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Abstract
With the passage of the 1935 National Labor Relations Act (NLRA), the American labormove-
ment cemented the right to form unions and engage in collective bargaining. However, the
NLRA explicitly excluded the public sector. Government employees did not achieve simi-
lar legal protections until decades later, and even then, the laws varied considerably by state.
Because of this, scholarly accounts of the development of public-sector unions usually start
in the 1960s and emphasize how public- and private-sector unions developed along separate
paths. In this article, we analyze a new dataset and show that hundreds of cities had organized
workers during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, including firefighters, police, and other public-
sector workers (like those in the sanitation and roads departments). By the 1950s, numerous
employee unions had engaged in strikes and had achieved written agreements with their city
employers. We also present evidence that public- and private-sector employee organization
were correlated during this period. Thus, despite very different legal contexts before 1960, our
evidence suggests that the timing and location of early public-sector organization may have
had more in common with private-sector organization than is often recognized.

In 1935, after decades of hard-fought battles, the American labor movement cemented the
right to organize and bargain collectively with the passage of the National Labor Relations Act
(NLRA), often called the “Wagner Act.” This legal victory provided the foundation for the con-
tinued growth of unions, and in the subsequent decade, waves of strikes and labor organizing
spread throughout the country.Themovement lost ground with the passage of the Taft–Hartley
Act in 1947 but did not begin to decline in earnest until the 1960s. Curiously, however, the
pronounced decline in private-sector union membership during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s
coincided with the “phenomenal growth … of union activity in government.”1 Today, 48.6 per-
cent of all union members are employed by governments, and 32.5 percent of government
employees are unionized, compared to only 6 percent in the private sector.2

Many scholars have noted these divergent trends and pointed to the very different legal
structures governing labor–management relations in the private and public sectors as an impor-
tant contributor. The NLRA of 1935 explicitly excludes the public sector from coverage.3
Government employees did not have legal protections similar to private-sector employees until
decades later, and even then (for state and local workers) only at the state level, when during
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, most states passed laws requiring government employers to rec-
ognize and collectively bargain with unions of their employees. Observing this, many scholars
concluded that the development of public- and private-sector unions proceeded along separate
paths throughout the twentieth century and that before the 1960s, organizations of government
employees remained small, weak, and ineffective.

In this article, we show that this characterization of the pre-1960 public-sector labor move-
ment is incomplete. Today, most government employees are employed by local governments
(e.g., cities and school districts), and this was true at the turn of the twentieth century as well,
whenU.S. local governments raisedmore revenue and had higher expenditures than the federal
and state governments combined.4 The historical record indicates that local government work-
ers formed organizations decades earlier than the 1960s, such as the International Association

1Joseph Adler, “The Past as Prologue? A Brief History of the Labor Movement in the United States,” Public Personnel
Management 35, no. 4 (2006): 311.

2Barry Hirsch, David Macpherson, and William Even, “Union Membership and Coverage Database from the CPS” (2024).
unionstats.com.

3NLRA 1935, Sec.2. [§152.]
4Martha Derthick, “Federalism,” in Understanding America: The Anatomy of an Exceptional Nation, eds. Peter H. Schuck and

James Q. Wilson (New York: PublicAffairs, 2008), 121–145. As of 1962, local governments employed 55 percent of all civilian
public-sector employees; only 27 percent worked for the federal government. Census of Governments, Vol. VI (Topical Studies)
No. 4, Historical Statistics on Governmental Finances and Employment, Bureau of the Census (1962). https://www2.census.gov/
govs/pubs/cog/1962/1962_vol6_no4_hist_stats_on_gov_fin_and_emp.pdf.
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of Fire Fighters (IAFF), established in 1918, and the Fraternal
Order of Police (FOP), established in 1915. Yet until now, there
have not been quantitative analyses of the presence of public-sector
organizations in local governments before the critical decade of
the 1960s. We introduce a new dataset that allows us to see when
and where these organizations spread across the United States.
We show that by 1940, hundreds of cities had organized work-
ers. Moreover, by 1950, dozens had public-sector unions that had
engaged in strikes; even more had unions that had secured writ-
ten agreements with their city employers; and qualitative evidence
shows that local government employee organizations were active
in local politics. In addition, by 1960, our data indicate that at least
541 cities already had organizations of police officers. Thus, long
before Wisconsin passed the first “duty-to-bargain” law in 1959, in
many cities, local government workers were organized and showed
signs of influence.

We also present evidence that public- and private-sector
employee organization were correlated during this period. Our
analysis shows that the presence of a private-sector Congress of
Industrial Organizations (CIO) local in a city in 1940 is associ-
ated with the city also having a city employee organization at that
time. We also find several examples of private-sector unions (both
CIO and those affiliated with the American Federation of Labor
[AFL]) helping city employees to organize or trying to organize
city employees themselves.Thus, even though the legal institutions
governing private- and public-sector unions were clearly distinct,
our evidence suggests that the timing and location of public-sector
organization during this period may have had more in common
with private-sector organization than is often recognized.

Separate paths? Literature, theory, and contemporary
context

Accounts of government employee organizations usually start in
the 1960s, and research on earlier decades presents a very mixed
picture of the extent of their organization and activity. Much of the
scholarship in political science, economics, and public administra-
tion highlights the different developmental path of public-sector
unions from private-sector unions and the weakness of govern-
ment employee organizations during the first half of the twentieth
century. A major focus in this literature is the exclusion of govern-
ment workers from the NLRA. Walker explains that little is known
about why the U.S. Congress excluded government workers from
the landmark labor legislation but speculates that few recognized at
the time how consequential the omission would turn out to be for
the labor movement.5 State and local government employees never
achieved a federal “Wagner Act for Public Employees.”6 Instead,
public-sector labor–management relations laws for state and local
employees were passed by the states, in piecemeal fashion, and
much later.The first law requiring collective bargaining was passed
in Wisconsin in 1959, and the next state “duty-to-bargain” laws did
not come until 1965—a full three decades after the NLRA.7

Experts generally also agree that there was greater antipathy
toward public-sector unions than private-sector unions during the

5Alexis N. Walker, Divided Unions: The Wagner Act, Federalism, and Organized Labor
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2020).

6Joseph A. McCartin, “‘A Wagner Act for Public Employees’: Labor’s Deferred Dream
and the Rise of Conservatism, 1970–1976,” Journal of American History 95, no. 1 (2008):
123–148.

7Sarah F. Anzia and Terry M. Moe, “Do Politicians Use Policy to Make Politics? The
Case of Public-Sector Labor Laws,” American Political Science Review 110, no. 4 (2016):
768.

first half of the twentieth century. While government employees
organized vigorously during the 1910s, especially firefighters and
police (many of whom sought and obtained charters from AFL),
the Boston police strike of 1919 turnedmany political elites against
government employee unions. President Franklin D. Roosevelt
wrote in 1937 that “collective bargaining, as usually understood,
cannot be transplanted into the public service.”8 A large part of
this resistance stemmed from fear of public-sector strikes.9 Many
worried that unionizationwould divide the loyalties of government
employees like police officers and postal workers: that is, instead
of being solely committed to the state and the neutral fulfillment
of their duties, unionized public employees would also have loy-
alty to the union,10 which “might introduce dangerous elements
of class bias and partisanship” to their work.11 Another prominent
argument held that the notion of collective bargaining in govern-
ment clashed with the doctrine of government sovereignty and
would represent an improper delegation of governmental power.12
Until the 1950s, moreover, many viewed civil service as the proper
governance system for personnel matters in the public sector, and
thought that the labor–management relations practices used in
private industry were inappropriate or unnecessary.13

In addition, most experts agree the laws governing labor–
management relations mattered immensely for the extent and
timing of unionization. The NLRA was a pivotal moment for the
private sector.14 For the public sector, experts point to much later
critical events that sparked unionization, includingNewYorkCity’s
municipal order granting city employees formal collective bargain-
ing in 1958, Wisconsin’s pioneering duty-to-bargain law in 1959,
President John F. Kennedy’s 1962 Executive Order 10988 provid-
ing limited collective bargaining rights for federal employees, and
the wave of state laws passed between the late 1960s and early
1980s.15 Numerous scholars argue these state laws were critical
to the widespread unionization of the public sector.16 As labor
economist Richard Freeman puts it, “What changes led to the

8See “Letter on the Resolution of Federation of Federal Employees Against Strikes
in the Federal Service,” August 16, 1937, The American Presidency Project, University
of California, Santa Barbara, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/letter-the-
resolution-federation-federal-employees-against-strikes-federal-service.

9Jack Steiber, Public Employee Unionism: Structure, Growth, Policy (Washington, DC:
Brookings Institution, 1973), 114-115.

10Sterling Spero, Government As Employer (New York: The Remsen Press, 1948); Joan
Weitzman, The Scope of Bargaining in Public Employment (New York: Praeger Publishers,
1975); Margaret Levi, Bureaucratic Insurgency: The Case of Police Unions (Lexington, MA:
Lexington Books, 1977).

11Morton Robert Godine, The Labor Problem in the Public Service: A Study in Political
Pluralism (New York: Russell & Russell, 1951), 70.

12Spero 1948; Weitzman 1975; Richard C. Kearney and Patrice M. Mareschal, Labor
Relations in the Public Sector, Fifth Edition (New York: CRC Press, 2014).

13Godine 1951, 88-89.
14Leo Troy, “Trade Union Membership, 1897-1962,” Review of Economics and Statistics

47, no. 1 (1965): 93–113.
15Nelson Lichtenstein, State of the Union: A Century of American Labor – Revised

and Expanded Edition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013); Martin West,
“Bargaining with Authority: The Political Origins of Public-Sector Collective Bargaining,”
unpublished manuscript (2009).

