and make the call, but
then everyone’s going to know he did it.’’

Worker Involvement Key. Celeste Monforton, a former
OSHA policy analyst, said the link between union pres-
ence and worker safety can be tricky to measure.

For example, some union workplaces may have
higher injury rates than comparable nonunion work-
places because union-represented workers recognize
the importance of reporting injuries and don’t fear for
their jobs when they do, Monforton, now a public health
lecturer at George Washington University, said April 9.

Sojourner and Yang observed the same limitation,
adding that more dangerous industries and companies
might also be more likely to unionize than safer ones.

Nevertheless, worker involvement has been shown
consistently to have a positive effect on safety, Monfor-
ton said. For example, Voluntary Protection Program
sites, which OSHA touts as good examples of work-
places that are safer than the average workplace, com-
monly feature employee involvement, she said.

‘‘Whether that involvement is through a union or
some other structure, there’s a recognition that workers
need to be involved in safety activities,’’ Monforton
said. ‘‘A union is the traditional way to have that in-
volvement.’’

Union Density Dwindling. Yet union membership con-
tinues to sag. In January, the DOL’s Bureau of Labor
Statistics reported that private sector unionization had
dwindled to 6.6 percent in 2014, the lowest level since
the BLS began collecting such data in 1983 (15 DLR
D-1, 1/23/15).

‘‘The recent attack on unions is not the first,’’ Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology professor Noam
Chomsky told Bloomberg BNA. ‘‘The reasons are that
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the U.S. is, to a large extent, a business-run society,
with a highly class-conscious business class that hates
unions and other interferences with their prerogatives.’’

UMWA’s Smith said as unionized mines have closed,
his union has tried to organize workers at mines that
have never had a union before.

‘‘Sometimes we win, but it’s a very difficult proposi-
tion, because the workers are getting paid well and
they’re pretty young guys, so they don’t have the insti-
tutional memory of how bad things were,’’ Smith said.
‘‘Really it’s a different kind of atmosphere.’’

Organizing Not Easy Road. The Employment Law Alli-
ance found in 2006 that workplace safety is the highest-
ranking factor in a worker’s decision to join a union
(174 DLR A-3, 9/8/06).

Nevertheless, Eric Frumin, safety and health director
at the Change to Win labor federation, said it is difficult
to organize workers into a union with the promise of
better working conditions if they don’t already have
some experience with taking and exercising power at
work.

‘‘Talk is cheap,’’ Frumin told Bloomberg BNA April
14. ‘‘If they don’t have that experience, simply telling
them that someone else has had that experience is not
a convincing argument. They can imagine, based on
word of mouth or reputation, what unions can do for
them. But applying that fantasy to the conditions where
they work is a far cry from convincing workers to take
the steps needed to actually do it, in the face of a man-
agement reign of terror.’’

BY STEPHEN LEE

To contact the reporter on this story: Stephen Lee in
Washington at stephenlee@bna.com

To contact the editor responsible for this story: Jim
Stimson at jstimson@bna.com

Text of Sojourner and Yang’s report is available at
http://op.bna.com/dlrcases.nsf/r?Open=kpin-9vmn6t,
the SNL Energy report at http://op.bna.com/
dlrcases.nsf/r?Open=kpin-9vmnby and Morantz’s
paper at http://op.bna.com/dlrcases.nsf/r?Open=kpin-
9vmndb.
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