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MONMOUTH COLLEGE 2012 MIDWEST MATTERS POLL 

“WORK, UNIONS AND CLOUT IN THE MIDWEST” 

 

By Robin A. Johnson, Dept. of Political Science 

Midwesterners support labor unions in general but are less sympathetic to public employee unions who 

they feel are better compensated than private sector workers and have too much influence over elected 

officials.  But Midwesterners oppose measures designed to rescind collective bargaining rights and enact 

right to work laws, two initiatives successfully advanced by Republican Governors in the Midwest that 

set off a firestorm of political rancor and sets the stage for the region to be the deciding battleground in 

the 2012 presidential election. 

These are among the major results of the second annual Monmouth College/Midwest Matters Initiative 

poll conducted May 29-31.  Random calls were made to 500 registered voters in Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, 

Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio and Wisconsin.  The survey has a margin of error of +/- 4.38%.   

It is ironic that the future of public employee unions and the entire labor movement is being decided in 

the region where they once set a standard for the nation.  Most Midwesterners seem to be conflicted 

about these issues and most haven’t formed firm opinions.  Other key results include: 

 Midwesterners think the nation and region are still headed in the wrong direction although 

there is some improvement from a year ago 

 Midwesterners mostly believe the economy in the region is the same although more believe 

economic conditions are improving than last year 

 Unemployment is still the leading issue of importance in the Midwest although opinions are 

divided on whether the economy will be able to produce good jobs for American workers 

 Opinions are mixed on whether people still believe in a distinctive Midwest work ethic 

 Most Midwesterners still believe people can succeed through hard work but most feel 

Americans are not as willing to do so 

 Midwesterners believe corporations have more political power than unions by a 2 to 1 

margin 

In a reflection of the political polarization in the nation, opinions on the survey questions were sharply 

divided by partisan affiliation.  Other variations in opinions on some of the questions were found by 

gender, income, education and age.   

The results are significant for both the future of work and the union movement coming 2012 

presidential election.  But the more important elections may be in 2014 when several Republican 

Governors who initiated anti-union legislation will be seeking reelection.  Both the 2012 and 2014 

elections will also involve battles for control of state legislatures where these debates over the role and 

influence of unions will be settled.  The Midwest will play a critical role in determining the outcome of 

the political and policy battles over the role of labor unions in society. 
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Direction of the U.S.: Still off-track by about a 2-to-1 margin, but better than a year ago 

By nearly a 2-to-1 margin, Midwesterners believe the United States is headed in the wrong direction 

(33.4% right track/58.8% wrong track).  Their feelings are similar to the nation as whole—the latest 

tracking poll from RealClearPolitics found 32.8% of Americans believe the nation is headed in the right 

direction, while 60.0% feel it is off track. Overall, Midwesterners are more positive about the direction 

of the nation than they were in a March 2011 Monmouth College poll, which found 20.0% of 

respondents believing the United States was on the right track and 69.2% seeing it as headed in the 

wrong direction. 

The slight improvement in outlook for the nation may be attributable to improved economic conditions 

in parts of the Midwest. For example, unemployment rates declined from a year ago in all 8 states and 

are under the national average in 6 of them. While Michigan’s rate is slightly above the national average, 

it has dropped the most of any Midwestern state from a year ago (10.3% to 8.3%). 

Partisan loyalties drive feelings about the direction of the United States, with strong Democrats the only 

subgroup of which a majority believes the nation is headed in the right direction (60.2% right 

track/28.5% wrong track). Among strong Republicans, 90.8% see the nation as off track and just 6.2% 

believe the nation is headed in the right direction. Political Independents are slightly more pessimistic 

about the direction of the nation than all Midwesterners (27.7% right track/61.4% wrong track). 

Incomes and educational levels also drive feelings about the direction of the nation. Respondents with 

college degrees are more likely to see the nation headed in the right direction than those without 

college degrees (41.6% vs. 26.5%). And, respondents with incomes of less than $30,000 are more 

pessimistic, with 28.9% saying the nation is headed in the wrong direction compared with 36.3% of 

those with incomes of between $30,000 and $75,000 and 37.1% of those with incomes of more than 

$75,000. 

Direction of the Midwest:  Better than a year ago and tracking views about the direction of the nation 

Midwesterners are also feeling better 

about the direction of the Heartland 

region compared to a year ago, with 

about one-third (32.8%) saying it is 

headed in the right direction and 52.0% 

saying it is headed in the wrong 

direction. The number of right-track 

respondents increased by 10 points 

from last year’s Monmouth College 

survey, while the number of wrong-

track respondents decreased from 

66.4% to 52.0%. Those undecided about the region’s direction increased from 10.4% to 15.0%, perhaps 

a reflection of continuing economic uncertainty related to a historically slow national economic 

recovery.   
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Opinions about the direction of the nation and Midwest track closely in both Monmouth College polls.  

Midwesterners may feel the direction of the nation depends on the strength of the Heartland.   

Results among subgroups are similar to the national direction question, with partisan Democrats, 

respondents with college degrees and those with incomes of greater than $30,000 more likely to view 

the Midwest as headed in the right direction than partisan Republicans, those without college degrees 

and respondents with incomes of less than $30,000.  Respondents with college degrees were nearly 

equal in their views on the direction of the Midwest (44.1% right track/46.6% wrong track). 

Senior citizens are also more likely to see the nation and the Midwest region headed in the right 

direction. This could reflect greater economic security for retirees versus those still in the workforce.  