16Steiber 1973;Myron Lieberman, Public-Sector Bargaining (Lexington,MA: Lexington
Books, 1980); Gregory M. Saltzman, “Bargaining Laws as a Cause and Consequence
of the Growth of Teacher Unionism,” Industrial and Labor Relations Review 38, no. 3
(1985): 335–51; Richard B. Freeman, “Unionism Comes to the Public Sector,” Journal of
Economic Literature 24 (1986): 41–86; Richard B. Freeman, “Contraction and Expansion:
TheDivergence of Private Sector and Public Sector Unionism in the United States,” Journal
of Economic Perspectives 2, no. 2 (1988): 63–88; Melvin W. Reder, “The Rise and Fall
of Unions: The Public Sector and the Private,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 2, no. 2
(1988): 89–110; Casey Ichniowski, “Public Sector Union Growth and Bargaining Laws: A
Proportional Hazards Approach with Time-Varying Treatments,” in When Public Sector
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sudden organization of traditionally nonunionizable public sector
workers? First and foremost were changes in the laws regulating
public sector unions.”17

Political science scholarship theorizes that favorable laws
helped teachers’ unions overcome the daunting collective action
problems they faced.18 And because the public-sector laws came
much later than those of the private sector,Walker writes that “gov-
ernment union growth was artificially repressed, and its delayed
growth during the peak of private sector union ascendance was
a key missed opportunity.”19 She concludes that the “seemingly
minor exclusion in the Wagner Act has set public and private sec-
tor unions on separate development paths that continue to resonate
today.”20

Throughout this literature, however, scholars also acknowl-
edge that many governments had public employee organiza-
tions before there were any supportive laws.21 At the federal
level, Goldfield describes how employee organization predated
Kennedy’s 1962 executive order, especially among postal workers,
who were “already over 70 percent organized in 1939.”22 Case stud-
ies of how the state laws were passed in Wisconsin and Michigan
highlight the importance of advocacy by public-sector unions
such as IAFF and the American Federation of State, County and
Municipal Employees (AFSCME).23 While some have treated the
state laws as exogenous to outcomes of interest,24 others have
argued that the laws were most likely both a cause and an effect
of public-sector unionization—and thus that public-sector unions
had to have sufficient organization and strength in order for the
laws to be passed in the first place.25

This raises questions about what, exactly, the state of local
public employee organization was before the 1960s, but these ques-
tions have barely been explored. There exist qualitative accounts
of particular organizations and particular cities like Philadelphia,26
which indicate that many public-sector workers managed to orga-
nize even without supportive institutions, but no scholarship doc-
uments where and when government employees organized during
the first half of the twentieth century. Moreover, the quantita-
tive data that have been used in existing work to show low rates
of public-sector organization prior to the 1960s almost certainly
understate the extent of government employee organization at the
time.

Workers Unionize, eds. Richard B. Freeman and Casey Ichniowski (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1988), 19–40.

17Freeman 1986, 45.
18Terry M. Moe, Special Interest: Teachers Unions and America’s Public Schools

(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2011); Michael T. Hartney, How Policies
Make Interest Groups: Governments, Unions, and American Education (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2022).

19Walker 2020, 10.
20Ibid, 15.
21Harry H. Wellington and Ralph K. Winter, Jr.,TheUnions and the Cities (Washington,

DC: Brookings Institution, 1971); Saltzman 1985, 335–51; Richard B. Freeman and Casey
Ichniowski, eds., When Public Sector Workers Unionize (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1988).

22Michael Goldfield, “Public Sector Union Growth and Public Policy,” Policy Studies
Journal 18, no. 2 (1989–90): 412.

23Steiber 1973; Levi 1977; Joseph E. Slater, Public Workers: Government Employee
Unions, the Law, and the State, 1900-1962 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004).

24Freeman and Ichniowski 1988, 4.
25Steiber 1973; Reder 1988, 89–110.
26For example, Joseph J. Loewenberg, “Labor Relations for Policemen and Firefighters,”

Monthly Labor Review 91, no. 5 (1968): 36–40; Levi 1977; Francis Ryan, AFSCME’s
Philadelphia Story: Municipal Workers and Urban Power in the Twentieth Century
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011).

One reason for the conclusion that public-sector organizing
was weak before the 1960s is that the term “union” was (and is)
controversial and hard to define for all involved, including public
employees, public officials, and scholars writing about this histor-
ical period.27 In the private sector, there was little ambiguity: in
an industrial plant or other private-sector entity, once employees
elected to unionize, they were clearly a union, the machinery of
the NLRA applied, employers were required to collectively bar-
gain, and employees could strike in the case of an impasse. For
government workers, there was no such clarity. Some groups of
public employees were (and still are) labeled “associations.” Others
were considered fraternal organizations. Many insisted that they
were not unions,28 which is perhaps unsurprising given that some
cities expressly prohibited public employees from joining unions,29
and in others, powerful patronage-based machines blocked the
effectiveness of autonomous employee organizations.30

Organizations also varied in whether and how they involved
managers and administrators, whether they adopted union tac-
tics like strikes, and whether and when they pursued union goals
like dues checkoff, formal grievance procedures, and collective bar-
gaining.31 Experts on teachers’ unions have shown that before the
1960s, the National Education Association (NEA) was a profes-
sional association run by administrators that did not seek col-
lective bargaining or condone strikes. However, many locals of
other public-sector employee organizations—including many of
those we analyze below—had charters from the major labor fed-
erations. IAFF and AFSCME, for example, had charters from
AFL, and the State, County, and Municipal Workers of America
(SCMWA) affiliated with CIO. Thus, some local employee organi-
zations expressly affiliated with the labor movement, while others
did not. Oftentimes these factors varied across locals within the
same national organization, and for many organizations, they var-
ied over time. Levi, for example, describes how police organiza-
tions in three cities gradually transformed into de facto unions.32
Even today, there isn’t an agreed upon definition of what, exactly,
makes an organization of public-sector employees a “union” ver-
sus an “association,” nor at what moment preexisting organizations
became unions.33

27Stieber 1973; Levi 1977; Freeman 1988, 63–88.
28Below, we find that some cities that reported having employee organizations as of 1956

reported three years later that they did not have “unionized” employees. For example, 51
percent of the cities in the 1956 Municipal Yearbook indicated they had an IAFF local, but
in 1959, when ICMA asked whether cities had “unionized” firefighters, only 37 percent
said they did. Clearly, a nonnegligible number of cities had employee organizations they
did not consider to be unions.

29Allen A. Hyman, “Significant Factors Relative to the Growth and Potential of the
American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees” (PhD diss., University
of Pennsylvania, 1963).

30Gregory M. Saltzman, “Public Sector Bargaining Laws Really Matter: Evidence from
Ohio and Illinois,” in When Public Sector Workers Unionize, eds. Richard B. Freeman and
Casey Ichniowski (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 41–80; Sarah F. Anzia and
Jessica Trounstine, “Civil Service Adoption in America: The Political Influence of City
Employees,” American Political Science Review 119, no. 2 (2025): 549–565.

31See, e.g., “City Firemen Vote to Quit Unless Council Grants Full Demands,” The
Wheeling Intelligencer, August 5, 2019; “Union is Formed Here by 175 City Firemen,”
RichmondTimes-Dispatch, August 24, 1919; “Executives of Firemen Suspended,”Cincinnati
Enquirer, March 29, 1919; “No Strike of Firemen,” The Cincinnati Post, March 17, 1919.

32Levi 1977.
33A reading of the literature suggests several different factors that couldmake an organi-

zation a union, including its affiliation with the major labor federations; its stated desire for
key parts of the machinery of private-sector unionism, most notably collective bargain-
ing, dues checkoff, and formal grievance procedures; its actual achievement these goals,
such as when city governments recognize the organization as a union; its engagement in
strikes; and its exclusion of managers and administrators. This is complex even today. State
public-sector labor laws vary on several dimensions, for example, and organizations can
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Presumably, much of this ambiguity was resolved around the
time that states started passing duty-to-bargain laws for public-
sector workers. With momentum building and eventually a legal
apparatus established, it would be reasonable to think that many
preexisting employee organizations began to refer to themselves—
or to be referred to—as unions. The literature on teachers’ unions
shows that this was the period in which competition from the
rival American Federation of Teachers (AFT) spurred the trans-
formation of NEA from a professional association run by adminis-
trators to a teachers’ union that embraced collective bargaining.34
Therefore, while the state laws spurred new organizations in some
cities and school districts, they also almost certainly led many
existing organizations to explicitly consider themselves (or to be
considered) unions.

This ambiguity is embedded in the data on public-sector union
membership during this period (which are scarce to begin with).
One source, used by Freeman, is the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS) biennial statistics, which only started including “associ-
ations” in its count of public-sector employee organizations in
1968.35 Prior to that, its figures only included those it deemed to
be “unions.” The BLS data therefore make it look as though pub-
lic employee organization was quite low as of the early 1960s and
then much higher starting in 1968. But this rise is largely due to an
expansion in the types of organizations included in the count.

The other source of early public-sector union membership data
used in existing scholarship is the Union Sourcebook compiled by
Troy and Sheflin.36 As Walker’s plot of these data shows, it looks as
though public-sector union density was very low until 1960—10.8
percent of public employees—and then suddenly jumped to 24.3
percent by 1962.37 The problem, which Troy and Sheflin acknowl-
edge, is the same one that plagues inferences from the BLS data:
in many cities and school districts, local employees were orga-
nized in “associations”—and were not counted as “unions” in years
up to 1960.38 This is made clear when Troy and Sheflin changed
their strategy in 1962 to include associations, and the total num-
ber of organized employees jumped 140 percent in 2 years. 1962
was also the year of Kennedy’s executive order, but notably, the
increase reported in theUnion Sourcebookwasmostly for local and
state government: while federal unionmembership increased from
541,000 in 1960 to 628,000 in 1962, local and state membership
increased from 307,000 to 1,592,000.39 AsTroy and Sheflin explain,
“It is in 1962 … that we began to include many associations in our
universe.…Thus, some of the large jump in public sector member-
ship seen in 1962 represents expanded coverage. For example, the
National Education Association enters our universe in this year.”40

be considered unions even if they do not have formal collective bargaining rights. See,
e.g., Robert G. Valletta and Richard B. Freeman, “Appendix B. The NBER Public Sector
Collective Bargaining LawData Set,” inWhen Public SectorWorkers Unionize, eds. Richard
B. Freeman and Casey Ichniowski (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 399–420;
Moe 2011.

34Lieberman 1980; Moe 2011.
35Freeman 1988, 63–88.
36Leo Troy and Neil Sheflin, Union Sourcebook: Membership, Structure, Finance,

Directory, First Edition (West Orange, NJ: Industrial Relations Data Information Services,
1985).

37The Union Sourcebook is the original source of data used by Schmitt, which pro-
vided the figure presented by Walker. See John Schmitt, “Public-Sector Union Numbers,
2012,” Center for Economic and Policy Research (2013). https://www.cepr.net/public-
sector-union-numbers-2012/; Walker 2020, 4.

38Troy and Shelfin 1985, 3-3.
39Ibid, 3–20.
40Ibid, 3-3. For history on teachers’ unions, see Hartney 2022. Regarding Kennedy’s

executive order in 1962: federal civilian employees were less than a third of government

Thus, the BLS and the Union Sourcebook public-sector union data
undoubtedly understate the extent of local public employee orga-
nization before the 1960s. Conclusions about the divergent paths of
public and private unionization rely heavily on these data, and so
also understate the extent of public employee organization in the
pre-1960 period.41

Another feature of this literature is that it tends to focus on
laws passed and positions taken by political elites, with particular
emphasis on what was happening at the federal and state levels.
Walker, for example, stresses the importance of the absence of
a federal law for government workers.42 In their edited volume
on public-sector unions, Valletta and Freeman introduce a new
dataset of state labor–management relations laws from 1955 to
1985,43 and numerous studies estimate their effects.44 In addition,
qualitative examples of antipathy to public-sector unions often fea-
ture quotations from elites like big-city mayors, U.S. presidents,
governors, and judges. For example, in justifying firing four fire-
fighters for joining IAFF, Cincinnati’s Mayor Galvin explained, “a
union is subversive of the discipline of the department.”45 When
asked his feelings on Philadelphia police officers joining FOP, the
director of public safety asserted, “I am absolutely opposed to it
… I readily see where it might be productive of great harm.”46
The mayor and aldermen of Winston-Salem declared, “It is to the
best interests of the City of Winston-Salem that no labor organiza-
tion ever be recognized as a bargaining agency or representative of
any employees of the city of Winston-Salem.”47 Clearly, many elites
were quite opposed to public-sector organizing.

