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the creation of new personnel rules than the administra-
tion had initially planned.63

Legislation like Taft-Hartley and actions by some gov-
ernment officials has limited the power of unions. A further 
concern to union supporters is that union membership has 
been declining continually (see Figure 18.3), and the ability 
of unions to gain more at the bargaining table in terms of 
wages and benefits has waned.64 There are several explana-
tions for these occurrences, including a decrease in jobs in 
heavily unionized industries, an inability to aggressively 
push unionization in developing industries, and employers 
who are increasingly antiunion.65 The situation has led some 
labor scholars to write that “U.S. unions are in a crisis.”66 
Still, unions continue to give large campaign contributions 
to candidates, mostly to Democrats (between 1989 and 
March 2014, the most generous union, the American Fed-
eration of State, County and Municipal Employees, gave 
more than $61 million to federal candidates, 80 percent of 
which went to Democrats),67 and members regularly show 
up at the polls to support pro-union candidates.68

In recent years, unions found it difficult to win congres-
sional backing of their highest priority—the Employee 
Free Choice Act, also known as “card check.” It would 
let workers choose whether to unionize through secret 
ballot votes or card checks in which workers obtain union 
recognition as soon as a majority of employees at a work-
place sign union cards. Current law permits management 
to insist on a secret ballot, which often lets companies 
campaign for a month or more against unionization. Most 
Republicans and many moderate Democrats opposed the 
measure, contending that people could be pressured into 
signing through intimidation, thus making it an inaccurate 
way to gauge employee support for unionization.69

Regulating Trade

People usually think of trade policy as more of a foreign 
policy than an economic policy. That is because trade 
policy requires the United States to work and negotiate 
with other countries. We explore trade policy further in 
Chapter 19, but a few words must be said here as well 
because trade policy has a clear impact on the health of the 
U.S. economy.

In general, trade policy is driven by one of two stances: 
protectionism or free trade. Protectionism is the view 
that laws should limit the sale of foreign imports in order 
to protect producers at home. A reliance on imported 
goods, such as televisions or cars, costs U.S. businesses 
money and American citizens jobs. Largely because of a 
poorly performing economy during the early 1990s, the 
group Crafted With Pride in USA Council, Inc., waged 
a “Buy American” campaign that encouraged Americans 
to purchase goods made at home—including textiles and 
automobiles—instead of buying products from foreign 
competitors, such as Japan. Between 1984 and 1992 
the organization spent more than $80 million trying to 
persuade Americans to buy U.S.-made apparel and other 
goods.70 It tried to link plant closings and job losses to the 
increase in goods imported from other countries and also 
attempted to increase consumer confidence in American-
made products. It wasn’t just private organizations that 
were concerned with the importation of goods from other 
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Figure 18.3  Percentage of Employed Workers Who Are Union Members, 1973–2013

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Union Members—2013,” http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf.

Note: Data not available for 1982.

protectionism the imposition of trade barriers, 
especially tariffs, to make trading conditions favorable 
to domestic producers