Respondents age 50-64 were least optimistic about the directions of the nation and Midwest, possibly 

an indication of economic anxiety among those preparing for retirement or those out of work and 

without the skills to find suitable employment. 

Shape of the Midwest economy:  Still stagnant but the bleeding has stopped 

A slight plurality of Midwesterners now 

believes the economy in the region is getting 

better compared to a year ago, but most 

residents still feel conditions haven’t 

changed. By about a 5-point margin (28.8% 

better/23.6% worse), Midwesterners see 

improvement in economic conditions in the 

region while 42.8% feel they are the same.  

One year ago, more Midwesterners felt the 

economy was getting worse than getting 

better (21.8% better/31.6% worse). This 

could be a reflection of lower unemployment rates in the 8 states and improved conditions in the two 

backbones of the Midwest economy—agriculture and manufacturing. 

Opinions about the Midwest economy were again shaped by educational and income levels.  For 

example, 40.4% of respondents with college degrees believe the regional economy is improving, 

compared to 23.2% of those without college degrees. Similarly, 36.2% of Midwesterners with incomes of 

more than $75,000 are optimistic about the Midwest economy, versus 25.9% of those with incomes of 

less than $30,000. 

Attitudes about the Midwest economy also seem to be impacted by partisan affiliations. A majority of 

strong Democrats (55.3%) believe the regional economy is improving, while only 3.1% of strong 

Republicans feel the same way. Are partisans’ views affected by their opinions towards the national 

economy and President Obama’s stewardship? It would appear so, yet Republicans control 6 of the 8 

governorships in the region and have made economic growth and job creation key parts of their 

agendas. This finding seems to confirm the harsh partisan divide in the United States that colors the 

opinions of voters. 
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Key issue: Jobs, jobs, jobs 

The key economic issue facing the region, according to poll respondents, remains unemployment, with 

poll results having barely budged from a year ago.  Most respondents (34.8%) say unemployment is the 

most important issue—about the same as the 2011 Monmouth College poll (36.6%).  The federal budget 

deficit was rated the top issue by 11.4% of Midwesterners—also about the same as a year ago (12.0%).  

Concern about the cost of health care rose slightly from 8.6% of respondents last year to 9.6% in 2012.  

Last year, gas and energy costs were cited third among economic issues important to Midwesterners at 

11.6%, but that percentage declined to 7.4% this year, likely due to lower gasoline and natural gas 

prices.   

Some variations in opinion can be found among subgroup categories. Not surprisingly, strong Democrats 

more often cite the cost of health care as the most important economic issue, while strong Republicans 

are more likely to say the federal budget deficit is most important.  

Mixed opinions on whether a Midwest work ethic exists  

From the original Puritan settlements across the 

northern sections of the upper Midwest to the 

farms and factories of the 20th century, the 

Midwest region has always been associated 

with a strong work ethic. That deep-rooted 

reputation compared favorably against those of 

other regions of the nation and formed the core 

of a regional narrative that still exists. 

Yet Midwesterners are mixed on whether they 

buy into the idea of a unique Midwest work ethic, with 45.0% believing in a distinctly Midwest work 

ethic that distinguishes the region from others and 39.8% saying they don’t believe in it. Perhaps the 

homogenization of society through the influences of mass marketing and communications has blurred 

any differences that people see in regional work ethics. The increasingly transient nature of society, in 

which Americans move more often to follow jobs, could cause people to see no differences in work 

habits in different sections of the country. Respondents originally from a state outside the Midwest may 

not see a distinction in work ethics. Or, the loss of jobs due to globalization and outsourcing to other 

regions could have soured Midwest residents on the work ethic ideal.   

Some interesting variations were found among the various subgroups. For example, strong Republicans 

are the group having the highest level of agreement about the Midwest work ethic at 60.0%. Political 

Independents are among the groups in which a plurality disagreed with the concept (36.6% agree/46.5% 

disagree). Respondents from union households were more likely to state a belief in the Midwest work 

ethic (52.5%) than were those from non-union households (41.0%).   

Attitudes about this question were also divided by income and age. Those respondents reporting 

incomes of less than $30,000 had the lowest level of agreement about the Midwest work ethic (34.8%), 

Yes 
45% 

No 
39.8% 

Undecided 
14.4% 

Do you believe in a Midwest work ethic? 
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while those making more than $30,000 were more likely to agree (54.4% of those making between 

$30,000 and $75,000 and 50.5% of those making more than $75,000). Those making higher incomes 

likely attribute their successes to hard work and those at the lower income level may believe their hard 

work isn’t paying off. The youngest and older cohorts in the survey (18-35 years and 65 plus) were less 

likely to believe in the Midwest work ethic than those age 35-49 and those 50-64. While one can 

postulate that young Midwesterners may simply be unfamiliar with the Midwest work ethic narrative, it 

is less easy to understand why senior citizens from the region also tend not to agree that such an ethic 

exists.  

Analysis of this question is challenging because it has never been asked before in a survey of this type, 

and there are thus are no statistics for comparison.  But the number of respondents believing in a 

Midwest work ethic seems lower than what would be expected. Some clues can be gained by examining 

other questions in the survey related to this topic, especially when a definition is provided regarding a 

work ethic. 