As a result, public employees were stymied in their efforts to
achieve protections at the national and state levels because those
in power were hostile to their goals. For a long time, they were
rebuffed in state legislatures due to legislative malapportionment,
rural dominance, and powerful patronage-based regimes.48 Yet the
emphasis on state and federal laws and political elitesmay also have
led scholars to underestimate the spread and strength of public-
sector employee organization prior to 1960, and to overstate the
extent to which the growth of public- and private-sector unions
followed separate trajectories in the early twentieth century.

If we instead put emphasis on what was happening in local gov-
ernments and consider matters from the perspective of workers

employees in 1962; many federal workers were organized before the executive order; and
accounts suggest that in the first several years, the executive order was “weak, empty,
confusing, and unenforced” (see Goldfield 1989–90, 411).

41Freeman 1986, 41–86; Schmitt 2013; Walker 2020. Saltzman concludes that for teach-
ers, the laws spurred unionization more than unionization gave rise to the laws. However,
his measure of unionization is not organization nor membership but rather the extent
of bargaining coverage for teachers. This only counts employee organizations if they had
already achieved formal bargaining status. It was 0 percent of teachers as of 1960. What
he shows, then, is that the passage of state laws helped to spread formal bargaining among
teachers, which is not inconsistent with our point that many city employee organizations
predated the state laws and that the laws likely aided these organizations in achieving their
goals once enacted (see Saltzman 1985, 338).

42Walker 2020.
43Valletta and Freeman 1988, 399–420.
44For example, Jeffrey Zax and Casey Ichniowski, “The Effects of Public Sector

Unionism on Pay, Employment, Department Budgets, and Municipal Expenditures,” in
When Public Sector Workers Unionize, eds. Richard B. Freeman and Casey Ichniowski
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 323–364; Agustina Paglayan, “Public-Sector
Unions and the Size of Government,”American Journal of Political Science 63, no. 1 (2019):
21–36.

45Cincinnati Enquirer, March 29, 1919, 3.
46“Police Fraternal Order Held a Union,” Buffalo News, October 4, 1932, 32.
47“Wise Action by Board,” Winston-Salem Journal, October 14, 1943, 6.
48Stieber 1973; Freeman and Ichniowski 1988; Saltzman 1988, 41–80; Kearney and

Mareschal 2014.
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and their organizations, as some labor historians have done,49 our
expectations might be different. We might even find reasons to
expect that the development of the public- and private-sector labor
movements had a great deal in common—and that the advances of
government employee unions may have more closely tracked the
strength of private-sector unions than is usually acknowledged.

For starters, the work, grievances, and goals of many govern-
ment employees were very similar to those of workers employed in
the private sector. While it is often assumed that the government
workforce was predominantly white collar, it was not,50 especially
inmunicipal governments, where the employeemix included tran-
sit workers, trash collectors, police officers, firefighters, and public
works employees. Not only were some of these employees bound
to their private-sector counterparts by similar kinds of work, but
they also shared similar grievances, including low pay, poor work-
ing conditions, little safety net, and in some places lack of security
due to patronage. As Mire reported, “The economic plight of pub-
lic employees is serious.… A great number of public employees
receive remuneration far below the most modest concept of a liv-
ing wage.”51 It therefore seems reasonable that ideas that inspired
trade unionism in the private-sector—such as worker solidarity
and industrial democracy—would have also inspired and animated
some public-sector employees.52

There is also good reason to expect there were strong social ties
between public- and private-sector employees living in the same
areas, and that these ideas about unionismwould have been shared
within these networks, regardless of whether particular individuals
worked for a city, in a mine, or in an industrial plant. As Newman
and Skocpol describe, formany decades, unionswere the backbone
of community networks and hubs of social life and culture.53 They
write, “Unions … wove themselves—their people, their local lead-
ers, their facilities, their names—into the very underpinnings of
community and social life.”54 While Newman and Skocpol focus
on private-sector unions, there is little reason to think that this
reach of union culture would have stopped at the boundary of
government employment.

Organizational incentives in the public and private sector were
likely also similar. Organizations have a basic, fundamental need to
persist, grow, and fend off competition.55 For unions, that means
maintaining membership and finding new members to organize
(before rival unions do). Holmes argues that private-sector unions
during this period may have had spillover effects: that once unions
were established and had high membership in certain areas, there
may have been a tendency for those unions to seek to organize
other workers in the same area, and thus for unionization to spread
in geographically proximate places.56 While there was almost cer-
tainly variation across place, economic sector, and union affiliation
in both interest in and intensity of organizational expansion, some
private-sector unions may have looked to government employees
as possible new members to organize, even before the 1960s. And

49For example, Slater 2004.
50Spero 1948, 72.
51JosephMire, “Collective Bargaining in the Public Service,”American Economic Review

36, no. 2 (1946): 348.
52See Lichtenstein 2013.
53Lainey Newman and Theda Skocpol, Rust Belt Union Blues (New York: Columbia

University Press, 2024).
54Ibid, 61.
55Virginia Gray and David Lowery, The Population Ecology of Interest Representation

(Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1996).
56Thomas J. Holmes, “Geographic Spillover ofUnionism,”National Bureau of Economic

Research Working Paper 12025 (2006).

once organized for some workers, public-sector unions may have
encouraged the spread of unionization to other positions.57

Political scientists have also highlighted the collective action
problems government employees faced and how the passage of
state labor–management relations laws helped solve them by gen-
erating new, powerful incentives for public employees to form and
contribute to unions.58 More generally, scholars have noted that
many organizations form and grow because they are subsidized
by government policies, foundations, and political entrepreneurs.59
We propose that in the case of public-sector unions, encourage-
ment and support from other unionsmay also have helped—before
the laws were passed.60 This is therefore a different way in which
government employeesmay have solved the collective action prob-
lem and by which public-sector unions spread: with the encour-
agement, energy, camaraderie, and help of other unions, including
private-sector unions.

Importantly, some scholars have noted that in states, public-
sector union density is correlated with private-sector union den-
sity;61 we propose that some of this correlation could reflect the
direct ways private- and public-sector unions worked together and
collaborated during this period. At a basic level, many unions had
(and still have) both public- and private-sector members.62 Today,
for example, the Service Employees International Union (SEIU)
and International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) have
both public- and private-sector members. The same is true for
many occupations. For example, some transit engineers work
for private rail companies, and some work for local govern-
ments; similarly, both public and private entities employ plumbers
and electricians. Early in the twentieth century, some private-
sector unions may have tried to organize city employees, and
others may have aided city employees in their organization and
activities, such as by joining strikes or helping their electoral
efforts.

None of this is to say that the state laws were unimportant,
because of course, they spurred union growth and spread formal
collective bargaining.63 The effects of the laws may have been espe-
cially important for union organizing in small and mid-sized cities
and for the rise of teachers’ unions.64 More generally, the state
laws created a reliable legal structure for organizing, guaranteed
collective bargaining, and offered stability and predictability from
administration to administration. Our point is simply that well

57Some scholars note that during the 1960s, Democrats sought to expand union
membership among government employees in order to strengthen support for the party—
especially as private-sector union membership started to decline (e.g., West 2009; Anzia
and Moe 2016, 763–777).

58Moe 2011; Hartney 2022.
59JeffreyM. Berry,TheNew Liberalism:TheRising Power of Citizen Groups (Washington,

DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999); Hartney 2022; Samuel Trachtman, “Policy
Feedback and Interdependence in American Federalism: Evidence from Rooftop Solar
Politics,” Perspectives on Politics 21, no. 2 (2023): 462–477.

60As Hansen notes, group formation can also be subsidized by other groups. John Mark
Hansen, “The Political Economy of GroupMembership,”American Political Science Review
79, no. 1 (1985): 79-96.

61Berkeley Miller and William Canak, “The Passage of Public Sector Collective
Bargaining Laws: Unions, Business, and Political Competition in the American States,”
Political Power and Social Theory 7 (1988): 249-92; Ichniowski 1988, 19–40; Moe 2011.

62Mire 1946, 347–58; Stieber 1973; Ichniowski 1988, 19–40.
63Saltzman 1985, 335–51; Saltzman 1988, 41–80; Ichniowski 1988, 19-40; Zax and

Ichniowski 1988, 323–64; Richard B. Freeman andRobert G.Valletta, “TheEffects of Public
Sector Labor Laws on Labor Market Institutions and Outcomes,” in When Public Sector
Workers Unionize, eds. Richard B. Freeman and Casey Ichniowski (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1988), 81–106.

64Steiber 1973; Saltzman 1985, 335–51; Saltzman 1988, 41–80.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X25100217 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X25100217


6 Sarah F. Anzia and Jessica Trounstine

before the laws, government employees may have overcome their
collective action problem with help from the private sector.

Because their employers were local government officials, more-
over, public-sector unions also had the option of pursuing their
goals through politics—even in the absence of legislation requir-
ing employers to bargain with them. In local government, the
managers were (and are) chosen in local elections.65 Public-sector
employees could therefore try to use the power of their votes and
their political influence to convince elected officials to comply with
their demands. This likely served as an additional incentive for
public-sector employees to organize, because if they could band
together and exert political pressure, the result could be a local
administrationmore inclined to increase pay and improveworking
conditions.

Lastly, while existing research emphasizes how state laws influ-
enced what happened at the local level, we propose it is equally
important to acknowledge how earlier local-level dynamics influ-
enced later events at the state level. As we mentioned above, case
studies suggest public-sector unions were involved in the eventual
passage of state collective bargaining laws.66 Moreover, state-level
advocacy by public-sector unions did not start in the 1950s and
1960s; for at least two decades, local public-sector unions had regu-
larly lobbied state legislatures for favorable policies on civil service,
work hours, and the terms of employment.67 As the Silver Bow,
Montana, IAFF explained in 1936,

Our constitution in the I.A.F.F. forbids us to use the ordinary weapon of
labor, to strike, inasmuch as a strike of our department would jeopardize
the lives and property of every person in the community and would lay
all classes open to great danger, so the only hope of security we have is in
securing state laws to protect us.68

Thus, we propose that in many cases, political dynamics that
began in local governments through the efforts of local organiza-
tions expanded, grew, and influenced state politics.

