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Table 2 shows the years in which RTW laws were adopted in each state. Unless otherwise indicated, 

the data presented below compare economic performance in states with RTW laws with performance 

in states without RTW laws at a particular point in time. Thus, for example, Indiana, Michigan, and 

Wisconsin are counted as “non-RTW” states for comparison purposes because they did not have RTW 

laws in place for the period for which the data are reported.

 

Table 2. Years Right-to-Work Legislation Enacted

State Year Enacted

Arkansas 1944

Arizona 1946

Nebraska 1946

South Dakota 1946

Georgia 1947

Iowa 1947

North Carolina 1947

Tennessee 1947

Virginia 1947

North Dakota 1948

Nevada 1952

Alabama 1953

South Carolina 1954

Utah 1955

Kansas 1958

Mississippi 1960

Wyoming 1963

Florida 1968

Louisiana 1976

Idaho 1986

Texas 1993

Oklahoma 2001

Indiana 2012

Michigan 2012

Wisconsin 2015

Source: Johnny Xu, “The Effect of Adopting Right to Work Laws: A Paired State Approach,” MPA/

MPP Capstone Projects, 2014; 2015 Wisconsin Act 1, Wisconsin State Legislature (10 March 2015) 

(available at http://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2015/related/acts/1).

The sections that follow present data on various measures of economic and labor market performance 

associated with RTW laws, including employment and job creation, economic output, personal income, 

and union density. All of the data presented is consistent with the findings of the empirical literature cited 

above, lending further support to the evidence showing that RTW laws have an overall positive impact on 

economic performance.
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Employment and Job Creation
It has been widely noted that employment growth in RTW states has exceeded employment growth in 

non-RTW states by a wide and significant margin. This observation is broadly supported by the empirical 

studies summarized above, and is confirmed by recent performance. As shown in Figure 2, private sector 

employment grew by 17.4 percent in RTW states between 2001 and 2013, more than double the 8.2 

percent increase in non-RTW states. 

Figure 2. Private Sector Employment Growth (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] Data is for 

private non-farm employment. [3] RTW includes states that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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The academic literature also notes that the effects of RTW laws are most significant in heavily unionized 

industries such as manufacturing and construction. Figures 3 and 4 compare changes in employment in 

these industries in RTW and non-RTW states from 2001 through 2013.

Both figures show that manufacturing and construction employment has declined in the US during this 

period in both RTW and non-RTW states. However, the declines have been significantly smaller in RTW 

states. As shown in Figure 3, manufacturing employment declined by approximately 22 percent in RTW 

states compared with 26 percent in non-RTW states from 2001 to 2013. Figure 4 shows that construction 

jobs declined less than three percent in RTW states, compared to approximately eight percent in non-RTW 

states during the same period. 
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Figure 3. Change in Manufacturing Employment (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] RTW includes 

states that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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Figure 4. Change in Construction Employment Growth (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] RTW includes 

states that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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The data also show that RTW states have experienced lower unemployment than non-RTW states. As 

shown in Figure 5, RTW states have had lower average annual unemployment in every year from 2001 to 

2014. On average, the annual unemployment rate in RTW states was 0.5 percent lower than in non-RTW 

states. In concrete terms, if non-RTW states had had the same unemployment rate as RTW states in 2014, 

approximately 402,000 more people would have been employed. Again, these observations are in line 

with the academic literature.

Figure 5. Average Annual Unemployment (2001-2014)

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics. Notes: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] Data is seasonally 

adjusted. [3] States that passed RTW legislation during the time period, such as Indiana, which became a RTW state in 2012, 

are counted as non-RTW states before the passage of RTW laws and as RTW states after the passage of RTW laws.
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Growth in GDP and Personal Income
As noted above, the economic literature suggests that RTW laws have positive direct and indirect  

effects on economic output. The data presented below supports these findings, showing that RTW  

states have exhibited more rapid growth in GDP and manufacturing output than non-RTW states in  

recent years. Further, the data also show that higher growth in output has translated into higher growth 

in personal income.

Figure 6 compares growth in private sector GDP in RTW and non-RTW states from 2001 through 2013. 

As the figure shows, output has grown faster in RTW states, rising by more than 30 percent compared to 

20 percent in non-RTW states. 
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Figure 6. Change in Real Private Sector Output (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] RTW includes 

states that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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The gap between growth in output in RTW and non-RTW states is especially evident with respect 

to manufacturing. As seen in Figure 7, from 2001 through 2013, manufacturing GDP increased by 

approximately 35 percent in RTW states, compared to less than 20 percent in non-RTW states. 

Figure 7. Change in Real Manufacturing Output (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] RTW includes 

states that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.