Hard work is still a key to success 

When a traditional work ethic is spelled out 

in a survey question, more respondents 

agree with its relationship to success than 

those who disagree. Most Midwesterners 

(55.6%) still believe they can get ahead if 

they are willing to work hard, while 36.2% 

assert that hard work and determination are 

no guarantee of success. These results are 

similar to a February 2011 national poll 

conducted by the Washington Post, Kaiser 

Family Foundation and Harvard University that found 59% of respondents believing people can get 

ahead through hard work and 39% believing hard work and determination are no guarantees of success. 

The comparative results demonstrate that while most people nationally and in the Midwest believe in 

the benefits of hard work, fewer than one-half of Midwesterners see this quality as unique to their 

region. 

All subgroups were in agreement on this question. The subgroup most in agreement about hard work 

and success is strong Republicans (70.8%). Some variation was found among age groups, with senior 

citizens more likely to express agreement on the relationship of hard work to success (61.0%) and 

respondents age 35-49 being least likely among all age groups to agree (50.0%). 

Among respondents who believe in a distinctively Midwest work ethic, 61.8% agree that hard work is 

related to success, compared with 49.2% of those who don’t believe in a uniquely Midwest work ethic.  

This finding appears to reinforce the notion that Midwesterners believe in a work ethic without seeing it 

as a uniquely Midwestern quality. 
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Americans are not as willing to work hard to get ahead 

More Midwesterners believe that Americans 

are not as willing to work hard to get ahead 

today than they were in past (48.0%) than 

those who believe Americans are willing to 

work hard to get ahead (42.4%). A similar 

question was asked by Newsweek in a 1999 

national poll, but those results are dated. It’s 

interesting to note that a large majority felt 

that Americans were not as willing to work 

hard to get ahead during good economic 

conditions of the late 1990s (28% willing to 

work hard versus 67% not as willing to work hard).   

Differences were found in the Midwest poll question by education, age, partisanship, income and 

gender: 

 A plurality of respondents with college degrees believes hard work will get people ahead 

(48.4% vs. 44.7%), while more of those without college degrees feel Americans are not 

willing to work hard to get ahead (39.5% to 49.4%); 

 Roughly 45% of respondents over the age of 50 still believe Americans are willing to work 

hard which is about 5 points higher than respondents under 50; 

 Strong Democrats are the subgroup most likely to say Americans are still willing to work 

hard (60.2%) while strong Republicans are the subgroup most likely to say Americans are 

not as willing to work hard (60.0%); political Independents are second most likely among all 

subgroups to say Americans are not as willing to work hard (55.4%); 

 A plurality of respondents making less  than $30,000 says Americans are willing to work hard 

but a plurality of those making more than $30,000 feels Americans are not willing to work as 

hard; 

 A slight plurality of men in the Midwest thinks Americans are still willing to work hard to get 

ahead (47.1% to 45.0%) but more women think Americans are not willing to work hard 

(38.1% to 50.8%).  

Among respondents who think Americans are not as willing to work hard to get ahead as they used to 

be, 61.3% believe it is still possible to succeed if people are willing to work hard versus 30.4% who 

believe hard work is no guarantee of success—a roughly 31-point spread. Among respondents who feel 

Americans are willing to work hard, there is just a 6-point spread, with 49.1% saying individuals can 

succeed through hard work versus 43.9% who say hard work is no guarantee of success.   

It seems as if Midwesterners still believe in the spirit of an American work ethic, but one which is not 

necessarily unique to the Midwest. However, they feel that most Americans aren’t willing to buy into it. 
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Mixed opinions on the future availability of good jobs 

Midwesterners are nearly evenly 

divided on the question of whether 

good jobs will be available in the future. 

Overall, 42.0% of respondents said 

America’s best days are behind it when 

it comes to the availability of good jobs 

for workers and 43.0% said the best 

times are yet to come. Midwest opinion 

is slightly more optimistic than national 

opinion. A 2011 Washington 

Post/Kaiser Family Foundation/ Harvard 

University poll found the same number of Americans nationwide feel America’s best days for good jobs 

lie ahead, but 50.0% said our best days are behind us. 

Political partisanship is again the leading factor that defines differences in opinions on this question.  

Strong Democrats are the most optimistic about the availability of good jobs for American workers in 

the future (54.5%) while strong Republicans are the third most likely subgroup to feel America’s best 

days for having good jobs are behind it (49.2%). Another striking difference on this question is by the 

age of respondents: older Midwesterners (greater than 50 years of age) are more optimistic about 

future job prospects than those under 50. In fact, respondents ages 35-49 are the most pessimistic 

about future job prospects (50.7%), while respondents 65 years and older are the second most 

optimistic subgroup (53.0%). Women are slightly more optimistic about the future than are men and 

college degree holders are more optimistic than those without college degrees. 

Opinions about the availability of good jobs in the future appear to be related to feelings about the 

relationship between hard work and success. Among those who believe Americans are not as willing to 

work hard to get ahead, 52.9% feel America’s best years are behind it when it comes to good jobs while 

52.8% of those saying Americans will work hard to achieve success feel the future is bright for job 

prospects. A good portion of pessimism driving opinions about jobs seems closely related to the belief 

that the American work ethic has declined. Most Midwesterners still believe Americans can succeed 

through hard work but they are divided on whether people are willing to do so. 

Unions are still necessary to protect American workers 

The Midwest will not only be the decisive battleground for the presidency in 2012 but it is also the 

location of an ongoing struggle over the role of unions in the future workforce. Since the Republicans 

gained control of four governorships and both houses of the legislature in four states in 2010 (Indiana, 

Michigan, Ohio and Wisconsin), the battle over unions attracted nationwide attention and resulted in 

significant policy changes: 

 Wisconsin passed legislation limiting the collective bargaining rights of most public 

employees, which led to recall elections that retained Governor Scott Walker after a bitter 
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and expensive campaign and flipped control of the State Senate to Democrats, pending a 

potential recount. 