All of this points to a pressing need for a better understand-
ing of the rise, spread, and power of early local public employee
organizations. As many scholars have noted, the developments of
the U.S. labor movement between the 1930s and the 1980s pro-
foundly affected American politics and the contours of the U.S.
economy.69 And yet, the origins and early development of half
of today’s existing labor movement—that of the public sector—
remains poorly understood. In the following sections, we explore
the evolution of city employee organizations with new data. What
they suggest is that even though public- and private-sector unions
developed along separate legal paths, organizations of government
employees formed in many cities even without a favorable legal
structure—around the same time and in many of the same places
as private-sector unions.

Data on early public employee organizations

To study public-sector organizations, we built a dataset from
tables of the Municipal Yearbooks, collected by the International

65Terry M. Moe, “Political Control and the Power of the Agent,” Journal of Law,
Economics, and Organization 22, no. 1 (2006): 1–29; Daniel DiSalvo, Government Against
Itself: Public Union Power and Its Consequences (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).

66Stieber 1973; Levi 1977; Slater 2004.
67See, e.g., Anzia and Trounstine 2025, 549–65.
68“Labor to Support Roosevelt in Huge Rally,” Montana Labor News, July 16, 1936, 1.
69Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, Winner-Take-All Politics: How Washington Made

the Rich Richer—And Turned its Back on the Middle Class (New York: Simon and Schuster,
2010); Walker 2020.

City/County Management Association (ICMA). The annual
Yearbooks contain a wide range of statistics describing the gover-
nance of incorporated municipalities (e.g., cities, towns, and vil-
lages) in the United States starting in 1934. For this article, we have
digitized and assembled data tables of the Yearbooks from 1938 to
1962 that include information on the existence of city employee
organizations and, for certain years, some historical detail about
them.70 Our data are arranged by city-year, and for the most part,
they are reliable indicators of employee organizations that existed
from 1902 to 1956 for cities with more than 10,000 people.

There are many challenges with the data, which we describe
in detail in the online appendix. Cities enter and drop out of
the dataset for various reasons (e.g., they were too small, or no
data could be obtained in certain years). Additionally, the ICMA
changed the way that the data were gathered and presented in cer-
tain years.71 Finally, we know that sometimes union/association
locals disbanded, so we cannot assume that once an organization
was established it persisted in future years. To deal with these chal-
lenges, we take two different approaches for our analysis. First, we
identify 917 cities for which we can consistently track the presence
and absence of city employee organizations at six points in time:
1920, 1935, 1940–1941, 1944–1945, 1949–1950, and 1955–1956.
We use this set of cities to evaluate change over time in the spread
of employee organizations. Second, for other analyses, we use all
available data (allowing cities to enter or drop out of the dataset) to
show snapshots of organizational strength at particular moments
in time.

The ICMA gathered data consistently for two organizations,
both of which were affiliated with AFL and still exist today: IAFF
and AFSCME. In addition, the Yearbooks consistently collected
data on city employee CIO locals, although the particular organi-
zation changed over time. Starting in the late 1930s, whenCIO split
from AFL, the Yearbooks track SCMWA. Then, in 1946, SCMWA
merged with United Federal Workers of America to form United
Public Workers of America (UPWA), and starting in 1951, the
Yearbooks also tracked local organizations of CIO’s Government
and Civic Employee Organizing Committee (GCEOC).72 Finally,
the Yearbooks collected consistent information on unaffiliated
organizations starting in 1944.

The data on police organizations are much more complicated
because (aswe describe in the next section) the organizing of police
was much more complicated. The largest and most widespread
police organization was and is FOP. However, the Yearbooks only
include FOP data in particular years. Additionally, in some cities,

70Clarence Ridley, Orin Nolting, and David Arnold, eds., The Municipal Year Book:
The Authoritative Resume of Activities and Statistical Data of American Cities (Chicago:
International City Managers’ Association, 1938–1962).

71The 1938–1940 Yearbooks include lists of known employee organizations in every
local government, regardless of size. They note the date of establishment for each local,
allowing us to code backwards from the lists. The organizations included were IAFF,
AFSCME, SCMWA, and the National Civil Service Association (NCSA), and the lists also
include some large local employee organizations that were not affiliated with national orga-
nizations. Then, from 1941 to 1943, the Yearbooks tabulated the presence or absence of
these employee organizations in cities with more than 25,000 people. From 1944 to 1956,
the Yearbooks tabulated employee organizations in cities withmore than 10,000 people. No
data on employee organizations were collected in 1957. In 1958, the Yearbooks changed to
presenting information about employee “unions” instead of organizations. For this reason,
our analysis ends in 1956.

72GCEOC was created in 1950 after UPWA was expelled from CIO for commu-
nist activities. After AFL and CIO merged in December 1955, GCEOC was absorbed
by AFSCME. See “AFSCME Office of the Secretary-Treasurer: Government and Civic
Employees Organizing Committee Records,” Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor
and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, October 15, 2008, https://reuther.wayne.edu/
node/2192.
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police were organized by AFSCME. For some years, where the
AFSCME local only included police officers, we know the location
of these organizations. Finally, the Yearbooks present information
for 1959–1961 on whether police in the city were unionized. To get
a sense of how widespread police organizations were prior to the
1960s, we combine all of these pieces of information to denote cities
with an active or formerly active police organization as of 1960.

Our data cannot tell us whether any organization thought of
itself as a union or an association, nor whether others considered
it to be a union, and we have no comprehensive information about
their participation in electoral politics or public policy. Up to this
point, however, quantitative data on the existence of early local
government employee organizations did not exist. With additional
information from some of the Yearbooks, we know the location
of municipal worker strikes (for 1947–1951) and where organi-
zations had achieved written agreements with city employers (for
1945–1950), and we present these data below.

Before the laws: city employee organizations 1902–1956

We begin by showing data over time on the total number of cities
with any municipal employee organization. In Figure 1, we use all
of the cities in the ICMA Yearbooks and plot the total number of
cities with a known employee organization from 1902 (the year the
unaffiliated San Francisco Municipal Civil Service Association was
established) to 1956. As we have said, the total number of cities
reported on in the Yearbooks fluctuates between 1940 and 1956.
The total is especially low in 1941–1943 due to a higher popu-
lation threshold for inclusion, and so the solid line in the figure
interpolates between 1940 and 1944. Figure 1 suggests that the
early twentieth century was a time of incredible growth for public
employee organizations.

Figure 2 limits the data to the 917 cities where we can consis-
tently track employee organizations over six points in time, and the
same picture emerges: By 1920, there were already eighty-six cities
in this set with employee locals thanks to the early organization
of IAFF. Then, after slow growth during the 1920s (see Figure 1),
the 1930s and 1940s witnessed explosive organizing activity by
city employee unions as AFSCME burst onto the scene in 1935
and SCMWA split off a few years later. As of 1935, 223 of these
917 cities had organizations, nearly all of which still were IAFF.
Writing in 1937, the director of the National Association of Civil
Service Employees asserted, “the policemen and firemen are, like
the teachers, well organized. Practically every city has its associa-
tions covering the uniformed forces, even though the strength of
the units may vary widely.”73 By 1940–1941, the total number of
cities with IAFF, AFSCME, or CIO locals in this set had risen to
390, and then the number continued upward to 634 in 1955–1956.
In addition, the Yearbook data allow us to track unaffiliated locals
for these 917 cities between 1944–1945 and 1955–1956.There were
a number of additional cities during this period that had organi-
zations that were unaffiliated with IAFF, AFSCME, or CIO (gray
bars). What these preliminary figures reveal is that by 1956, most
cities with more than 10,000 residents had city employee orga-
nizations, and that there was significant spread of city employee
organizations in the years immediately following the NLRA and
during the peak of private-sector union strength.

73James Errant, “City-Wide Organizations of Municipal Employees,” in The Municipal
Year Book: The Authoritative Resume of Activities and Statistical Data of American Cities,
eds. Clarence Ridley andOrinNolting (Chicago: International CityManagers’ Association,
1937), 232.

In addition to shedding new light on the timing of the spread of
public-sector organizations, our data allow us to explore the geog-
raphy of that spread. We start with IAFF, using the set of 917 cities
to document the location and spread of IAFF locals. As we describe
elsewhere,74 IAFF was a pioneer of city worker organizing: it orga-
nized firefighters in hundreds of cities during the late 1910s and
the 1930s, with the first IAFF locals cropping up in cities that were
close to centers of mining and/or steel production. By 1920, IAFF
locals were already established in eighty-six cities within this set of
917. As of 1935, the year AFSCME was created, IAFF had locals
in 223 of the 917 cities, not only concentrated in heavily indus-
trial states like Ohio and Indiana but also present in states like
Wyoming, Alabama, and West Virginia. Figure 3 shows the geo-
graphic spread of IAFF locals as of 1940–1941; by that time, 39
percent of the cities had organized firefighters. The growth of IAFF
continued after World War II (WWII). By 1955–1956, 60 percent
of these 917 cities with more than 10,000 residents had an IAFF
local.

AFSCME got a later start but also expanded rapidly in the
years following the NLRA. In 1935, the nascent AFSCME had
locals in only three cities in our set of 917: Milwaukee, Seattle,
and El Paso. By 1940–1941, AFSCME had organized city employ-
ees in 139 of these cities, shown in Figure 4 (as well as fifty county
governments, not shown here). As with IAFF, AFSCME was con-
centrated in theMidwest but not confined to it: it had locals in cities
ranging from Pueblo, Colorado, to Mobile, Alabama, to Yakima,
Washington. By 1944–1945, it expanded further in these areas as
well as to more eastern cities and cities in Southern California.
By 1955–1956, 41 percent of the cities in this set of 917 had an
AFSCME local.

Public-sector CIO locals and unaffiliated locals also spread
across the United States during the 1940s and 1950s (see the online
appendix). SCMWA locals were most numerous in the industrial
Midwest, but by the 1950s, many CIO organizations also repre-
sented city workers in other parts of the country, with locals in 114
of the 917 cities in 1949–1950. While we cannot track unaffiliated
locals consistently for years before 1944–1945, our data show they
were already numerous by the end of WWII. As of 1949–1950, 186
of the 917 cities had unaffiliated locals. By 1955–1956, the number
of cities with unaffiliated locals had increased to 332.

Moreover, the data suggest that once a city government had one
organization, other public-sector organizations gravitated toward
organizing city employees in the same place. Examining all the city
data we have for 1937, for example, we find that of the ninety-
six cities that had an AFSCME local that year, seventy-three also
had an IAFF local. Moreover, sixty-eight of those IAFF locals
were established earlier than the city’s AFSCME local. (In the
remaining five, they were established the same year.) Similarly,
twenty-eight cities had SCMWA locals in 1937, and twenty of those
also had an IAFF local (seventeen of which predated the SCMWA
local). Thus, the expansion of AFSCME and SCMWA between
1935 and 1940 mostly happened in cities that had organized
firefighters.

