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Abstract

This study provides an empirical analysis of reasons why Thai employees want to join labor unions in order to
deepen our understanding of unionization-related issues in Thailand. The presidents, leaders and members of
labor unions for nine private companies and two state enterprises participated in this survey. Based on 1841 valid
responses from a total population of 44573 persons, our findings demonstrated that there are three main reasons
why Thai employees want to join labor unions: compensation, safeguard against dismissal, and legal
consultation (in descending order).
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1. Introduction

Labor unions have been viewed as organizations established to help protect the interests of employees and foster
pleasant relationships between employees and employers (Webb, 1896; Pongpangan, 1979; Somprasong, 1979;
Tosuwanjinda, 2002; Wilawan, 2007; Napathorn and Chanprateep, 2011 (a); Napathorn and Chanprateep, 2011
(b)). Much research has examined the reasons why employees want to join labor unions, especially in the United
States and Europe (Wheeler and McClendon, 1991; Waddington and Whiston, 1997; Visser, 2002; Friedman,
Abraham, and Thomas, 2006). For example, employees in the United States joined labor unions to improve work
environments, career prospects, and job satisfaction (Friedman, Abraham, and Thomas, 2006). Employees in
Poland joined labor unions to improve their career prospects (Zientara and Kuczynski, 2009). However, little
attention has been paid to this issue in South East Asia, especially in Thailand. This lack of research attention
may be because the labor relations climate in Thailand has been considered autocratic (Deyo, 1995). The labor
relations system seems to be under the control of the management. Thai employees are not eager to organize
labor unions because of cultural factors (Siengthai, 1993; Levine, 1997; Suthakavatin, 2005; Siengthai and
Bechter, 2005). Most Thai employees view themselves to have a low rank in the organizational hierarchy; thus,
they pay respect to managers whom they believe to have a higher rank within the organization. Therefore, they
prefer not to create adversarial relationships with managers establishing labor unions to protect their own rights.
Moreover, most managers have a negative perception of labor unions and thus do not welcome the establishment
of labor unions within their workplace. Some managers also view labor unions as self-interested since some
labor unions are established for personal rather than public purposes (Brown, 2004).

In this study, we conducted a study using well-designed questionnaires and in-depth interviews with labor union
members from thirteen leading Thai labor unions for private companies and state enterprises. The questionnaires
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and interviews sought to determine the reasons why union members join labor unions. The research
methodology and findings are discussed, and conclusions are made with respect to the reasons why Thai
employees want to join labor unions.

2. Overview of the Thai Labor Market and Labor Relations

Regarding the structure of the Thai labor market, the agricultural sector has been the largest employment sector
in Thailand for centuries and it currently has approximately 14.6 million workers (Saichua, 2010). However,
since the national industrialization strategy and the economic development of Thailand focus on manufacturing
for exports, a large number of workers have moved from the agricultural sector to the manufacturing sector. Not
surprisingly, the share of agricultural products in the GDP has decreased continuously (Pholphirul, 2009). The
government should pay attention to this movement. Although movement from one sector to another is not a new
issue, the government should provide clearer direction of Thai agricultural development; otherwise, the
movement will continue in the future and may affect the image of Thailand as the agricultural-based economy.
Another sector that should not be overlooked is the service sector. The service sector in Thailand includes 6
million workers in wholesale and retail services, 2.6 million workers in hotel and restaurant services, and
approximately 1 million workers from financial and real estate services. Thus, there are approximately 10
million workers in the service sector (Saichua, 2010). However, because of the policies regarding economic and
financial liberalization as well as the free trade agreement, Thai workers, especially in the service sector, need to
develop their skills and abilities in order to survive in the new work environment and to be able to compete with
foreign competitors who will be able to conduct several types of businesses like their Thai counterparts.
Regarding the informal sector, which is the catch basin for people who cannot find jobs in the relatively small
formal sector of Thai economy, the number of laborers is likely to increase continuously. Globalization seems to
be the force that leads to new types of employment, such as contract workers, part-time workers, and outsourcing
workers, in Thailand, but the main problem is that these workers are not fully protected by labor laws
(Pholphirul, 2009; Levine, 1997).

Regarding the labor relations system in Thailand, during the years from 1987 to 1990, the Social Insurance Act
was first issued. Moreover, it is interesting to note that the Labor Relations Act, which was in force for almost 20
years, was not amended or improved during this period. The labor leaders did not address the amendment or
improvement of such Act. Rather, they addressed issues regarding minimum wages, the Social Insurance Act,
and laws concerning occupational health and safety. Another issue that labor leaders did not address concerned
the lack of unity among the Thai labor movement. Conflicts among labor union leaders occurred several times
during this period. Later, the labor union leaders focused on the election of expert lay-judges in the labor court
and the election of the Chief of the Advisory Committee for Labor Development (Jandaravitoon, 2001). That is
to say, the labor leaders were addressed issues related to their own personal interests instead of the public
interests. The economic crisis that began in 1997 (called Tom-Yum-Kung Crisis) seriously affected the economy,
labor, workers, and new graduates. Many workers and laborers were laid off because of the decrease in the
demand for labor in the public and private sectors (Khinkaew, 1999). New graduates could not find jobs or spent
longer searching for jobs. Some people moved back to rural provinces. Similar to the Tom-Yum-Kung Crisis, the
Hamburger Crisis also affected laborers and workers in the country. Because of the mass layoffs of workers
especially among factories and companies in the Thai export sector, workers and employers were likely to have
conflicts. Employers closed down factories and laid off all affiliated workers in order to survive the crisis, and
employees went on strike to protect their labor rights. The number of laid-off workers in Thailand has
continuously increased. Labor—-management relations have worsened. Labor unions are considered the last
source of protection for Thai employees from being laid off or being exploited by employers.