 Ohio passed a law with similar language to Wisconsin’s collective bargaining measure which 

was subsequently defeated in a statewide referendum by a wide margin. 

 Indiana abolished collective bargaining for public employees and enacted a right-to-work 

law which prohibits union membership and dues paying as a condition of employment. 

 All states are considering measures to reduce public employee benefits to address 

continuing financial difficulties. 

It is a critical time for unions, which represent just 6.9% of the private sector workforce and 37.0% of the 

public sector workforce. In today’s world of instant communications, constant competitive pressures 

and new technology and innovations that change the nature of work, some question whether unions are 

still relevant or important to the modern worker. 

According to Midwesterners (by a 

margin of 53.2% to 35.6%), unions are 

still necessary to protect workers. The 

percentage of those saying unions are 

still necessary is lower than a nationwide 

NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll 

conducted last year which asked the 

same question (60%). It could indicate a 

slight opinion shift in the Midwest after 

recent battles over the role of unions in 

many states. The number of those who feel unions are unnecessary was similar in both surveys. 

Not surprisingly, views toward unions are strongly influenced by partisan affiliation, with 78.9% of 

strong Democrats asserting that unions are necessary and 60.0% of strong Republicans believing they 

are not necessary. Both of these figures are the highest among all subgroups. Opinions are more 

uniform among strong Democrats: nearly one in four strong Republicans (23.1%) believes that unions 

are still necessary and 16.3% of strong Democrats feel they are unnecessary. Independents believe 

unions are still necessary by a margin of 57.4% to 33.7%. 

Interestingly, while more than two-thirds of union households in the Midwest (67.6%) think unions are 

necessary, one in four union households (25.1%) think they aren’t needed these days.  A plurality of 

non-union households thinks that unions are necessary (44.2% necessary to 42.3% not necessary) 

indicating perhaps efforts to improve working conditions, pay and benefits among union workers may 

benefit all employees. 

The other important variation on this question is found by age, with the oldest and youngest subgroups 

more likely to say unions are necessary (59.0% and 58.3% respectively), compared with the age 35-49 

cohort, in which only a bare plurality said unions are necessary (45.0% to 44.3%).  
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Midwesterners views public employee unions less favorably than private sector unions… 

The recent pressures to reduce public 

employee benefits as governments 

tighten budgets in response to financial 

difficulties may have negatively impacted 

Midwestern opinions toward public 

employee unions.  While Midwesterners 

view private sector unions favorably by a 

margin of 48.8% to 30.0%, they view 

public sector unions slightly unfavorably 

(38.8% unfavorable to 37.6% favorable).  

A national Pew Research Center poll in 

July 2011 found similar attitudes toward 

public and private unions—48% favorable 

and 40% unfavorable for public sector unions and 48% favorable and 37% unfavorable for private sector 

unions. 

Most of the differences in favorable opinions about public and private sector unions are among those 

with less hardened views. For example, the number of those with very favorable opinions toward public 

and private sector unions was nearly identical (18.0% very favorable for private sector unions and 17.4% 

very favorable for public sector unions). The major difference is found among those who view unions 

mostly favorably (28.8% for private sector unions and 20.2% for public sector unions).   

However, the difference in unfavorable opinions between public and private sector unions came from 

an increase among those who view unions very unfavorably (12.0% very unfavorable to private sector 

unions and 18.2% very unfavorable to public sector unions).   

Overall, there was about a 9% difference of opinions toward public- and private-sector unions.  Beyond 

the obvious partisan differences, the spread was larger among several subgroups including those 65 and 

older (19.0% less favorable to public sector unions than private sector unions) and those with college 

degrees (13.1% lower).  Union households also had a lower opinion of public sector unions than private 

sector unions (9.4% lower).  Most, if not all, of the decline is among those mostly favorable to the two 

types of unions. 

…but strong majorities still support collective bargaining rights (although support for public employee 

bargaining rights is nearly 20% less) 

Unions enjoy their largest measure of public support in the Midwest regarding the issue of collective 

bargaining rights. By a more than 10-to-1 margin (85.0% to 8.0%), Midwesterners believe that workers 

should have a right to form unions to negotiate with employers on working conditions, pay, benefits and 

pensions.  This level of support is similar to national opinion found in an ABC News/Washington Post poll 

from July 2011 (81% support/18% oppose).   
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However, Midwest opinion is less 

favorable towards collective 

bargaining rights for public 

employees although they are still 

favored by nearly two-thirds of the 

respondents (66.2% to 24.2%). 

Nationally, according to the ABC 

News/Washington Post poll, support 

for collective bargaining was about 

the same (67%) as in the Midwest but 

opposition was higher (32%). A 

majority of all subgroups in the 

Midwest supports collective bargaining for public employees except Republicans, where a slight plurality 

is in favor. 

Support for the right to form public employee unions declined in all subgroups compared with the level 

of support for the right to create private sector unions. The level of support among strong Republicans 

dropped the most among the subgroups (-32.3%). In addition to strong Republicans, support declined by 

more than 20 points among men (-22.9%), respondents 65 years and older (-22.0%) and those with 

college degrees (-20.5%).  The decline in support for the right to form public versus private unions also 

fell by 17.8% in union households. 