Figure 5 presents a more comprehensive snapshot, showing
all cities where there was any known city employee organization
as of 1955 or 1956 (using all the data we have), including IAFF,
AFSCME, CIO locals, and unaffiliated locals. Of the 1,173 unique
cities covered in the Yearbooks in 1955 and 1956, 829 of them had
locals of at least one of these organizations. While many were in

74Anzia and Trounstine 2025, 549–65.
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Figure 1. Total Number of Cities with a Known
Employee Organization.

Figure 2. Number of Cities with Employee Organizations (Set
of 917).

theMidwest andNortheast, therewere city employee organizations
in all forty-eight states, including not only states like California
and Washington but also states of the South and Mountain West.
And many of these cities had multiple organizations. By 1956, for
example, 76 percent of the cities that hadAFSCME locals had IAFF
organizations as well.

The glaring omission in these figures so far is police organi-
zations. While historical evidence indicates that police officers in
many cities were organized quite early, accounts also suggest that
resistance to police organizing might have been uniquely strong
during this period. At different times and in different places, oppo-
sition came from negative responses to the Boston police strike,
concerns about dual loyalties of police officers, and resistance
from big-city machines (for which controlling the police may have
been especially important).75 Although some labor leaders resisted
police organization because they were concerned about the role of
police in breaking up strikes, for the most part, the opposition to
police organizing came from municipal elites and business own-
ers, not from private-sector unions. Numerous city governments
formally prohibited the police from unionizing,76 and corpora-
tions like Anaconda Copper and Lackawanna Steel often requested

75Steiber 1973, 75.
76“Police Sign for Meeting of State FOP in Spite of Suspension Rumors,” Cincinnati

Enquirer, July 22, 1943; “Change Made in Police Bill,” Baltimore Sun, February 26, 1949.

that officers put down strikes.77 One possibility, then, is that police
officers really were not well organized until the state laws were
passed.

The Yearbook data have incomprehensive coverage of police
organizations, but as a way of gaining some insight into the extent
of police organization prior to the 1960s, Figure 6 maps all cities
that had a known police organization in 1960 or in an earlier
year. This includes (1) cities where the ICMA data report that the
city had “unionized police” in 1959 or 1960, (2) cities where the
1943–1956 data indicate that an FOP local existed in at least one of
the years, and (3) citieswherewe know that in some yearsAFSCME
had organized the police. The picture that emerges in Figure 6 is
quite striking: organizations of city police officers existed in hun-
dreds of cities across the United States before the legal upheaval of
the 1960s. And this is likely an underestimate of the number of city
police organizations. For example, the Chicago Tribune reported
that “Chicago police have been organizing more or less secretly
since early 1944, when …[the police chief] forbade Chicago police

77“Sheriff Larry Weir Talks to Trades Council,” Montana Labor News, July 16, 1936, 1;
“Lackawanna Fears Violence,” New York Times, September 22, 1919. An interesting side
note is that the Sheriff of Silver Bow refused Anaconda Copper’s request that he deputize
200 men to put down a miner’s strike. The newspaper reported that the Sheriff, who was
seeking reelection, “had always stood loyally by organized labor and would continue to do
so if re-elected” (Montana Labor News, July 16, 1936, 1).
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Figure 3. IAFF Locals, 1940–1941.

Figure 4. AFSCME Locals, 1940–1941.

to join the union.”78 Many police organizations were unaffili-
ated: a 1968 survey of cities with more than 10,000 in population
revealed almost as many unaffiliated police organizations as FOP
locals.79 While our data include lists of cities in certain years where

78“AFL Says Peace, Like War, May Find US Napping,” Chicago Tribune, August 7, 1945,
20.

79Specifically, the survey results from1,474 cities revealed 364 cities with FOP locals and
334 cities with unaffiliated police locals (such as the Policemen’s Benevolent Association).

AFSCME had only organized the police (itself a sign that by the
1930s at least some unions were not opposed to organizing police),
we have no way of knowing whether other AFSCME locals in our

See Jack Steiber, “Employee Representation in Municipal Government,” in The Municipal
Year Book 1969: The Authoritative Resume of Activities and Statistical Data of American
Cities, eds. Clarence Ridley and Orin Nolting (Washington, DC: International City
Management Association, 1969), 31, 55–57. These data are only available in the aggregate
(not at the city level).
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Figure 5. All Known Employee Organizations,
1955–1956.

Figure 6. Known Police Organizations by 1960.

data also included police. Evenwith these data limitations, our data
show clearly that police, too, had widespread organization before
the laws.

We have so far shown that municipal employee organiza-
tions existed and were widespread, but one might ask whether
or not they had a significant presence in these local govern-
ments. While we do not have membership data for the whole
time series, we do know how many members the organizations
had in 1938, 1939, and 1940. According to the Yearbooks, the

organizations that were listed (IAFF, AFSCME, SCMWA, NCSA,
and a few unaffiliated locals) counted 89,111 members in 1938.
This grew to 103,966 in 1939 and 126,169 in 1940. From the
city employment figures reported in the ICMA personnel data
tables those years, employees in these organizations were 13.6
percent, 15.3 percent, and 17.7 percent of the total municipal
employees in each year, respectively.These are sizable figures, espe-
cially considering that these are very early years (two decades
before 1960) and not all employee organizations are covered here
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(police and most unaffiliated organizations being notable exclu-
sions).

Other sources also report significant membership growth
during this period for a variety of different organizations of
local government employees. Godine writes that AFSCME and
SCMWA/UPWA membership alone grew from approximately
47,000 employees in 1937 to over 126,000 in 1946.80 IAFF reports
that they had 25,000 members as of the 1920s, 65,000 in 1947,
72,000 in 1950, and 113,000 in 1963.81 Archival records of NEA
membership show that as of 1945, themean ratio of NEAmembers
to K-12 public school teachers in the states was 0.44.82 Considered
in combination with our limited data on city employee organi-
zation membership from 1938 to 1940, this suggests that many
of these early local employee organizations did have meaningful
membership.

These organizations were also highly politically active in work-
ing to secure benefits for theirmembers, sometimes by using tactics
similar to private-sector unions. Our data show there were ninety-
four cities where some employees engaged in strikes between 1947
and 1951—even though striking in the public sector was highly
contentious at the time. Public employee organizations in many
of these cities also achieved agreements with their employers. As
Wellington and Winter note, even when state laws did not enable
collective bargaining,

A more permissive attitude was also demonstrated in actions taken by
other branches of government. No matter what the formal legal structure
seemed to dictate, many mayors, selectmen, and school boards began to
bargain seriously with unions of their employees. Resolutions of munici-
pal legislative bodies recognized unions, and other resolutions established
terms and conditions of employment that in fact formalized bargains
struck after arm’s-length negotiations with unions. And municipal ordi-
nances establishing formal procedures to govern collective bargainingwere
enacted.83

How common were such agreements in years before the state
laws? Case studies show that some local governments negotiated
and upheld verbal agreements with their employees,84 but there
are no comprehensive data on such practices. However, using data
from lists we acquired from the Yearbooks between 1945 and 1950,
we find that 183 cities had some kind ofwritten agreement in place
during this period. Philadelphia’s 1939 agreement with AFSCME
Local 222 was a highly publicized example. The agreement “for the
purpose of avoiding industrial disputes,” covered the working con-
ditions of employees in the Department of Public Works.85 It “sets
up hours of labor, provides against strikes and lockouts and con-
fers the right on the union to bargain collectively for employees
in the department.”86 The Yearbooks do not provide details on

80Godine 1951, 95.
81International Association of Fire Fighters, “IAFF History,” https://iaff.org/history

(accessed May 22, 2025).
82Hartney 2022.
83Wellington andWinter 1971, 41–42. In contrast, Freemanwrites that “in the 1950s and

early 1960s most associations—for instance, the NEA or the various police and firefighters
organization—did not engage in collective bargaining, often rejecting it as ‘unprofessional,’
whereas in the 1980s they embraced bargaining and the other attributes of traditional trade
unions.” See Freeman 1988, 67. But others have noted that many cities and school districts
had written agreements before the laws. See Mire 1946, 347–358; Godine 1951; Steiber
1973, 121–22; Levi 1977; Ichniowski 1988, 27; Saltzman 1988, 41–80). Saltzman even notes
that existing local agreements became a reason why some labor leaders resisted state laws
in Ohio and Illinois: unions did not want state laws that would be less favorable than their
local agreements. See Saltzman 1988, 41–80.

84Levi 1977; Slater 2004.
85“City Ordinance,” Philadelphia Inquirer, July 31, 1939, 22.
86“Council Approves Employment Pact,” Philadelphia Inquirer, July 21, 1939, 2.

what those agreements included or for which employees,87 and
most were almost certainly much more limited and tenuous for
the employees than the contracts that were negotiated after state
laws established a legal structure two decades later. Even so, these
data suggest that by the late 1940s, many city organizations were
not limiting themselves to civil service systems: they were seeking
processes similar to collective bargaining, and in 183 cities, their
employers had come to written agreements with them—without
any legal requirement that they do so.

These instances of strikes and written agreements were also just
the most visible and trackable cases of local employee organiza-
tions’ political activity. In an in-depth case study of the Building
Service Employees International Union (BSEIU), an AFL union
that represented janitors and maintenance workers in the public
and private sectors (and was later renamed SEIU), Slater docu-
ments myriad ways in which its public-sector union locals engaged
in politics to protect theirmembers, increase pay, improve working
conditions, and reach agreements with employers.88 Their leaders
and members lobbied public officials, made presentations at local
public meetings, drafted proposed legislation, and helped to work
the precincts in local elections in efforts to elect sympathetic pub-
lic officials. During the 1930s, BSEIU’s roughly seventy locals of
public-sector workers across the country:

strove to put in place friendly officials—both elected and appointed.…
Where the BSEIU was strong, this strategy could work. When two union-
ists were elected to the school board in Minot, North Dakota, David [the
BSEIU secretary] was elated. Perhaps confirming fears of union opponents,
he expressed hope that in ‘coming elections, Brother members like yourself
may be elected…so that the trade union movement will have full control
of said School Board.’… Politicians did listen.… Sympathetic officials did
make a difference.89

One union leader said of his BSEIU local in Milwaukee that
they “never found it necessary to have a signed agreement.We have
made our working conditions and wage increases by dealing with
the elected bodies, supporting the favorablemembers and bodies at
election time and doing our best to defeat those who oppose us.”90

In sum, well before states passed duty-to-bargain laws for gov-
ernment workers, hundreds of cities across the United States had
organized employees. IAFF (and likely police) organizing surged
in the late 1910s, and during the two decades after 1935, the
number of city employee organizations exploded. Many of these
organizations appear to have had a meaningful presence in city
government. They struck for better working conditions and in
some cases achieved agreements cementing their gains. Qualitative
evidence shows that they got involved in local politics and sought to
influence local elected officials.That the timing of all this coincided
with the waxing and waning of private-sector union militancy
and strength is notable. Moreover, the fact that police appear to
have been well organized suggests that these unions were eager to
include police as members, even if many elites were opposed to it.

