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Last week, I had the privilege of speaking on a panel
for the Chicago Chapter of the Labor and
Employment Relations Association discussing how
collective bargaining and collaborative labor-
management relationships can strengthen
democratic institutions and advance workplace
equity. Unions have long been instrumental in
passing key legislation that shapes the American
workplace and workers’ rights as they exist today.
The FLSA, OSHA, and child labor laws are just a few
examples of legislation where unions played a
critical role. The panel, a mix of neutrals, academics,
and former NLRB Chair Lauren McFerran, engaged
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in a lively and spirited discussion. But it got me
thinking, are unions’ role in American politics a
thing of the past?

In 2024, the Teamsters declined to endorse a
candidate for President of the United States for the
first time since 1996. The union has endorsed the
Democrat in every presidential election since 2000,
including Trump’s opponents, Joe Biden in 2020
and Hillary Clinton in 2016. But, internal Teamsters
polling conducted in September 2024 found that the
vast majority of the rank-and-file union membership
preferred Trump over Harris, which may have
played a part in the Teamsters’ decision to refrain
from an endorsement.

And earlier this week, the national president of the
American Federation of Government Employees
called on Senate Democrats to end the government
shutdown by agreeing to pass a clean continuing
resolution to reopen the government. The AFGE
represents more than 800,000 workers in “nearly
every” federal government agency. The union has
filed numerous lawsuits against the administration
challenging President Trump’s Executive Orders,
RIF plans, and the closing of various government
agencies. So, while unions may not be the political
powerhouse they once were, it appears that they will
continue to play a role in American politics for the
foreseeable future.

“Reopen the government immediately
under a clean continuing resolution that
allows continued debate on larger
issues,” wrote Everett Kelley, national
president of the American Federation of
Government Employees, the largest
federal employee union representing
820,000 federal and District of
Columbia government workers.
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