Support for the right to form public-sector unions was highest among strong Democrats (87.0%), union 

households (74.9%) and respondents age 18-34 (70.4%). 

Midwesterners think public employees receive better compensation than comparable private sector 

employees by more than a 3 to 1 margin 

 While there is considerable debate and 

conflicting evidence on the competing levels 

of comparable public and private sector 

compensation, Midwest public opinion is 

firm in the belief that public employees 

receive better compensation than private 

sector employees. By more than a 3-to-1 

margin (43.2% to 13.4%), Midwesterners 

feel public employees are better 

compensated, while 28.6% feel their 

compensation levels are the same. 

These results are close to opinions nationally. In a Bloomberg National poll conducted in March 2011, 

43% of respondents believe public employee compensation is greater than that of the private sector, 

21% think it is worse than comparable private sector employees and 27% think it is about the same. 
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A plurality of all subgroups in the survey feels public employee compensation is better than private 

employee compensation. Among the subgroups most likely to think public employee compensation is 

higher are strong Republicans (56.9%), respondents with incomes of more than $75,000 (49.5%) and 

respondents age 50-64 (48.3%).   

The belief that public employees are compensated better than workers in the private sector accounts 

for some of the disparity in feelings about public and private employees. For example, those who feel 

public employees have better compensation have a more unfavorable view of public employee unions 

than private sector unions (54.2% unfavorable public sector versus 37.9% unfavorable private sector).  

They are also more likely to view public employee unions very unfavorably (28.7% very unfavorable 

public sector versus 17.1% very unfavorable private sector). There is a 30-point gap in their opinions 

regarding the right to form public and private sector unions (83.3% support the right to form unions to 

represent private sector employees versus 53.2% who support the right to form public employee 

unions).   

Midwesterners are concerned about public employee influence over elected officials  

Another reason for reduced levels of 

support for public employee unions is the 

concern that they have too much 

influence over politicians who must 

negotiate with them. By about a 2-to-1 

margin, Midwesterners express concerns 

about too much public employee 

influence (63.0% concerned versus 31.6% 

not concerned). Nearly one-third of 

Midwesterners are very concerned about 

public employee influence compared with 

17.2% who are not at all concerned. 

The only subgroup where at least a plurality was not concerned about public employee influence is 

strong Democrats. Concern about too much public employee influence is greatest among strong 

Republicans (83.0%) and households making between $30,000 and $75,000 (68.2%), while concern is 

least among strong Democrats (48.8%), respondents with college degrees (42.3%) and households with 

incomes of greater than $75,000 (41.9%). 

The concern over too much public employee influence is related to the belief that public employees are 

compensated better than private sector employees. Among Midwesterners who feel public employees 

are compensated better, 73.1% are concerned about too much public employee influence and 42.1% of 

them are very concerned. It seems clear from the survey findings that there is a link between concerns 

about too much public employee influence in government and higher comparable compensation for 

public employees compared with public sector employees leading to more unfavorable views toward 
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public employee unions and their right to represent public employees. Respondents who espouse these 

views also tend to have a more unfavorable view of unions in general. 

Yet, Midwesterners oppose legislation to reduce the collective bargaining rights of public employees 

 In spite of their concerns about too much 

public employee influence and higher pay, 

Midwesterners oppose attempts to rescind 

collective bargaining rights and reduce the 

pay of unionized state and local employees 

(30.2% favor and 52.8% oppose). Support 

for these measures is lower in the Midwest 

than nationwide. An April 2011 NBC 

News/Wall Street Journal poll reported 

40% of Americans supported this type of 

legislation while 54% opposed. 

Collective bargaining rights were reduced for public employees in Wisconsin, Indiana and, for some 

public employees, Michigan.  An attempt to rescind collective bargaining rights in Ohio was defeated by 

voters in a referendum. These initiatives were supported by Republican lawmakers and feelings about 

them draw a sharp partisan battle line. The highest level of support for anti-collective bargaining 

legislation was among strong Republicans (63.1%) and the highest level of opposition was among strong 

Democrats (78.0%).   

All subgroups in the survey were opposed to anti-collective bargaining legislation by at least 14 points 

except Republicans.  Besides Democrats, the largest margins of opposition were among union 

households (34.1%), respondents age 18-34 (32.2%), households with incomes of greater than $75,000 

(31.5%), those with incomes of less than $30,000 (31.1%), Independents (30.7%) and men (30.5%).  The 

lowest margins of opposition were among respondents age 35-49 (14.3%), non-union households 

(14.9%) and women (15.4%).  

There is hesitation among those with unfavorable feelings about public employee unions to rescind their 

collective bargaining rights. Among Midwesterners who think public employees are better compensated 

than private sector workers, less than a majority support rescinding collective bargaining rights (44.9% 

support and 39.4% oppose). Among those who feel public and private compensations are about the 

same, approximately two-thirds (66.4%) oppose anti-collective bargaining legislation compared with 

21.7% who support it.   