Overlap between private- and public-sector organization

So far, we have focused on the presence of city employee orga-
nizations, the timing and geography of their spread, and their
potential for influencing city government. Our analysis of these

87See Godine 1951 for a description of the agreements of a small sample of local
governments.

88Slater 2004, ch. 4.
89Slater 2004, 105–06.
90Quoted in Slater 2004, 112.
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new data casts doubt on assertions that public-sector unions devel-
oped along a separate path from private-sector unions in the early
twentieth century. As a next step, we more directly consider the
overlap between these city employee organizations and private-
sector unions.Whilewe cannot use these data to test the theoretical
mechanisms we laid out above, we take a preliminary step by
beginning to evaluate whether the patterns we have found for
city employees correlate with organizational patterns in the private
sector.

In order to do this, we need a sense of the geography of
private-sector unionization and whether there was overlap with
city employee unions. However, city-level data on where private-
sector unions were active are scarce; existing data on private-sector
unions during this period mainly track union membership at a
national level. We piece together three sources of data that include
information about city-level organizing: two datasets gathered as
part of theMappingAmerican SocialMovements Project (MASMP),
including (1) lists of IndustrialWorkers of theWorld (IWW) locals
and strikes and (2) data on locals of seven CIO unions during the
late 1930s and early 1940s,91 and (3) a list of locals andmembership
of the International Typographical Union (ITU) in 1892.92 By com-
bining these data with the ICMAdata on city employee unions (see
online appendix), we can begin to assess the extent to which city
employee unions were active in places that also had private-sector
unions.

We start by focusing on the earliest years of city employee orga-
nizing. At the turn of the twentieth century, private-sector unions
were already very active. We use the data on IWW locals and
strikes as well as the list of ITU locals in 1892 to evaluate whether
citieswhere public-sector unions emergedwere places that also had
active private-sector unions.The IWWdata are useful here because
IWW was active during the first two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury; it was founded in 1905 out of opposition to AFL’s support
of craft unionism. Many of the places in the MASMP dataset we
acquired are very small towns or unincorporated places, but 178
cities that had IWW locals or strikes (or both) also appear in the
early years of the ICMA data tables. Including the data on cities
with ITU locals in 1892 is also helpful for two reasons: First, ITU
had organized printers in over 200 cities by that time, including
smaller towns, and so it gives us a fuller sense of private-sector
unions’ geographic reach. Second, it provides some indication of
AFL private-sector union presence in these cities (which the IWW
data do not).

To measure the presence of public-sector organizations, here
we focus on an indicator for whether the city had any known
organization of city employees as of 1920. (This is mostly IAFF
locals but also some unaffiliated and civil service organizations.)
The lists of the 1938–1940 Yearbooks indicate eighty-nine cities of
more than 10,000 in population that had public-sector organiza-
tions as of 1920. Bringing in the private-sector data, we find that of
those eighty-nine, nearly two-thirds (fifty-nine) had an IWW local,
an IWW strike, an ITU local, or some combination of the three.

91James Gregory, “IWW History Project—Industrial Workers of the World 1905-
1935: IWW Locals and Strikes,” Mapping American Social Movements Through the
20th Century (2024a). https://depts.washington.edu/iww/locals.shtml and https://depts.
washington.edu/iww/strikes.shtml (accessed January 29, 2024); James Gregory, “CIO
Unions—Mapping Locals and Membership 1938-1949,” Mapping American Social
Movements Through the 20th Century (2024b). https://depts.washington.edu/moves/CIO_
combined.shtml (accessed January 29, 2024).

92A Study of the History of the International Typographical Union 1852-1966, Volume II
(Colorado Springs, CO: International Typographical Union, 1967), 106-114.

Considering that this is only tracking two unions of private-sector
workers—and thus is far from representing the private-sector
union movement as a whole—we interpret this as substantial over-
lap. As one might expect, many of the cities with either IWW or
ITU and a city employee organization were large, but not all were.
During the 1910s, for example, IWW and city employee organi-
zations also overlapped in smaller cities like Hibbing, Minnesota,
Great Falls, Montana, and Bellingham, Washington.

As we showed above, however, 1920 was still very early for city
employee organizations. We would also like to examine the cor-
relation between public- and private-sector unions in the years
following the passage of the NLRA, when (as we showed earlier)
there was a surge in city employee organizing. For this, we ana-
lyze data on private-sector CIO locals. Between the late 1930s
and 1940s, total CIO membership numbered in the millions; it
included (among others) coal miners, steel workers, auto workers,
garment workers, electricians, and meat packers.93 The MASMP
data indicate which cities had locals of seven CIO unions between
1938 and 1949, including the United Auto Workers, the United
Electrical Workers, the International Ladies Garment Workers,
the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, the International
Longshore and Warehouse Union, the International Woodworkers
of America, and ITU.The inclusion of ITU is again helpful because
it was affiliated with AFL until 1937 when it left to found CIO, and
then rejoined AFL in 1944. So, although the MASMP data do not
includeAFL locals, the existence of an ITU local in a citymight sug-
gest that AFL had some presence there. Importantly, the city-level
data on the seven CIO locals tracked in these data are not com-
prehensive, because they do not cover all CIO unions and entirely
leave out AFL locals (other than ITU), but to our knowledge they
are the only source of city-level union data available.

We begin in Table 1 with a snapshot of 1940. For that year, we
know from the Yearbooks whether cities had an IAFF, AFSCME,
SCMWA, or NCSA local (plus the few unaffiliated locals ICMA
knewabout).We include in the sample all cities that appeared in the
ICMApersonnel data tables for 1938–1940—the years inwhich the
Yearbooks also provided employee organization lists. Moreover,
1940 is also the year in which the MASMP data are complete for
all seven CIO unions it tracks. When we bring in data on city pop-
ulation in 1940, there are 918 cities in the sample. Table 1 presents
a crosstabulation of these two variables for the 918 cities: an indi-
cator for whether the city had a known city employee organization
in 1940, and an indicator for whether the city had a known private-
sector CIO local in 1940. Notably, when we look at the 549 cities
with private-sector CIO locals, we find that a majority, 57 percent,
had city employee organizations. Only 23 percent of cities without
private-sector CIO locals had organized city employees.

Table 1 also shows that ITU accounts for much of the 1940
CIO presence in many of these cities. Of the 918 cities, 562 had
ITU locals at some point between 1938 and 1942. And the overlap
between cities with city employee organizations and ITU was con-
siderable: 317 of the 398 cities with a city employee organization in
1940 also had an ITU local during that time; only 81 cities with a
city employee organization did not.

We expect that much of this overlap is due to city size, and
that larger cities were more likely to have both private- and public-
sector organizations for a variety of reasons. To explore whether
private- and public-sector organization were correlated even in
cities of similar size, we use OLS to regress the indicator of a city

93See Gregory 2024b.
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Table 1. Overlap between Public- and Private-sector Unions in Cities

No CIO local in 1940 Had CIO local in 1940 No ITU local 1938−1942 Had ITU local 1938−1942 Total

No city employee organization 283 237 275 245 520

77% 43% 77% 44% 57%

Had city employee organization 86 312 81 317 398

23% 57% 23% 56% 43%

Total 369 549 356 562 918

100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Table 2. City Employee Organizations in 1940

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Private-sector CIO local in 1940 0.221*** 0.143*** 0.099***

(0.049) (0.040) (0.034)

ITU local, 1938−1942 0.102**

(0.039)

Ln(population) 0.153*** 0.168*** 0.187*** 0.188***

(0.021) (0.017) (0.017) (0.016)

Constant −1.26***

(0.204)

Fixed effects None Region State State

R-squared 0.18 0.31 0.45 0.45

Observations 918 918 918 918

Notes: Standard errors clustered by state in parentheses. *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

employee organization on the indicator of a known private-sector
CIO local and logged city population in 1940. We cluster the
standard errors by state.

The estimates, which should be interpreted as associations (not
estimates of causal effects), are presented in Table 2. As we expect,
larger cities weremore likely to have city employee organizations in
1940: the estimated coefficient on logged population is positive and
statistically significant. We also find that even accounting for city
size, having at least one of these private-sector CIO locals in 1940 is
positively and significantly associated with having a city employee
organization. On average, a city with a known private-sector union
was 22 percentage pointsmore likely to have an organization of city
government employees.

Some of this relationship between CIO locals and public-
employee locals is likely explained by regional variation: CIO
locals were more common in the Midwest than other regions, for
example. However, in Table 2, when we account for this regional
variation by including regional fixed effects (column 2) and state
fixed effects (column 3), we still find a positive, statistically signifi-
cant association between the presence of a CIO local in 1940 and a
city having organized municipal employees. Even within states, on
average, cities with known CIO locals were 10 percentage points
more likely to have city employee organizations.

In column 4, as a way of investigating the relationship between
the spread of AFL and organized city employees, we replace the
indicator of a CIO local with an indicator for whether the city had
an ITU local at some point between 1938 and 1942. Of course,
it is possible that ITU differed in meaningful ways from other
AFL organizations, and that if we could measure all AFL locals,

we might find a different relationship with public-sector organi-
zations. However, we know that AFL was quite active in support-
ing public employee organizations—as we have said, IAFF and
AFSCME were both chartered by AFL—and it seems reasonable
that these locals would have been more likely to be established
where private-sector AFL locals were active. The positive correla-
tion we find between ITU locals and city employee organizations
in column 4 suggests that may have been the case.94

Next, we ask whether private-sector organization is related to
public-sector organization in the future. In Table 3, we regress an
indicator for a city employee organization in 1950 on the presence
of a private-sector CIO local in the city 10 years earlier, plus logged
city population in 1950. Column 2 adds regional fixed effects; col-
umn 3 adds state fixed effects. Throughout, we find that cities were
much more likely to have public employee organizations in 1950
if they had also had private-sector CIO unions a decade earlier.
Column 1 shows that on average, cities that had a CIO local in 1940
were 23 percentage pointsmore likely to have a city employee orga-
nization in 1950. Evenwithin regions and states and accounting for
city population, cities that had had a CIO local or, specifically, an
ITU local, in the previous decade were 17 percentage points more
likely to have a city employee organization by 1950. In addition,
when we add an indicator for whether the city had a city employee
organization 10 years earlier (column 5), both the coefficients on

94In the online appendix, we also control for each city’s Black and immigrant popu-
lations. The correlation between public- and private-sector unions does not substantively
change, and the coefficients on proportion Black and proportion immigrant are statistically
insignificant in the regressions that include regional and state fixed effects.
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Table 3. City Employee Organizations in 1950

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Private-sector CIO local in 1940 0.232*** 0.193*** 0.176*** 0.142***

(0.040) (0.037) (0.030) (0.029)

ITU local 1938−1942 0.174***

(0.026)

City employee organization in 1940 0.269***

(0.043)

Ln(population) 0.154*** 0.162*** 0.158*** 0.16*** 0.086***

(0.020) (0.021) (0.020) (0.018) (0.023)

Constant −1.024**

(0.229)

Fixed effects None Region State State State

R-squared 0.21 0.27 0.37 0.37 0.39

Observations 1,071 1,071 1,071 1,071 906

Notes: Standard errors clustered by state in parentheses. *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

the lagged city employee organization variable and the CIO local
variable are positive and significant.Thus, public employee organi-
zation during the first half of the twentieth century was correlated
with CIO unions in the private sector, suggesting that perhaps
places with unions tended to beget more unions.

