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ABSTRACT 

Rapid changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have brought many 
challenges to organisations worldwide. Trade unions as non-governmental 
organisations have also adapted to the new situation, therefore, it is essential to 
clarify how these changes have affected trade union work performance. This 
article presents a review and analysis of the theoretical guidelines for trade union 
effectiveness. The aim of the research is to theoretically justify the effectiveness 

 on 
providing Latvian trade union effectiveness in the circumstances caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Within the article, the period of the COVID-19 pandemic 
is considered as the period between March 2020 and April 2022. The paper 
theoretically describes a brief description of trade unions as organisations and 
provides effectiveness dimensions: criteria, indicators and types, established by 
several authors. Methods applied in the research: theoretical research method: 
content analysis of management science literature. Empirical research method: a 
questionnaire method in the form of a structured interview with Latvian trade 
union leaders. In order to find out the effectiveness of Latvian trade unions, 
12 Latvian branch trade union leaders were interviewed in May, 2022.The main 
results of the study show that, in the opinion of Latvian trade union leaders, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has not significantly affected Latvian trade union 
effectiveness. The most difficult aspects during the COVID-19 pandemic as 
mentioned by branch trade union leaders were the organisation of remote work 
and on-site meetings, stress, emotional distress problems, hearing complaints 
about legal norms and attitude of employers towards unvaccinated workers.  

Keywords: trade unions, trade union effectiveness, COVID-19 pandemic, 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the nature of work has changed 
around the world, the number of hours worked remotely has increased, various 
safety measures in the work environment and other significant changes have been 
introduced that have affected organisations and society as a whole. The pace of 
organisations' adaptation to change varies, depending on a variety of factors, 
including the type and objectives of the organisation. Trade unions are 
organisations that contribute to the observance of labour rights and democracy, so 
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it is particularly important that these organisations remain effective in the 
circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The aim of the research is to theoretically justify the effectiveness of trade 

providing Latvian trade union effectiveness in the circumstances caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Tasks of the research: to find out the essence of trade unions; to analyse 
various aspects of trade union effectiveness; to conduct structured interviews with 
Latvian trade union leaders to clarify their views on fulfilment of the effectiveness 
criteria of these organisations during and before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

Conceptually, the article is based on research on the effectiveness of trade 
unions by various authors (Bryson, Frege, Burchielli, Fiorito, Jarley and other 
authors). The topicality of the research is determined by the lack of research on 
this topic in Latvian trade unions. Empirically, the article is based on interviews 
with the leaders of the branch trade unions of the largest Free Trade Union 
Confederation of Latvia conducted in the beginning of 2022. Interview questions 
were based on Burchielli R., 2004, Bryson A., 2003,  Frege C., 2002, Clark P., 
2009 theoretical approach regarding trade union effectiveness. The following 
effectiveness criteria were studied: lobbying for better labour rights for members; 
achieving the union's most fundamental goals; providing members with 
information about the union activities and socially relevant questions; social 
dialogue at branch level, regional level and organisation level; 
resolving members' problem situations in the workplace; managing to achieve an 
increase in wages; decrease of membership during COVID-19. Limitation of the 
empirical research - the leaders of the branch trade unions outside the LBAS have 
not been interviewed. 

THEORY 

According to the international classification of non-governmental 
organisations, trade unions are organisations that support, regulate and defend the 
rights and interests of employees. Trade unions are included in Group 11 of the 

un
employees, who seek to organize and represent their interests in the workplace 
and society, with particular reference to their members' employment relationships 
through social dialogue with employers [4]. Trade unions are organisations 
founded by workers that, in a democratic way, represent the interests of workers 
in any company and promote mutually beneficial relations between employers 
and workers [13]. These definitions are similar, and from them the author 
recognizes that one of the goals of trade unions is to ensure the protection of the 
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interests of their members in cooperation with employers and other groups of 
society. The special role of trade unions is linked to the aspect of social 
partnership: unrestricted conclusion of collective agreements and social dialogue 
are an integral part of the European social model. Within the framework of the 
social partnership, the government, trade unions and representatives of employers 
are looking for opportunities to develop the national economy by improving the 
working conditions and living standards of employees. The aspect of social 
partnership characterizes trade unions as non-governmental organisations that are 
actively involved in public administration decision-making. 