3. Research Methods
3.1 Development of the Measuring Instrument

This study commenced with in-depth interviews of presidents, union board members, and members of thirteen
leading labor unions for six well-known industries in Thailand (Table 1). Open-ended questions and
semi-structured interviews were used to allow for varied responses among the interviewees. Subsequently,
utilizing data from the interviewees and a literature review, questionnaires were designed to evaluate the reasons
why Thai employees/workers join labor unions.

To ensure the reliability, validity, and appropriateness of the data collection instrument, two experienced labor
union leaders in Thailand verified the questions, and a pilot test was conducted with 50 people who included
members of academia, members of labor unions, and students who were studying labor relations at the university.
Then, the researcher tested the instrument’s reliability again by applying Cronbach’s Alpha Method.

The final questionnaire used in this survey can be classified into 2 sections. The first section evaluated the
demographic information of the respondents, namely, gender, age, duration of employment within the
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organization, duration of membership within the labor union, educational level, current position/level, income
level, and marital status. The second section of the questionnaire was designed to examine why the respondents
joined a labor union. The respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement for each statement starting
from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” (5 Levels).

3.2 Data Collection

Presidents, union board members, and members of labor unions for private companies and state enterprises were
formally invited to participate in the survey. All of the presidents and union board members allowed the
researcher to visit their sites and distribute the questionnaires. Some labor unions had a large number of
members, so their presidents or board members distributed the questionnaires to their members on behalf of the
researcher. Out of 44573 persons in eleven leading labor unions in Thailand, a sampling size of 1490 persons
was needed to achieve a confidence interval of 95% with an error of 5%. Moreover, the researchers assumed that
approximately 30% of the respondents would complete and return the questionnaires. Hence, the researcher
distributed 3,200 questionnaires in total to obtain at least 1490 questionnaires. The actual number of
questionnaires returned was 1841 (N = 1841).

3.3 Limitation of the Research Methods

Several limitations of this study should be considered. First, the results may only be applied to the current
situation in Thailand since cultures and attitudes of people are different from one country to another. Second, the
results may not represent the whole population of union members in Thailand. However, the researcher
attempted to select the leading labor unions in each well-known industrial sector together with state enterprises
in Thailand in order to obtain appropriate and valid data regarding Reasons Why Thai Employees Want to Join
Labor Unions. Third, respondent bias may also affect the results.

4. Findings
4.1 Profile of the Respondents

A summary of the demographic profile of respondents is presented in Table 2. Males and females constituted
72.6% and 27.4% of the sample, respectively. The average age of the respondents was 41 years. Approximately
45.1% of the respondents completed a secondary education or had vocational certificates. Approximately 5% of
the respondents completed a primary education, and approximately 17.4% received their high school diploma.
Additionally, approximately 32.5% had an undergraduate or postgraduate degree. In terms of marital status,
75.5% of the respondents were married, 19.6% were single, and the rest were divorced. With respect to the
duration of employment within the organization, the average duration was 17.31 years. For the duration of
membership within the labor union, the average duration was 14.59 years. With regard to the personal monthly
income, 42.6% of the respondents earned salaries in the range of 1000029999 Baht. Lastly, 99.5% of the
respondents were full-time employees, and the rest were part-time employees.

5. Data Analysis and Discussion
5.1 Data Analysis

Among 15 statements regarding the reasons why Thai employees/workers join labor unions, the researcher
extracted only five statements that were rated highest; these statements are presented in Table 3. The statement,
“I joined a labor union because labor unions will represent me in annually negotiating with employers regarding
salary increases and bonuses” scored the highest with a mean score of 4.56. The statement, “I joined a labor
union because the labor union will protect me from being dismissed from the company without cause” scored the
second highest with a mean score of 4.47. The statement, “I joined a labor union because the labor union acts as
the legal consultant (especially in labor law) for me and will help me in negotiating with employers” scored the
third highest with a mean score of 4.35. The statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union will help
protect member benefits and because the labor union understands the needs of its members” scored the second
lowest with a mean score of 4.14. While the statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union will help
protect the long-term benefits of its members until such members retire from the company” scored the lowest
with a mean score of 4.06.