We cannot say for sure what explains these associations, and
many different explanations are possible. Moreover, the precise
reasons for the relationship between private- and public-sector
unions may have been different for different cities. Our quantita-
tive analysis here—while important because it shows that such a
relationship exists—cannot identify the extent to which different
possible contributors gave rise to the overlap. However, others have
highlighted that places with a strong union culture (thanks to the
efforts of private-sector unions) were also more likely to develop
public-sector unions. Steiber, for example, writes,

Leaders of public employee unions suggest that the organization of employ-
ees inmunicipal government can be influenced significantly by the strength
and support of the labor movement generally. They believe that public
employees aremore likely to join unions in cities where labor has succeeded
in organizing workers in the private sector than in nonunion cities.95

In the theoretical logic we provided earlier, moreover, we laid
out three plausiblemechanisms (similar grievances, social ties, and
direct organizational support) by which this could have occurred,
and there exist contemporary accounts that provide support for
each one.96

First, there is ample evidence that many local government
employee organizations were motivated by similar issues and
grievances as their counterparts in the private sector. In 1928,

95Steiber 1973, 225. In addition, Mire writes, “The great advance of labor organizations
in private industry prompted a similar growth of unionization in the public service” (see
Mire 1946, 347), and Ichniowski notes that some cities had “a strong union influence in
private sector employment thatmade collective bargaining awidely accepted practice in the
area” which then helped police unions get contracts even in the absence of state collective
bargaining laws (see Ichniowski 1988, 35–36).

96These proposed theoretical mechanisms are not mutually exclusive nor exhaustive.
However, we note that our review of historical newspaper records and secondary historical
literature did not yield additional explanations.

the IAFF’s magazine ran a political cartoon depicting Santa Claus
delivering his sack of gifts to a sleeping IAFF union member.
Santa’s sack was labeled “The Benefits of Organization,” and among
the gifts being delivered were “Better Hours” and “Better Pay.”97
Levi writes that police officers “organize, as do privately employed
workers, when they perceive their pay to be low, their working con-
ditions poor, and the job pressures intolerable”98 and has noted that
“officers identified with the complaints of other workers and found
inspiration in their achievements.”99 The same was true of BSEIU,
which “noted that the actual work of janitors in government build-
ings was the same as in private establishments” and urged school
employees to organize to advance their collective well-being.100

During the first half of the twentieth century, municipal
employee organizations regularly worked to remedy these issues,
advocating for pay increases, forty-hour workweeks, vacation days,
sick leave, and protection from layoffs.101 In addition, many pro-
moted civil service implementation and protection,102 and as
early as 1919, some pushed for collective bargaining.103 In 1950,
AFSCME sponsored “Public Servants Week” in Montana, and the
organization put out a full-page advertisement to explain their
goals, which, the image indicates, were built on a base of col-
lective bargaining (Figure 7).104 In terms of their work and their
grievances, therefore, many public-sector workers had a great deal
in common with their private-sector counterparts.

97This cartoon is from “IAFF History,” https://www.iaff.org/timeline/1918-1928/
(accessed May 21, 2025).

98Levi 1977, 2.
99Margaret Anne Levi, “Conflict andCollusion: Police Collective Bargaining,” Technical

Report No. 07-74, National Science Foundation project on Innovative Resource Planning
in Urban Public Safety Systems (1974), 203. https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/
abstracts/conflict-and-collusion-police-collective-bargaining.

100Slater 2004, 98.
101For example, “Transit Union Set to Finish Fight on Quill,” Daily News, February 13,

1948; “City Employees of New York Planning a ‘Central Union’,” Buffalo Times, September
19, 1919.

102Anzia and Trounstine 2025, 549–65.
103“Seven Meetings of Labor Bodies Here in 2 Weeks,” Times Recorder, October 7, 1919.
104“June 5 to 10, 1950 is Public Servants’ Week,” Treasure State Labor Journal, May 31,

1950, 4.
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Figure 7. AFSCME Advertisement of Goals, 1950.

In addition, there is evidence that public-sector organizations
were highly socially engaged and that this is how ideas about
unionism may have spread: not only were city employees likely
embedded in the union networks Newman and Skocpol describe,
but also city employee organizations contributed to that culture.105
Levi reports that local public-sector unions “perform social func-
tions as well. These include firefighters’ and police officers’ balls, or
charter flights and tours for teachers.… Police associations set up
athletic programs and contribute to camps for the needy.”106 A sur-
vey of employee organizations in 1937 found thatmember-directed
benefits, like social activities, were vital for improving morale
and stabilizing membership.107 The Minneapolis Star reported,
“employees of the city health department will forget the cares and
worries of relief matters and will dance at the Glenwood chalet
tonight. The affair is sponsored by chapter No. 3, AFSCME No.
9.”108 Writing in 1949, Kokomo, Indiana’s FOP Lodge President
explained that bringing a circus to town, holding an annual dance,
sponsoring a baseball team, establishing a Boy Scout troop, and
other activities were intended to play a “small part in making
Kokomo a better city to live in.”109 In this sense, too, public- and
private-sector unions may have been more similar than different.

105Newman and Skocpol 2024.
106Levi 1977, 9.
107Errant 1937, 232-240.
108“Around the Town,” Minneapolis Star, May 18, 1938, 12.
109“Readers’ Letters; Why F.O.P. Stages Benefits,” Kokomo Tribune, August 11, 1949.

There are also numerous examples of private-sector unions
working with public-sector employees during this period. Case
studies reveal instances in which private-sector unions actively
organized or tried to organize city employees, such as efforts by
the Teamsters to organize New York City sanitation workers and
police officers.110 Similarly, in Danville, California, in the early
1940s, IBEW sought to negotiate on behalf of the city electrical
department.111 In other cases, private-sector organizers, such as
from the Teamsters, aided municipal employees’ votes to union-
ize.112 In Camden, New Jersey, in 1944, the Morning Post reported
that “men holding public office … are listening to the siren song
of those union leaders who want public employees to join labor
organizations.”113

Private-sector unions also sometimes supported public-sector
strikes. In 1910 in Spokane, for instance, IWW led a strike of fire-
fighters who had been denied pay and then laid off.114 Notably,
nearly 100 unions also voted on sympathetic action with the
famous Boston Police Strike of 1919.115 In 1949, AFSCME placed
an ad in the Port Huron Times Herald imploring readers, “Help us
prevent a strike and to continue on the job of maintaining good
roads for you. Express your support for our request to the road
commission and your supervisor.”116 In this case, Local 1039 was
asking for the county commission to adopt rules governing layoffs,
discharges, hearings, promotions, work assignments, seniority, and
general working conditions. When their demands were not met,
they struck. Tellingly, they were supported by a CIO rubber work-
ers local during that strike.117 The road workers returned to work
after the County Road Commission agreed to negotiate to settle
their differences.118

In addition, many local government employee organizations
were affiliated with and received support from the major labor
federations, AFL and CIO, and public- and private-sector orga-
nizations regularly participated in the same labor boards, labor
councils, and labor meetings.119 Private- and public-sector unions
also worked together politically, endorsing candidates and fight-
ing for public policies.120 Slater documents how AFL central labor
councils helped public school teachers in their local organiz-
ing campaigns and used their political muscle to support the
Seattle AFT’s electoral efforts.121 Sometimes, moreover, local offi-
cials were sympathetic to public-sector unions because the local
officials themselves were union members: In places like Chicago,
Cheyenne, and St. Louis, when private-sector union leaders and
members were appointed or elected to local government offices,

110Levi 1977, 34, 43.
111“City Refuses to Recognize Union as Bargaining Agency for City Electric Workers,”

Danville Register and Bee, July 12, 1942.
112Robert Storey, “Commission Rejects Request to Unionize County Employees,”

Morning Herald, March 16, 1944; Hyman 1963; Danville Register and Bee, July 12, 1942.
113“Civil Workers Called Wrong to Join Unions,” Morning-Post, April 29, 1944, 1.
114See Gregory 2024a.
115“The Boston Police Strike,” Arkansas City Daily Traveler, September 16, 1919.
116“Will your county road workers be forced to strike?” Port Huron Times Herald,

February 1, 1949, 9.
117“RubberWorkers Support Sanilac Road Strikers,” Port Huron Times Herald, February

17, 1949, 18.
118“To Air Issues with Commission in Future Talks 100 Men at Work After 14 Day

Strike,” Port Huron Times Herald, February 18, 1949.
119“Rail and Labor Groups Oppose 3 Amendments,” Lincoln Star, October 5, 1938;

“SF Firemen Given Seat in Labor Council,” San Francisco Examiner, November 22, 1919;
“Union Meetings of the District,” Muscle Shoals Labor Advocate, June 14, 1935.

120“Berry Claims Labor Support for Roosevelt,” Miami News, September 13, 1936;
Montana Labor News, July 16, 1936.

121Slater 2004, ch. 2.
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they then assisted the organization of local government employees
or reached agreements with them on working conditions.122

It would seem then that private-sector union leaders, perhaps
especially those operating at the subnational level, often did not see
a distinction between their fight and that of municipal workers. As
Levi writes, “At first glance, then, the unionization of public service
workers is but an extension of the labor movement.”123 Even the
Indiana Republican Party saw public- and private-sector unions as
parts of the same whole. In 1938, its platform stated:

The Republican party believes in the freedom, independence and the
protection of American labor. Employees should have the right to deal col-
lectively with the employer through representatives of their own choosing
on wages, hours and working conditions without intimidation or coer-
cion, and this right should be fully guaranteed and protected. We believe
that employees of all branches of government, municipal, county and state,
should enjoy the same hours of work and pay an hour when similarly
employed, and be granted the same freedom of action, political and oth-
erwise, as employees engaged in private industry. We believe in adequate
laws to safeguard the lives and health of workers in all industries.124

Thus, while there are other possible explanations for the corre-
lation between local private- and public-sector organizations, these
examples show that in some places, at least, similar inspiration
and energy likely animated both the private-sector and the public-
sector labor movements, and that they may have drawn on each
other for strength.