Unlike other NGOs, trade unions are funded by their members and do not 
receive financial support from the state or municipalities. 

In order to understand a trade union as an organisation, first of all it is 
necessary to find out what types of trade unions exist. In today's democracies the 
following trade unions have been organized: 

1. professional trade unions which bring together professionals of the 
same or similar professions; 

2. branch trade unions, the members of which are employees working 
in the same industry, representatives of different professions 
working in the same company; 

3. general unions that admit members, regardless of their professional 
or industry affiliation [4]. 

The type of trade unions widely represented in Latvia is branch trade unions, 
which unite representatives of different professions working in one industry, such 
as the Latvian Trade Union of Education and Science Employees, the Latvian 
Trade Union of Trade Employees and other trade unions [10]. After the restoration 
of Latvian independence, an independent trade union, the Free Trade Union 
Confederation of Latvia (LBAS), was established in May 1990 [9].  LBAS is the 
only active trade union confederation in Latvia that systematically defends the 
interests of its members and ensures social dialogue at the national level. As of 
January 1, 2022, LBAS united 19 branch trade unions in various industries [10]. 

Like other types of organisations, trade unions perform their functions to 
achieve certain goals, the responsibilities and resources of staff and volunteers are 
distributed through formal rules of conduct and various other mechanisms, 
administrative staff are paid, specialization and division of labour are carried out, 
operations are coordinated, there is a complex communication network [14]. The 
effectiveness of organisations is key to achieve these goals, and research into these 
issues in business management began in the first half of the 20th century, but 
researchers began to focus on trade union effectiveness only in the late 1970s, and 
there is no comprehensive research on this issue, especially in the last 10 years 
the number of studies is very limited. Naturally, the approaches to determining 
effectiveness are also different from those used in business management. 
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The interest of theorists and practitioners in the effectiveness of trade unions 
is linked to the declining role and membership of trade unions in Europe and the 

depends on many factors. The complexity of the definition of trade union 
effectiveness is illustrated by the various aspects of the analysis of the issue: 

 the dimension aspect: Hammer, Wazeter; 
 the aspect of goals as key performance criteria: Fiorito, Jarley; 
 the aspect of different effectiveness criteria: Clark, Bryson, Frege, 

Burchielli; 
 the aspect of effectiveness factors: Visser. 

In 1980, researcher Kochan defined the effectiveness of trade unions as a set 
of activities and characteristics that enable these organisations to achieve their 
goals [12]. However, the literature does not provide a comprehensive overview of 
this issue. It was emphasised that the effectiveness of trade unions is a complex, 
dynamic and difficult-to-define concept related to the ability of trade unions to 

legislators, to defend their members, and to achieve the set goals [5]. 

Hammer and Wazeter in a 1993 
distinct dimensions of effectiveness: 

 involvement of members in trade union activities, 
 the readiness of the trade union to negotiate with social partners, 
 involvement of members in political and civic activities, 
 as an 

organization that represents their interests in substance, not just in 
discussions with employers), 

 effective management of company-level trade unions [7].  

The dimensions of trade union effectiveness emphasise the importance of 
trade union activity and membership, as well as the complementary interaction of 
dimensions. Social and economic justice is considered to be the main goal of trade 
unions, according to the rationale for existence set out in trade union documents. 
However, this purpose is too broad to be used in measuring effectiveness. It is 
therefore necessary to identify a number of more specific effectiveness criteria, 
ranging from ensuring social dialogue at organisation level to performing 
seemingly simple organisational activities. 

US researchers Fiorito, Jarley and Delaney have defined six criteria for the 
organisational effectiveness of trade unions based on the achievement of trade 
union objectives. Researchers have emphasised that trade unions working 
successfully to achieve the following six goals can be described as effective: 

1. conclusion of collective agreements and control of their 
implementation, 
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2. organization, 
3. achievement of political objectives, 
4. self-help, 
5. ensuring solidarity between members, 
6. providing trade union resources. 
7. In later studies, these authors have acknowledged that innovation 

and internal democracy are also important indicators of trade union 
operational effectiveness [2]. 