The unwillingness to rescind collective bargaining rights is evident among those respondents who are 

“soft” or less firm in their opinions about public employee unions. For example, among those very 

concerned about public employee influence over government, 54.4% favor anti-collective bargaining 

legislation and 31.3% oppose, while, among those who are somewhat concerned about too much public 

employee influence, 55.5% oppose and 25.2% favor.  And, among Midwesterners with very unfavorable 

opinions about public employee unions, 63.7% favor anti-collective bargaining legislation and 23.1% 

Favor 
30.2% 

Oppose 
52.8% 

Unsure 
15.8% 

Are you in favor of new legislation that 
would reduce collective bargaining rights of 

public employees? 
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oppose while, among those who are mostly unfavorable toward public employee unions, opinions are 

evenly split about the legislation (40.8% support and 40.8% oppose). In spite of growing unfavorable 

opinions about public employee unions, there is doubt among some of those with negative opinions 

about the leading current measure to rein them in. 

Midwesterners also oppose right-to-work legislation  

Twenty-three states have so called “right-

to-work” legislation in place that prohibits 

workers from paying union dues if they 

choose not to be members of a union. 

Right-to-work laws are promoted as a way 

to attract businesses and jobs to a state, 

while opponents say it is unfair for those 

who receive benefits from an agreement 

negotiated by a union to not pay union 

dues. Indiana, the most recent state to 

enact right-to-work legislation, joins Iowa as the only two such states in the Midwest. Along with anti-

collective bargaining legislation, the two initiatives are the focus of recent battles in the Midwest over 

labor unions. 

Midwesterners oppose right-to-work legislation by a margin of 50.6% to 33.0%. Pluralities of all 

subgroups oppose right-to-work laws except strong Republicans and respondents with college degrees. 

Subgroups most likely to support right-to-work laws are strong Republicans (47.7%), respondents with 

college degrees (46.0%), households with incomes of greater than $75,000 (41.9%) and men (38.9%).  

Subgroups most likely to oppose are strong Democrats (60.2%), respondents 65 years and older (60.0%), 

union households (59.2%), respondents age 18-34 (59.2%) and those making less than $30,000 (57.8%).  

Midwesterners believe corporations have more political power than unions by a 2-to- 1 margin 

While Midwesterners believe public employee unions have too much influence in the halls of 

government, they feel corporations wield more political power than unions by a margin of 56.8% to 

27.0%. This may account for some of the hesitation of those with soft unfavorable views about unions to 

rescind collective bargaining rights for 

public employee unions. 

A plurality of all subgroups believes 

corporations have more political power 

than unions except strong Republicans. 

Variations are found by gender, education 

level and income regarding whether 

corporations or unions have greater 

political power. For example, men believe 

corporations have more political power by 

Yes 
33% 

No 
50.6% 

Unsure 
15.6% 

Midwest opinions on right-to-work laws 

Labor unions 
27% 

Corporations 
56.8% 

Unsure 
15.8% 

Do labor unions or corporations have more 
political power?  
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a margin of 40.8% (22.1% unions and 62.9% corporations), while the gap is 19.7% for women. The 

difference is 43.4% for respondents with college degrees and 23.5% for those without college degrees 

and 47.6% for respondents making more than $75,000 and 22.2% for those making less than $30,000. 

Midwesterners having soft unfavorable opinions about unions are less likely to say that unions have 

more power than corporations compared with those having very unfavorable views. For example, 

among those having mostly unfavorable opinions about public employee unions, 33.0% say unions have 

more political power and 48.5% feel corporations have more.  Among those with very unfavorable 

opinions about public employee unions, 48.4% believe unions have too much political power and 37.4% 

feel corporations do. Similarly, among Midwesterners somewhat concerned about public employee 

unions wielding too much influence in government, 29.7% feel unions have more political power and 

49.7% believe corporations do. Among those very concerned, the same number of Midwesterners 

(43.8%) feel unions and corporations have more political power. 
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2nd Annual Monmouth College Survey: 

“Work, Unions and Clout in the Midwest” 

Spring 2012 

 

Field Date: May 29-31, 2012 

Completed Surveys: 500 

Margin of Error: +/- 4.38% 

     

   

Q1. For statistical purposes only, would you please tell me which category your age falls into? 

 

 18-34.................................................................................115  23.0% 

 35-54.................................................................................140  28.0% 

 55-64.................................................................................145  29.0% 

 65+....................................................................................100  20.0% 

 

 

Q2. Gender  

 

Male..................................................................................240  48.0% 

 Female...............................................................................260  52.0% 
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Q3. Do you feel things in this country are generally going in the right direction or do you feel things 
have gotten off on the wrong track? 

 

 Right track.........................................................................158  31.6% 

 Wrong track.......................................................................294  58.8% 

 Undecided...........................................................................47  9.4% 

 Refused.................................................................................1  0.2% 

 

Q4. Do you feel things in the Midwest region are generally going in the right direction or do you feel 
things have gotten off on the wrong track? 

 

 Right track.........................................................................164  32.8% 

 Wrong track.......................................................................260  52.0% 

 Undecided...........................................................................75  15.0% 

 Refused.................................................................................1  0.2% 

 

 

Q5. Do you think the economy in the Midwest is getting better, getting worse or staying about the 
same? 

 

 Better.................................................................................144  28.8% 

 Worse................................................................................118  23.6% 

 Same..................................................................................214  42.8% 

 Undecided...........................................................................24  4.8% 

 Refused.................................................................................0  0 
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Q6. Now, I'm going to read you some issues that affect the economy. As of today, which of the 
following is the single most important economic issue facing the Midwest? 