Discussion

The unique development and decline of the American labor move-
ment has long fascinated scholars in a wide range of disciplines,
including sociology, history, economics, and political science.125
Social scientists have focused on the decline of labor since the
1960s to help to explain rising economic inequality,126 the influence
of right-wing groups in the U.S. states,127 and how the American
heartland shifted to the Republican Party.128 For the most part,
when scholars ofAmerican politics study the labormovement, they
almost always focus on the private sector. But government employ-
ees made up almost half of all union members in the United States
in 2023,129 even with the renewed momentum of private-sector
unionization since 2021 and the adverse effects for public-sector
unions of the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Janus v. AFSCME.
The literature examining unions of government employees has

122See Slater 2004, 106.
123Levi 1977, 149.
124“Platform Hits at Gross Income Tax and Liquor Laws,” Indianapolis News, June 29,

1938, 8. For more general information about historical state party platforms see Daniel J.
Hopkins, Eric Schickler, and David L. Azizi, “From Many Divides, One? The Polarization
and Nationalization of American State Party Platforms, 1918–2017,” Studies in American
Political Development 36, no. 1 (2022): 1–20.

125For reviews, see Howard Kimeldorf and Judith Stepan-Norris, “Historical Studies of
Labor Movements in the United States,” Annual Review of Sociology 18 (1992): 495–517;
John S. Ahlquist, “Labor Unions, Political Representation, and Economic Inequality,”
Annual Review of Political Science 20 (2017): 409-432; Jake Rosenfeld, “US Labor Studies
in the Twenty-First Century: Understanding Laborism Without Labor,” Annual Review of
Sociology 45 (2019): 449–465.

126For example, Hacker and Pierson 2010; Jake Rosenfeld, What Unions No Longer Do
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014).

127Alexander Hertel-Fernandez, State Capture: How Conservative Activists, Big
Businesses, andWealthyDonors Reshaped theAmerican States—And theNation (NewYork:
Oxford University Press, 2019).

128Stephanie Ternullo,How the HeartlandWent Red: Why Local Forces Matter in an Age
of Nationalized Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2024).

129Hirsch, Macpherson, and Even 2024.

been largely separate from broader explorations of the American
labor movement.130

To the extent social scientists have considered the public and
private sectors together, they have up to this point emphasized their
distinctive developmental paths. In someways, this is a natural and
logical approach. Since the 1970s, when some reliable data on the
two started being collected, the paths of private- and public-sector
unions have been quite different. The recent trends mentioned
above notwithstanding, private-sector unionmembership has been
on a steady decline and remains very low. Public-sector union
membership has been relatively more stable, and in many states—
especially among local government employees like police officers,
teachers, and firefighters—is quite high. Moreover, as we have
explained, private- and public-sector unions faced distinct legal
contexts and different levels of opposition to their organizational
impetus—at least among political elites. In the small literature that
exists on the development of public-sector unions, many scholars
have pointed to the legal changes that started in the 1960s as one
of the main catalysts of union growth in government. Prior to the
1960s, it has been argued, organizations of government employees
floundered without supportive labor–management relations laws
and struggled to solve their collective action problemswhile unions
were thriving in the private sector.

We have shown that this account overlooks some key develop-
ments of the early twentieth-century labor movement. There were
hundreds of city employee organizations by 1940. The vast major-
ity of the city employee organizations that we know about were
affiliated with major national labor federations, AFL or CIO. Their
numbers continued to grow in the post-WWII period, such that by
1956, 71 percent of the cities with more than 10,000 in population
had at least one city employee organization. In some cities, employ-
ees went on strike, and others negotiated written agreements with
their city employers. Even police officers were organized in hun-
dreds of cities by 1960.Opposition to police unionswaswidespread
among elites (and to some extent the public as well), but it does
not seem to have stopped police officers in cities from forming
organizations.

The account our new dataset illuminates is one of extensive
city employee organizing long before the 1960s: by IAFF and some
unaffiliated organizations prior to 1920; by the explosive growth
of AFSCME and SCMWA in the years immediately following the
passage of the NLRA, in spite of the fact that government employ-
ees were excluded from the legislation; and throughout the period
of post-WWII militancy of private-sector unions. Government
unions grew and expanded when private-sector unions were most
active, and these patterns have not been documented beyond the
qualitative scholarship of a small number of labor historians.

We have also presented some theoretical logic for why and
how public-sector organizing would be linked to private-sector
unions. We propose that while the favorable state legislation of
the late 1960s to early 1980s no doubt helped public-sector unions
in myriad ways, city employees might also have overcome their
collective action problems with the encouragement and organiza-
tional assistance of other unions—including private-sector unions.
We highlight the similarity in the work and grievances of many
private- and public-sector employees. We theorize that many city
employees were embedded in social networks with and had com-
munity ties to private-sector employees who were in unions. And

130For example, Stieber 1973; Lieberman 1980; Saltzman 1985, 335–51; Moe 2011;
Kearney and Mareschal 2014; DiSalvo 2015; Hartney 2022.
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wepoint out that not onlywould city employees like firefighters and
sanitation workers likely have been a part of the union culture doc-
umented by Newman and Skocpol,131 but they also contributed to
that culture themselves.Whenwe consider the circumstances from
the standpoint of workers and their organizations, we begin to see
that between private- and public-sector labor, there was more the
same than was different.

Perhaps ironically, even as some scholars have lamented how
the absence of supportive legislation devastated the development of
public-sector unions at a time when private-sector unions thrived
(thanks to their favorable federal legislation), it may be that public-
sector organizations actually needed the laws less than the private
sector. Presumably,manyprivate-sector employers had to be forced
into collective bargaining with their employees’ unions by the
legal mandate. By contrast, in the thousands of local democracies
across the United States, organizations of firefighters, police offi-
cers, janitors, and sanitation workers could try to influence their
employers through local elections. Today, electoral pressures con-
tribute to the continued organizational strength of public-sector
unionization.132 Because of this, it may well be that there was
overall less resistance to the pursuits of employee organizations
in local governments than there would have been in an indus-
trial plant or a mine absent the laws. An important difference
between city employee unions and private-sector unions, then,
is that city employee unions sought favorable policies not from
profit-maximizing firms but rather in local democracies where
management was more susceptible to political pressure.

In short, there are good reasons to believe that public- and
private-sector organizationmight be correlated during this period.
Wefind that they are.Numerous examples showhowprivate-sector
unions either helped city employees organize or directly tried to
organize city employees themselves. And using data on the location
of private-sector CIO locals around 1940, we find that the presence
of a CIO local is strongly associated with a city having an employee
organization—both contemporaneously and 10 years later.

There is much that remains to be studied, and we hope that the
dataset we have assembledwill enable and inspiremore research on
the questions that arise from our findings here. For example, while
we have theorized a number of ways in which private- and public-
sector unions may have worked in concert and found evidence
consistent with that assertion, our data and design do not allow
us to determine whether there was a causal effect of unions in one
sector on the development of unions in another sector. Nor does
this article systematically investigate any particular mechanism by
which the overlap we find occurred. It is possible, for instance, that
some other characteristics of these cities made them more or less
conducive to union organizing in both the private and public sec-
tors. For instance, perhaps cities with larger immigrant populations
fromEuropean nations with powerful labormovements weremore
likely to see organizations develop in the public and private sec-
tor alike. Alternatively, it is possible that urban political machines
(which governed many of the cities that were home to large immi-
grant populations) supplanted or suppressed labor organization in
both sectors.

We also think there is much to be learned from more exten-
sive research on where, why, and when city employee organiza-
tions formed, such as whether the racial, ethnic, and/or gender

131Newman and Skocpol 2024.
132For example,Moe 2006, 1–29;DiSalvo 2015;VladimirKogan andMichael T.Hartney,

“The Politics of Teachers’ Union Endorsements,” American Journal of Political Science
(2024).

composition of the city workforce played a role. Today, Black
workers are employed in the public sector at a higher rate than
white workers.133 Moreover, the public-sector labor activism of
the 1960s was clearly intertwined with the civil rights move-
ment; notably, Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in 1968 in
Memphis, where he had travelled to support an ongoing, tumul-
tuous AFSCME strike. Our dataset does not contain information
about the demographic composition of these early public organi-
zations, and so we cannot use it to investigate the extent to which
early city employee unions included racial or ethnic minorities or
women. In the online appendix, however, when we account for
the share of city residents who were Black or immigrants, we do
not find significant associations with the presence of early city
employee organizations (in the regressions with regional or state
fixed effects). Future scholarship should explore this more fully,
by developing theory about how race, ethnicity, and gender might
have affected early public-sector union formation, as well as by
identifying new sources of data on the demographic composition
of these unions.

Our findings also raise interesting questions about how vary-
ing economic and political conditions might have affected public
employee organizing, both over time and across space. It is broadly
understood that the labor market context affects the bargaining
power of workers and that private-sector union militancy has
tended to wax and wane with the tightness of labor markets. Labor
history also suggests that organizing momentum can be encour-
aged or dampened by political factors: the 1920s, for example, was
a relatively quiet decade for labor activism and also a period of
pro-business government at the national level, whereas organizing
surged during the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt.134 Given
the patternswe reveal in Figures 1 and 2, the timing of public-sector
organizing may have been affected by similar factors.

We show here that there was a correlation between public-
and private-sector organizing, but a number of questions fol-
low. Were public-sector unions more likely to form in places and
times of high demand for government workers? How was public
employee organizing affected by the extent to which those work-
ers had alternative employment opportunities, or the extent to
which therewere alternatives to government provision of a service?
And was public employee organizing more likely under labor-
friendlymayors, city councils, and school boards?These are impor-
tant questions that we hope will inspire further local-level data
collection.

In addition, future research should investigate the consequences
of employee organizations including whether and how public-
sector unions contributed to local culture, as Newman and Skocpol
have shown for private-sector unions.135 There is also much to be
learned from more extensive research on how they engaged in
local politics, such as in elections, and what effects they had on
policy, including employment, compensation, and the structure
and operation of municipal police and fire departments. Future
research should also go beyond the existing case studies to inves-
tigate whether these organizations influenced state public-sector
labor laws of the 1960s–1980s.

133Jennifer Laird, “Public Sector Employment Inequality in the United States and the
Great Recession,”Demography 54 (2017): 391–411; Vladimir Kogan,No Adult Left Behind:
How Politics Hijacks Education Policy and Hurts Kids (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2025).

134See, e.g., Melvyn Dubofsky and Joseph A. McCartin, Labor in America: A History,
Ninth Edition (West Sussex, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2017).

135Newman and Skocpol 2024.
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Even while our article raises as many (or more) questions
as it answers, our contribution here is substantial. The build-
ing of the American labor movement was not as disjointed as is
often claimed. When they were left out of the landmark legisla-
tion that spurred widespread unionization in the private sector,
many government employees—most of whom worked in local
governments—organized anyway. Their widespread organization
by the 1950s, as America was urbanizing and city governments
were growing, raises many questions about the ways that ordi-
nary city workers may have profoundly affected the development
of American politics and government. Furthermore, these effects

may not have stopped at city boundaries. During this era of state
building and nationalization, by which people usually mean the
spread of political forces from the top (federal) down (to state
and local), our findings hint at the possibility that much of what
we understand about national American politics actually started
with politics in hundreds of local governments—and changed the
course of history by spreading upward to state governments, to
national effect.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can
be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X25100217.
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