19.5%

25.2%

35.4%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Non-RTW US RTW



14   www.nera.com

Figure 8 shows the top 10 states in terms of growth of real GDP per capita from 2001 to 2013. As the 

figure shows, four of the top five states are RTW states, and seven of the top 10 states are RTW states.

Figure 8. Change in Real Per Capita Output (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis.
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The data also demonstrate that the higher growth rates in RTW states translate into more rapid growth in 

personal income. Figure 9 compares the change in real personal income from 2001 to 2013 in RTW and 

non-RTW states. As the figure shows, personal income in RTW states rose by nearly twice as much as in 

non-RTW states over this period—27.7 percent vs. 15.3 percent.33

Figure 9. Change in Real Personal Income (2001-2013)

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis; Bureau of Labor Statistics. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and 

US Territories. [2] RTW includes states that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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Business Migration to Right-to-Work States
The economic literature suggests that businesses are more inclined to open plants in RTW states than 

in non-RTW states, ultimately resulting in increased employment. The evidence in this section provides 

further support for these findings.

First, Figure 10 compares growth in the number of firms in RTW states and non-RTW states from 2001 

to 2012 (the most recent data available); Figure 11 compares growth in the number of establishments 

during the same period. 34 The number of firms in RTW states increased by 5.6 percent during this period, 

compared to a decline of 0.8 percent in non-RTW states.

Figure 10. Change in Number of Firms (2001-2012)

Source: US Census Bureau. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] RTW includes states 

that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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The data on the number of business establishments shows a similar pattern. As shown in Figure 11, 

between 2001 and 2012, the number of establishments in RTW states increased by 9.2 percent, 

compared with just 2.1 percent in non-RTW states.
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Figure 11. Change in Number of Establishments (2001-2012) 

Source: US Census Bureau. Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia and US Territories. [2] RTW includes states 

that had RTW legislation enacted in or before 2001.
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These data are consistent with anecdotal information on business location decisions, such as 

Volkswagen’s decision to open a major new plant in Tennessee in 201135 and Boeing’s recent  

decision to locate a new assembly facility for its 787 Dreamliner airplane in South Carolina.36

Union Density
Private sector union density in the US has experienced a secular decline since peaking in the 1950s.37 

Data from the Current Population Survey38 tracks private sector union density from 1983 through 2014, 

showing that the proportion of private sector jobs accounted for by union members fell from over 16 

percent in 1983 to approximately seven percent in 2014. As shown in Figure 12, union density in RTW 

states has been lower than in non-RTW states throughout this period. As of 2014, approximately four 

percent of private sector employees in RTW states were members of unions, compared with nearly nine 

percent in non-RTW states. 
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Figure 12. Private Union Density (1983-2014)

Source: Current Population Survey (available at http://www.unionstats.com/). Note: [1] Data excludes the District of Columbia 

and US Territories. [2] States that passed RTW legislation during the time period, such as Texas, which became a RTW state in 

1993, are counted as non-RTW states before the passage of RTW laws and as RTW states after the passage of RTW laws.
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Figure 13 shows the effects of RTW laws on union density in two states, Texas and Oklahoma, which 

adopted RTW laws in 1993 and 2001, respectively. As the figures show, union density was declining in 

both states at the time RTW legislation was passed, but the declines accelerated significantly in the wake 

of passage. Texas saw union density decline almost twice as quickly compared to the five years before the 

passing of the legislation. Union density in Oklahoma declined by 34 percent during the years after the 

passage of RTW, compared to 27 percent in the five years before RTW.39 

Figure 13. Decline in Private Sector Union Density in Texas and Oklahoma
 (Five Years Before and After RTW)

Source: Current Population Survey (available at http://www.unionstats.com/). Note: Texas and Oklahoma became RTW 

states in 1993 and 2001, respectively.
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To be clear, the observations above do not in and of themselves demonstrate a causal relationship 

between state-level economic performance and RTW status. However, they are consistent with and 

support the findings in the existing economic literature, which suggest that RTW laws are beneficial to a 

state’s overall economy.

Conclusion

Economists have been studying the economic effects of RTW laws for more than four decades, and while 

it is inherently difficult to isolate the effects of a single policy on economic performance, the weight of 

the evidence strongly and increasingly suggests that RTW laws improve economic performance overall. 

The evidence on recent economic performance in RTW and non-RTW states presented in this study 

provides further support for this finding. Twenty-five states have already passed RTW laws, with the 

three most recent—Indiana, Michigan, and Wisconsin—citing the desire for increased performance as 

the impetus for doing so. The evidence reported here suggests that adoption of RTW laws would also 

enhance economic performance in other states, including Maine, Missouri, New Mexico, and West 

Virginia, where such laws have recently been considered.
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