 

 Unemployment..................................................................174  34.8% 

 The federal budget deficit...................................................57  11.4% 

 The cost of health care........................................................48  9.6% 

 Impact of foreign trade and globalization...........................17  3.4% 

 Gas prices and energy costs................................................37  7.4% 

 Federal taxes.........................................................................5  1.0% 

 Pension security..................................................................12  2.4% 

 Housing prices......................................................................3  0.6% 

 Changes in the stock market.................................................8  1.6% 

 All equally important........................................................114  22.8% 

 None......................................................................................1  0.2% 

 Not sure...............................................................................17  3.4% 

 Other.....................................................................................7  1.4% 

 

 

Q7. Do you believe in a distinctly Midwest work ethic that distinguishes the Midwest from other 
regions of the United States? 

 

 Yes....................................................................................225  45.0% 

 No......................................................................................199  39.8% 

 Undecided...........................................................................72  14.4% 

 Refused.................................................................................4  0.8% 
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Q8. Do you think Americans today are as willing to work hard at their jobs to get ahead as they were 
in the past, or are not as willing to work hard to get ahead? 

 

 As willing..........................................................................212  42.4% 

 Not as willing....................................................................240  48.0% 

 Don't know..........................................................................47  9.4% 

 Refused.................................................................................1  0.2% 

 

 

Q9. When it comes to the availability of good jobs for American workers, some say that America's best 
years are behind us. Others say the best times are yet to come. What do you think? 

 

 Best years behind us..........................................................210  42.0% 

 Best years yet to come......................................................215  43.0% 

 Don't know..........................................................................75  15.0% 

 Refused.................................................................................0  0 

  

 

Q10. Which of these statements do you agree with more? Most people who want to get ahead can 
make it if they're willing to work hard. OR, Hard work and determination are no guarantee of success 
for most people. 

 

 Can make it if willing to work hard..................................276  55.2% 

 Hard work and determination no guarantee......................181  36.2% 

 Neither.................................................................................11  2.2% 

 Unsure.................................................................................30  6.0% 

 Refused.................................................................................2  0.4% 
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Q11. In general, do you think unions are still necessary to protect workers or are unions unnecessary 
these days? 

 

 Necessary..........................................................................266  53.2% 

 Unnecessary......................................................................178  35.6% 

 Unsure.................................................................................55  11.0% 

 Refused.................................................................................1  0.2% 

 

Q12. As you may know, some labor unions represent people who are employed by private companies, 
while others represent people who are employed by state or local governments. Do you have a 
generally favorable or unfavorable opinion of unions that represent people who work for state or 
local governments? 

 

 Very favorable....................................................................87  17.4% 

 Mostly favorable...............................................................101  20.2% 

 Mostly Unfavorable..........................................................103  20.6% 

 Very Unfavorable................................................................91  18.2% 

 Unsure...............................................................................111  22.2% 

 Refused.................................................................................7  1.4% 

 

 

Q13. How about your opinion of unions that represent people who work for private companies? 

 

 Very favorable....................................................................90  18.0% 

 Mostly favorable...............................................................144  28.8% 

 Mostly Unfavorable............................................................90  18.0% 

 Very Unfavorable................................................................60  12.0% 

 Unsure...............................................................................113  22.6% 

 Refused.................................................................................3  0.6% 
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Q14. Do you think workers in this country should or should not have a right to form unions to 
negotiate with employers on things like their working conditions, pay, benefits and pensions? 

 

 Should...............................................................................425  85.0% 

 Should not...........................................................................40  8.0% 

 Unsure.................................................................................33  6.6% 

 Refused.................................................................................2  0.4% 

 

 

Q15. Now thinking specifically about workers employed by governments, such as states, cities and 
counties, do you think those workers should or should not have a right to form unions to negotiate 
things like their working conditions, pay, benefits and pensions? 

 

 Should...............................................................................331  66.2% 

 Should not.........................................................................121  24.2% 

 Unsure.................................................................................43  8.6% 

 Refused.................................................................................5  1.0% 

 

 

Q16. Do you think public employees receive better, worse or about the same compensation as 
comparable private sector employees? 

 

 Better.................................................................................216  43.2% 

 Worse..................................................................................67  13.4% 

 Same..................................................................................143  28.6% 

 Undecided...........................................................................71  14.2% 

 Refused.................................................................................3  0.6% 

 

 



2012 Midwest Matters Poll: Work, Unions and Clout in the Midwest Page 21 
 

Q17. Who do you believe has more political power, labor unions or corporate America? 

 

 Labor unions.....................................................................135  27.0% 

 Corporate America............................................................284  56.8% 

 Unsure.................................................................................79  15.8% 

 Refused.................................................................................2  0.4% 

 

 

Q18. How concerned are you that public employee unions have too much influence over politicians 
who, when elected, must negotiate with these groups: very concerned, somewhat concerned, not 
very concerned or not at all concerned? 

 

 Very concerned.................................................................160  32.0% 

 Somewhat concerned........................................................155  31.0% 

 Not very concerned.............................................................72  14.4% 

 Not at all concerned............................................................86  17.2% 

 Unsure.................................................................................26  5.2% 

 Refused.................................................................................1  0.2% 

 

 

Q19. Recently, some Republican governors have proposed new legislation that would reduce the 
collective bargaining rights and pay of unionized state and local public employees. Do you favor or 
oppose this? 

 

Favor.................................................................................151  30.2% 

 Oppose..............................................................................264  52.8% 

 Unsure.................................................................................79  15.8% 

 Refused.................................................................................6  1.2% 
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Q20. Some states are so-called "right-to-work" states because they do not require workers to pay 
union dues if they choose not to be union members. Is it fair for a worker who does not pay union 
dues to receive the employee benefits negotiated by a union? 

