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PREVIEW
 Strike trends in the USA, 2005-2023

 Six reasons for strike surge:
1. Tight labor market
2. COVID’s effect on attitudes
3. Political support
4. New trade union leadership
5. Increased inflation
6. Strikes have been successful

 Implications
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Strikes in the United States of America, 
2005-2023
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The number 
of major work 
stoppages in 
2022 (i.e., 23) 
was NOT
substantially 
larger than in 
previous 
years.
So far in 2023 
there have 
been 24.
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2023* = 1.028m
The number of 
striking workers 
for 2023 so far is
substantially 
larger than in 
previous years, 
however.
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2023* = 15.6m
There also  
have been 
many more idle 
days in 2023 
due to strikes.
The last time 
this many 
hours were lost 
annually was 
1981.
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In summary:  This year, the number of 
major strikes is likely to be only slightly 
higher than in past years.

BUT strikes have been at bigger 
enterprises and have lasted longer.

They therefore have resulted in many 
more employees being involved and 
many more hours being lost.
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● In 2021, scholars at Cornell University started a “labor action tracker,” 
which collects data on all industrial actions by soliciting reports and 
scraping the web.
The difference between the two data sources is big for all three series, 
especially for “stoppages.”
https://www.ilr.cornell.edu/faculty-and-research/labor-action-tracker-2022

Stoppages Striking Workers Idle Days
Year BLS Cornell BLS Cornell BLS Cornell

2021 16 279 82,500 140,000 1.6m 3.3m
2022 23 424 126,500 224,000 2.2m 4.4m

Aside:  Are BLS data representative?
Major strikes vs all industrial actions
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Why has there been a surge in 
industrial action in the United States? 
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A tight labor market is a 
necessary but NOT
sufficient causal 
variable.

There was NO sizeable 
increase in major 
strikes or idle days due 
to strikes when the 
labor market was tight 
in the early 2000s and 
in the years before 
COVID.

There was some 
increase in the number 
of striking workers 
before COVID.

1. Tight Labor Market
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2. Post-COVID Attitude Change
Quits: Non-farm Labor Force
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3. New Union Leadership

Shawn Fain, United Auto Workers

Fran Drescher, Screen Actors Guild

Sean O’Brien, International 
Brotherhood of Teamsters
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4. Political Change
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5. Increased Inflation
Post-COVID 
surge in 
inflation has 
been the 
trigger for the 
surge in 
strikes.
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6. Successful strikes lead to more
The strike wave is likely to 
continue even after 
inflation lessens, so long 
as the labor market remains 
strong.
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IMPLICATIONS
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Compensation
So far, real compensation 
has NOT surged. 
Why not?
Unionization rate in the 
private sector is only 6 
percent.
Too soon to assess size 
of any demonstration 
effect for other unions, or 
spillover into the non-
union plants and sectors.
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Will unionization spread?
Maybe, but 
since union 
organizing is 
so difficult in 
the United 
States, these 
strike victories 
alone are NOT
sufficient to 
trigger greater 
unionization. 

For example, almost two 
years after workers 
voted for union 
representation, there are 
still no collective 
agreements at Amazon 
or Starbucks because of 
employer resistance.  
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Thank you for 
your attention.

Questions?