Clark, based on the research of the authors Fiorito, Gramm and Hendricks, 
1991; Barling, Fullagar, Kelloway 1992; Hammer and Wazeter, 1993; Fiorito, 
Jarley, Delaney, 1995, has offered three main criteria for judging the effectiveness 
of trade unions. These are the following: 

 the ability of trade unions to attract new members, 
 the results of concluding and enforcing collective agreements, 
 the impact of trade unions on society as a whole [3]. 

At the beginning of the 21st century, Bryson conducted a survey of members, 
former union members and non-union respondents within an empirical study of 
the effectiveness of British trade unions. Bryson [1] has emphasised that there 
were two ways in which the trade unions were effective: organisational 
effectiveness and trade union abilities. The researcher offers seven criteria for the 
organisational effectiveness of 
improvements in work and the working environment in seven areas (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Trade union effectiveness criteria according to Bryson 

Organisational effectiveness criteria 
Trade union abilities to provide 

improvements in work and the working 
environment 

Ability of trade unions to communicate 
and exchange information 

 Ability to win the fight for a fair 
increase in wages and bonuses 

Ability of trade unions to provide 
information and advice to the members 

Ability to protect workers from unfair 
treatment 

Trade union openness to members and 
responsibility to them 

Ability to promote equal opportunities 
in the workplace 

Ability of trade unions to respond to 
members' concerns and complaints 

Ability to make work interesting and 
enjoyable 

Serious attitude of employers towards the 
trade union 

Ability to work with company 
managers to improve work quality and 
productivity 

Trade union awareness of the company 
Ability to increase management 
responsiveness to employees 

Trade union power (large number of 
members; local trade union representative 
in companies) 

Ability to make work places the best 
workplaces 

Source: Bryson A., 2003 
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Frege has studied the effectiveness of trade unions in Hungary and Slovenia. 
During the study, trade union leaders and other union officials were asked about 
the importance of the following goals for unions: increasing influence on 
government; lobbying for better labour rights; showing solidarity with other trade 
unions; being able to involve new members in the trade union; being persistent 
against dishonest employers. Respondents in both countries acknowledged that 
these goals were equally important. In this practical study, Frege used the "three 
force resources" approach published by Visser in 1995 as a criterion for 
determining the effectiveness of trade unions. According to this approach, the 
effectiveness of trade unions is ensured by economic resources (economic 
situation of the company and supply of the local labour market); institutional 
resources (external support, such as support from employers' associations, public 
authorities and other trade unions); and the ability to mobilize internal 
organisational resources. As a result of the research, Frege concluded that five 
effectiveness criteria (economic criterion and 4 organisational criteria) are 
important in a trade union. The economic criterion envisages a favourable local 
labour market supply and economic performance of the company as the necessary 
conditions for effectiveness. The organisational criteria are branch trade union 
services for local unions; belonging to the team among the trade union activists; 

union [6]. 

While Burchielli named three trade union effectiveness criteria: 

1. Effectiveness of representation: responsibility towards members; 
involvement of members; achievement of key objectives. 

2. Administrative effectiveness: structure and strategy; innovation 
practices; clarity of objectives; leadership; responsibility of staff. 

3. Social effectiveness: common values; ability to support each other; 
level of activity and loyalty of members; involvement in political 
activities. 

However, Burchielli has not conducted an empirical study and stressed that 
this model needs to be further tested to determine whether the criteria are equally 
relevant [2]. 

