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Dear Reader,

“We are a democracy, we operate by majority rule. 
Therefore we can force you to give us your money.”  
Such is the message from unions justifying forced dues  
and opposing laws that protect worker freedom.

But it is liberty, not democracy that is the highest form  
of society.

Make no mistake: democracies, direct or representational, 
are better than any other form of government. They are 
only good, however, to the extent in which they protect the 
liberty that individuals enjoy by right.

Opponents of right-to-work laws often justify forcing 
workers to financially support unions because, theoretically, 
members at one time voted to force everyone in the group 
to pay.

But joining or being associated with a union is not  
voluntary or a matter of choice. In most cases, it is a 
condition of employment.

Workers do not take a job at Ford because they want to 
join the UAW. They join the UAW because they took a job 
at Ford.

The defense that “unions are like a democratic government” 
fails on many fronts.

The first – and most glaring – inaccurate parallel is that the 
United States is a republic, not a democracy. 

Furthermore, we are not just a republic that elects 
representatives to make our laws; we are a constitutional 
republic in which certain rights of the individual are 
protected against laws made by the “majority.”
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Pure majority rule in our country has its necessary limits.

The Founding Fathers correctly worried about tyranny 
of the majority and created several protections against 
it. James Madison warned against taking liberty out of 
a democracy. In the Federalist Papers No. 10 he wrote, 
“Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without 
which it instantly expires.”

That is where defenders of forced unionism fail. When 
liberty is taken out of democracy and the majority is 
given the ability to steal from the minority, that form of 
government or representation has failed. 

Even if the majority of a small community in the United 
States with a town hall style democracy or a state with 
voter initiatives and referendum voted for a law that 
banned people from going to church, it would not stand 
because of the First Amendment to the Bill of Rights in 
the United States Constitution.

It would not matter if a majority of the voters supported 
the law, because majority rule would not be allowed 
to infringe on the rights and liberties of the minority 
protected by our Constitution.

Purveyors of this argument must be reminded: When 
there is a conflict between liberty and democracy, we 
must always err on the side of liberty.

Yours in Liberty,

F. Vincent Vernuccio, director of labor policy at the 
Mackinac Center for Public Policy
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Right-to-work is about a worker’s right to choose.
Take the teacher who feels the money she is forced to 
pay her union would be better spent on supplies for her 
classroom. Take the electrician whose beliefs differ from the 
very policies his or her union is supporting.

Right-to-work legislation protects them. How does it do this? 
It takes away a union’s ability to get those workers fired if 
they choose not to pay union dues, fees or other costs.

Forced unionism states are losing population, revenue 
and growth because in those states, unions are protected 
from having to prove their value to workers. In right-to-work 
states, unionism doesn’t disappear – it’s stronger because 
it’s voluntary.

What exactly is a right-to-work law?
“Right-to-Work” is a state law that prohibits employers and 
unions from requiring an employee to pay dues or fees to a 
union in order to keep his or her job. 

Does right-to-work ban unions or  
collective bargaining?
No, right-to-work simply means a union cannot get a worker 
fired for not paying them. Unions and workers can still 
collectively bargain over any other topic in a right-to-work 
state as they can in a non-right-to-work state.

When did right-to-work go into effect  
for Michigan workers?
Right-to-work went into effect March 28, 2013. Every new 
contract or contract that is modified or extended after 
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that date cannot require a worker to pay a union as a 
condition of employment. This requirement is called a 
union “security clause.” 

What is a “free rider?”
A so-called “free rider” is a derogatory term used to 
describe a person who is covered by a union contract, 
whether they want to be or not, but does not pay dues or 
fees to the union.

The problem is that a worker in a unionized shop does 
not have the ability to opt out of the union contract, even 
if they want to. According to federal and state law, when 
a union chooses to organize a workplace they agree 
to represent all workers. This gives unions a stronger 
voice at the bargaining table. Workers who would like to 
represent themselves or negotiate their own contract are 
unable to do so, in effect making them “forced riders.”

Can the job differences between  
right-to-work states and non-right-to-work 
states be explained by geography?
No, economist Thomas Holmes examined border 
counties in right-to-work and non-right-to-work states. He 
found that when crossing into the “right-to-work” county, 
“manufacturing’s share of total employment increased 
by about one-third when one crosses the border.” 

Are right-to-work laws “anti-union”?
No. Even with right-to-work laws, unions can 
collectively bargain for all employees and therefore 
enjoy the very same leverage they have in non-right-
to-work states. They can still bargain over wages, 
benefits and working conditions. The only difference 
between collective bargaining in right-to-work states 
and non-right-to-work states is that a union cannot get 
a worker fired who refuses to financially support them.
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Do right-to-work states have more personal 
income growth?