 

 Yes......................................................................................165  33.0% 

 No.......................................................................................253  50.6% 

 Unsure..................................................................................78  15.6% 

 Refused..................................................................................4  0.8% 

 

Q21. And again, for statistical purposes only, what is your race or ethnicity, white, black, Asian, 
Hispanic or something else? 

 

 White..................................................................................439  87.8% 

 Black.....................................................................................40  8.0% 

 Asian......................................................................................4  0.8% 

 Hispanic.................................................................................8  1.6% 

 Something else......................................................................4  0.8% 

 Refused..................................................................................5  1.0% 

 

Q22. What is the last grade that you completed in school? 

 

 Grade school.......................................................................10  2.0% 

 Some high school................................................................24  4.8% 

 High school graduate........................................................175  35.0% 

 Some college, no degree....................................................77  15.4% 

 Vocational training/2-year college.....................................46  9.2% 

 4-year college/bachelor's degree.......................................96  19.2% 

 Some postgraduate work, no degree...................................7  1.4% 

 2-3 years postgraduate work/master's degree..................58  11.6% 

 Not sure/Refused.................................................................7  1.4% 
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Q23. If you added together the yearly income of all the members of your family who were living at 
home last year, please tell me in which category your family's annual income would fall into. 

 

 Less than $15,000.................................................................54  10.8% 

 Between $15,000 and $30,000.............................................81  16.2% 

 Between $30,000 and $50,000.............................................79  15.8% 

 Between $50,000 and $75,000.............................................81  16.2% 

 Between $75,000 and $100,000...........................................57  11.4% 

 More than $100,000.............................................................48  9.6% 

 Refused...............................................................................100  20.0% 

Q24. Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a Democrat, a Republican, an Independent or 
something else? 

 

 Strong Democrat..............................................................123  24.6% 

 Not very strong Democrat.................................................37  7.4% 

 Independent/lean Democrat.............................................43  8.6% 

 TOTAL DEMOCRAT.......................................................203  40.6% 

 

 Strictly Independent.........................................................101  20.2% 

 

 Independent/lean Republican...........................................49  9.8% 

 Not very strong Republican...............................................47  9.4% 

 Strong Republican.............................................................65  13.0% 

 TOTAL REPUBLICAN..........................................................61  32.2% 

 

 Other.................................................................................11  2.2% 

 Refused.............................................................................24  4.8% 
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Q25. Are you, or a member of your household, a member of a labor union or union retiree? 

 

 Yes....................................................................................179  35.8% 

 No.....................................................................................310  62.0% 

 Don't Know.........................................................................11  2.2% 

 

 

Q26. State 

 

 Iowa.....................................................................................25  5.0% 

 Illinois...................................................................................95  19.0% 

 Indiana.................................................................................45  9.0% 

 Michigan..............................................................................85  17.0% 

 Minnesota...........................................................................50  10.0% 

 Missouri...............................................................................50  10.0% 

 Ohio...................................................................................100  20.0% 

 Wisconsin.............................................................................50  10.0% 
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Q27. Community Type 

 

 Monied Burbs....................................................................111  22.2% 

 Minority Central..................................................................10  2.0% 

 Evangelical Epicenters.........................................................10  2.0% 

 Tractor County......................................................................4  0.8% 

 Campus and Careers...........................................................33  6.6% 

 Immigration Nation..............................................................5  1.0% 

 Industrial Metropolis........................................................112  22.4% 

 Boom Towns.......................................................................62  12.4% 

 Service Worker Centers...................................................101  20.2% 

 Emptying Nests..................................................................43  8.6% 

 Military Bastions..................................................................9  1.8% 

 Mormon Outposts...............................................................0  0 
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About Monmouth College  
 
Monmouth College is a private, selective, residential liberal arts college, offering majors in the 
natural sciences, social sciences, arts and humanities, as well as outstanding academic advising, 
small, seminar-style classes, varied internship and study abroad opportunities, and summer 
research experiences to thoughtful, intellectually engaged and ambitious students from across the 
United States and around the world.   

Location: Monmouth, Illinois, population 9,900 

Nearest cities: Quad Cities—Rock Island, Moline and East Moline, Ill.; Davenport and Bettendorf, 
Iowa—(45 miles) Peoria (65 miles) 

Enrollment: 1,321 students 

Demographics: 48% men, 52% women; 93% live on campus 

Calendar: Semester (Two 17-week terms) 

Areas of Study: 33 majors, 30 minors, 16 pre-professional programs 

Degree Awarded: Bachelor of Arts 

Student/Faculty ratio: 14:1 

Average class size: 18 (55% of classes have fewer than 20 students) 

Campus: 106 acres, including a 33-acre nature preserve / athletic park 

Affiliations & Accreditations: Charter member of the Associated Colleges of the Midwest (ACM), a 
consortium of leading liberal arts colleges; Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.); American Chemical Society; 
North Central Association of Colleges and Schools since 1913.  

 
About the Midwest Matters Initiative  
 
Launched in 2009, Monmouth College’s Midwest Matters initiative seeks to contribute an academic 
voice to the conversation about the revitalization of the Midwest region within an increasingly 
globalized world. Activities include symposia, political forums, scholarly publications, polls, grant 
writing, academic courses and exhibits.  
 
 

Funds for this research were provided by Midwest Bank of Western Illinois. 

 

http://www.monm.edu/information/location/directions.aspx
http://www.monmouthcollege.edu/academics#majors