Summarizing the research on the effectiveness of trade unions, the author of 
the article establishes that 

 several researchers point to criteria related to the quality of trade 
union operation as a social partner; 

 unlike commercial organisations, the operational effectiveness of 
trade unions cannot be quantified in terms of the ratio between 
results and costs; 

 several effectiveness criteria are repeated in the approaches of 
different authors; 
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Based on the analysed theoretical guidelines, the author states that ensuring 
the effectiveness of trade unions includes a wide range of activities, which 
envisages the ability of trade unions to provide information and consultations to 
members, as well as regular provision of social and labour rights, including a 
serious attitude from social partners and positive results of the social dialogue at 
all levels, as well as the provision of other activities. However, due to the 
assembly constraints imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic, unions did not 
have the opportunity to hold face-to-face meetings, gatherings, demonstrations 
and marches and other crowded meetings to ensure compliance with these criteria, 
which was common practice during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The empirical research is based on the time period between March 2022 and 
April 2022. On 12 March 2020 Latvian Government declared a state of emergency 
in order to limit the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Both during and after the 
state of emergency, similarly to other countries, there were many restrictions to 
limit the risk of infection among people in Latvia. Remote work was introduced 
as well as mandatory vaccination in professions related to contact with people 
[11]. To find out Latvian trade union effectiveness, with the help of structured 
interviews in May 2022, 12 branch trade union leaders from the member 
organisations of the Free Trade Union Confederation of Latvia (LBAS) were 
interviewed, which makes 67 % of LBAS branch trade union leaders.  

Most of the interview trade union leaders have worked in branch trade union 
management for over 10 years, four leaders have worked in branch trade union 
management for 6-10 years. During the COVID-19 pandemic these trade union 
leaders worked both remotely and in person, depending on the current COVID-
19 activity and the need for the presence of other personnel in trade union offices. 

By analysing the results of the survey regarding the effectiveness criteria 
, it is visible that branch trade 

union negotiations with employers had been ongoing during the whole COVID-
19 period. Employee idle time and dismissal was a pressing issue for one of the 
trade unions. In all the trade unions there were several cases when trade union 
members did not wish to get vaccinated and blamed the trade union for not 
protecting their rights not to get vaccinated. There were talks with members about 
this matter, the importance of the vaccines and using masks was explained. 
Leaders describe these talks as psychologically hard as there were many 
accusations and mobbing from members. During the pandemic members were 
provided with remote legal advice about work rights, work environment safety 
and other questions. Moreover, 5 branch trade unions were able to achieve pay 
rise for the field employees, whilst 2 trade unions tried to raise this issue but did 
not succeed, but the rest of the branch trade unions did not attempt to raise the 
payment issue.  
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The interviews also clarified that the Latvian branch trade unions' 
most fundamental goals are mostly connected to providing better work rights 
for members and increasing the number of members.  Regardless of the 
difficulties of working in the Covid-19 pandemic, 11 branch trade union leaders 
believe they have been able to ensure labour rights for employees, but one trade 
union has not been able to fully achieve this, due to work environment restrictions 
and layoffs of unvaccinated employees. 

The number of members has not increased in any of the trade unions 
during the time period - in several trade unions there was a temporary increase in 
the number of members but that was shortly followed by the new members 
quitting the trade unions. The author of the article explains this by the desire of 
the employees to avoid vaccination and hopes for trade union advocacy in this 
situation. However, as the Latvian trade unions undoubtedly supported 
vaccination against Covid-19, these employees soon left the trade unions. Overall, 
the number of members of the surveyed branch trade unions has slightly decreased 
in 5 trade unions, and has remained roughly unchanged in 7 trade unions. The 
author of the article explains the decrease of the number of members due to the 
dismissal of unvaccinated employees in several sectors during the Covid-19 
pandemic, as well as the desire of employees to retire. 

 Providing members with information about union activity and socially 
relevant issues. Information on trade union activities and socially relevant issues 
is mainly spread through Internet resources. It has been posted on trade onion 
websites, and several trade unions have used their Facebook pages. For various 
levels of communication, e-mail, communication platforms WhatsApp, Zoom and 
phone calls have been used. One branch trade union has created its own Android 
mobile app to make it as simple as possible to inform members. In all the trade 
unions surveyed, meetings and seminars of elected institutions were held 
according to plan or more frequently than planned. Branch trade union leaders 
admit that providing ongoing communication through all the communication 
channels has taken a lot of time and effort, and created a work  overload for all 
level trade union leaders and other trade union personnel. Whereas the provision 
of information of LBAS as a trade union confederation has been evaluated 
positively - LBAS has promptly provided its member organisations with the latest 
information on legislative changes related to Covid-19 and other relevant issues, 
thus facilitating the acquisition and interpretation of information. 