Yes. According to a recent Mackinac Center study by  
Dr. Michael Hicks and Michael D. LaFaive, right-to-work 
states increased average real personal income growth by  
0.8 percentage points. It sounds small but, if a state would 
have had a 2 percent growth rate, right-to-work could boost it 
to 2.8 percent, which amounts to a 40 percent higher rate of 
growth with the law.

Do right-to-work laws create jobs?

Research suggests that right-to-work laws help create a 
more attractive environment for job growth. For decades, 
unemployment rates have been consistently lower in 
right-to-work states. Unemployment rates only tell half the 
story, however; unemployment figures do not always reflect 
workers who have given up finding a job or who have moved 
to another state to find work. In terms of job creation, 
however, right-to-work states have a distinct advantage  
over non-right-to-work states. Between 2001 and 2011, 
right-to-work states added 1.7 million jobs while forced-
unionization states lost 2.1 million jobs. 
 
Will unions have what they need to  
be effective?

If a union represents employees well and acts reasonably 
on other matters, there is no reason to believe that the 
workers it represents would refuse to support it, especially 
in a state like Michigan with a long tradition of union 
support. The Union Membership and Coverage Database 
indicates that at least 75 percent of workers who are 
covered by a union contract voluntarily join and pay dues.
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Does right-to-work weaken unions?

No, right-to-work can make unions stronger. In non-right-
to-work states, unions can take their members’ dues for 
granted and do not need to be as responsive because 
workers are forced to pay them. If unions want to keep 
members in right-to-work states, they need to prove their 
worth to members above political or bureaucratic interests. 
As in other businesses, competition will make unions as a 
whole more responsive and stronger.

Further, in 2012 union membership in non-right-to-work 
states fell by 390,000. In contrast, union membership in 
right-to-work states grew by 39,000 (not including Indiana 
or Michigan). Right-to-work means that unions can’t 
require an employee be fired for declining to pay union 
dues or agency fees, while maintaining a union’s ability to 
collectively bargain.
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•	 Workers in right-to-work states make more. When 
adjusting for cost-of-living, workers in right-to-work states 
have 4.1 percent higher per-capita personal incomes than 
workers in non-right-to-work states.

•	 Right-to-work makes unions stronger. In 2012, union 
membership in non-right-to-work states fell by 396,000. In 
contrast, union membership in right-to-work states grew 
by 39,000, excluding Indiana and Michigan.

•	 Right-to-work offers in-state opportunities for young 
workers. Between 2000 and 2011, right-to-work states 
have seen an increase of 11.3 percent in the number of 
residents between the ages of 25-34, according to the 
Census Bureau. Non-right-to-work states, over that same 
period of time, have seen an increase of only 0.6 percent.

•	 Right-to-work means lower unemployment. It’s easier to 
find a job in a right-to-work state — the unemployment rate 
is a full percentage point lower than in forced-unionization 
states, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Between 
2001 and 2011, right-to-work states added 1.7 million jobs 
while forced-unionism states lost 2.1 million jobs. 
 
Further, the vast majority of jobs created since the Great 
Recession ended have been in states with a right-to-work 
law. Since June 2009, household employment growth in 
right-to-work states was two and a half times as much as 
non-right-to-work states.

•	 In December 2012, unemployment in right-to-work  
states was 7.1 percent, compared to 8.1 percent in non-
right-to-work states. Nationally, the unemployment figure 
is 7.8 percent.
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Fast Facts What to do next
The first step in exercising your right-to-work rights is 
understanding what they are. To that effect, the  
Mackinac Center has dedicated a website to answering any 
and all questions about this important legal development. 
For readers currently represented by a union who would 
like to exercise their rights, go to the questionnaire on 
our right-to-work website (www.miworkerfreedom.org)! 
This questionnaire, developed by the Mackinac Center for 
Public Policy, will allow individuals covered under the law to 
generate an appropriate letter to send to their union officials 
– the first step toward opting-out.



If envelope is missing,  
call 989-631-0900,  

visit mackinac.org/give or  
write mcpp@mackinac.org  

to help support 
 the Mackinac Center’s effort to 
increase workplace freedom. 
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Join the conversation!

Visit, listen in, sign on, share your 
story and become a part of the 
Mackinac Center community:  
We’re advancing liberty and 
opportunity for all people.

 @MackinacCenter

  Facebook.com/MackinacCenter

 Search our Pinterest for an inspirational quote,  
book or screensaver! 

 Sign up for Mackinac Center email publications, 
tailored to your interests and desired frequency.  
Your inbox will thank you.

  Watch Mackinac Center news stories unfold  
on our YouTube channel. 

  
Good ol’ regular mail. Send us an email to  

info@mackinac.org  (give us your mailing address) or  
call us at 989-631-0900 and we’ll make sure we drop  
a few things in the mail to you.  Say “hi” to the mailman  
for us!

140 West Main Street   P.O. Box 568   
Midland, Michigan 48640
989-631-0900   Fax 989-631-0964
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