 Social dialogue at branch and regional level. Several trade union leaders 
claim that at regional level social dialogue has gone smoothly, the number of 
general agreements with municipalities has increased. Two trade union leaders 
admit that regardless of the remote communication, social dialogue at branch level 
was more constructive than before the pandemic. Some trade unions face a 
complex process of ensuring social dialogue at branch level; there have been 
problems of aligning views on pay issues with industry policymakers. The 
proposals of these trade unions have often not been heard, and remote and written 
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communication has hampered the quality of communication. In other branch level 
trade unions the Covid-19 pandemic has not had a significant impact on the social 
dialogue process. 

Social dialogue at organisation level. Traditionally, collective agreements 
have included issues on pay, work and rest time, work safety and other issues. 
Only one of the surveyed branch trade unions has seen a decrease in the number 
of concluded collective agreements, which was caused by merging of 
organisations. The number of collective agreements concluded in other branch 
trade unions has not changed significantly. Although individual employers do not 
always have a respectful attitude towards trade unions, the collective bargaining 
process is generally positive for all trade unions surveyed, demonstrating that the 
pandemic has not had a significant impact on the outcome of social dialogue at 
organisational level. The enforcement of collective agreements is also positive - 
employers and trade unions comply with what is stated in the collective 
agreement.  

Resolving members' problem situations in the workplace. The problem 
situations in the workplace were mainly related to the rapid changes in legislation, 
which had been made to limit the Covid-19 infection of employees. Trade union 
leaders claimed that the negotiations of the changes needed in the working 
environment due to epidemiological restrictions were the most difficult issues to 
be addressed, as well as talks with members about the need to get vaccinated. All 
the questioned leaders admitted that in general such situations were usually 
resolved through negotiation, but members who did not want to be vaccinated 
were forced to leave their jobs and it was not the union's task to defend the 
interests of these members.  

The most difficult aspects during the COVID-19 pandemic as mentioned 
by branch trade union leaders were the organisation of remote work and on-site 
meetings, stress, emotional distress problems, hearing complaints about legal 
norms and attitude of employers towards unvaccinated workers. In addition to 
trade union overload at all levels, professional burnout syndrome has emerged. 
The results of the survey confirm the opinion of trade union leaders that, overall, 
they have coped well with the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. Branch 
leaders have mainly improved themselves in the use of IT technology and stress 
management, with some identifying media literacy and communication as areas 
of improvement. Communication, the use of IT technologies, the ability to attract 
members during a crisis, leadership and the prevention of burnout syndrome are 
mentioned in relation to future development needs. 
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CONCLUSION  

The results of the survey of Latvian branch trade unions confirm that: 

In all Latvian branch trade unions surveyed, negotiations with employers on 
labour law issues have taken place throughout the Covid-19 period. During the 
pandemic, members were provided with remote legal advice on labour law, work 
environment safety and other relevant issues.  

In only a few branch trade unions, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a negative 
impact on the process of ensuring social dialogue at branch level. Reconciliation 
of views and constructive negotiations on pay issues with branch policy-makers 
at national level have been hampered, negatively impacting the balancing of 
interests on both sides and the conduct of social dialogue. In general, the pandemic 
has not significantly affected the results of social dialogue at the regional and 
organisational level in the surveyed unions. 

The indicators are seen as positive that despite the complex nature of the 
work, 5 branch trade unions have managed to achieve wage increases for branch 
employees, and in most branch trade unions, the number of members has 
remained roughly unchanged, which can be seen as positive indicators. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many branch trade unions have seen 
employee overload at all levels, an increase in work-related stress and an increase 
in professional burnout syndrome. 

In general, the results of the survey confirm that, according to Latvian branch 
trade union leaders, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a small impact on the 
effectiveness of Latvian trade unions but has not had a significant impact. 

In order to ensure the prevention of burnout syndrome, the management of 
the Free Trade Union Confederation of Latvia should organise seminars on stress 
reducing methods for branch trade union leaders and other trade union 
employees.  
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