5.2 Discussion
From the findings above, 3 main categories emerge regarding the reasons why Thai employees join labor unions.
5.2.1 Compensation

Since the statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union will represent me in annually negotiating
with employers regarding salary increases and bonuses” scored the highest with a mean score of 4.56, the
statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union will help protect member benefits and because the
labor union understands the needs of its members” scored the second lowest with a mean score of 4.14, and the

60 ISSN 1833-3850  E-ISSN 1833-8119



www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 6, No. 12; December 2011

statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union will help protect the long-term benefits of its members
until such members retire from the company” scored the lowest with a mean score of 4.06, the researcher
concludes that the main reasons why Thai employees/workers join labor unions relate to compensation. Most
Thai employees/workers consider wage or salary, including bonuses, to be one of the most important factors in
improving their daily lives and well-being; they must receive a sufficient wage or salary to support themselves
and their families. Therefore, they join labor unions because they believe that labor unions will represent them in
negotiating with employers regarding wage or salary increases, as well as annual bonuses. After the negotiations,
if an employer offers a substantial wage or salary increase and a substantial annual bonus, the labor union is
perceived as strong and powerful, and current labor union members will trust and support the labor union. In
addition, new employees/workers will join such labor unions. Thus, the number of labor union members will
increase, and strength and power of the labor unions will increase (Napathorn and Chanprateep, 2011, February;
Napathorn and Chanprateep, 2011, June). On the other hand, if a labor union fails to negotiate a wage or salary
increase and annual bonus, current labor union members may lose faith and confidence in the labor union as the
organization responsible for protecting their own interests within the workplace. New employees/workers will
not join the labor union since they believe that joining the union is useless, especially consider the monthly labor
union fees. Such a labor union will become weaker and less powerful (Napathorn and Chanprateep, 2011,
february; Napathorn and Chanprateep, 2011, June). Not surprisingly, compensation is the most important reason
why Thai employees/workers join labor unions.

5.2.2 Safeguard against Dismissal

Since the statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union will protect me from being dismissed from
the company without cause” scored the second highest with a mean score of 4.47, the researcher summarizes that
the second most important reason why Thai employees/workers join labor unions is that labor unions can
safeguard employees/workers against dismissal. During the economic crisis, many companies and factories,
especially in the export sector, laid off and dismissed a large number of employees/workers without any
appropriate reason in order to reduce labor costs and to survive the crisis. Some factories closed down during the
economic crisis without notifying their employees/workers in advance. Those employees/workers went on strike
or went to claim their rights and pledged for support from the Ministry of Labor. Under such circumstances,
conflicts between workers and employers occur. The collective bargaining system at the national, industry, and
(especially) workplace levels should allow for more communication and cooperation among the main three
parties—employers, employees or labor unions, and the government—to reduce the tension and conflicts
between employers and employees and to foster positive labor—management relations. The labor unions, as
entities established to protect the rights of employees or workers, should act as the safeguard for employees in
case that the employers exploit employees or dismiss employees from the company without appropriate causes.

Accordingly, most of Thai employees/workers, especially blue-collar workers, expect labor unions to help
protect them from being dismissed from their companies. The labor unions may, at the very least, provide
employees/workers with advice or suggestions in protecting their rights of their members and may help
employees claim money damages from a labor court or any relevant mechanisms should any of those rights be
violated. However, labor union leaders must pay attention to the general interests of employees/workers instead
of their individual interests (Jandaravitoon, 2001) in order to support the labor unions as powerful organizations
responsible for effectively protecting the rights of employees/workers. In addition to labor union leaders, labor
union committees are also crucial (Thanachaisetthavut, 1996). In our in-depth interviews with labor union
members, we found that if the labor union leaders and committees pay attention to their individual interests
instead of to general interests, labor union members may lose faith and confidence in the labor union’s ability to
protect them within the workplace.

5.2.3 Legal Consultant

Since the statement “I joined a labor union because the labor union acts as the legal consultant (especially in
labor law) for me and will help me in negotiating with employers” scored the third highest with a mean score of
4.35, the researcher concludes that the third most important reason why Thai employees/workers join labor
unions is that Thai employees/workers require advice from the labor union as a legal consultant, especially with
regard to labor law matters. In addition, Thai employees/workers believe that being a member of a labor union
will help them in negotiating with employers in matters concerning social insurance, overtime pay, allowances,
bonuses, wage or salary increases, and so forth.

However, Hofstede (1984) and Suthakavatin (2005) found that most Thai people are normally not energetic and
enthusiastic about participating in activities that do not pertain to their own struggles. Most Thai
employees/workers think about labor unions only when they personally face labor issues and believe that labor
unions can act as their legal consultant to help them overcome these issues. However, if they are not involved in
a legal controversy, they may never consider the importance of a labor union. From our in-depth interviews with
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labor union members in this study, labor union members told us the reason why they seldom participate in labor
union activities is because most members of labor unions are poor. They work from 8:00 am to 5:00 pm and then
work overtime for 2 to 3 hours in order to earn a living and support their families. After working for 10 or 11
hours a day, 6 days a week, most workers feel exhausted and have no energy to participate in labor union
activities. Thus, most of them prefer to be followers instead of leaders in establishing their rights and benefits
with their employers. This issue might ultimately weaken the power and influence of labor unions as
organizations responsible for protecting the rights and benefits of Thai employees/workers as a whole.

6. Conclusion

This study provides a better understanding regarding the reasons why Thai employees/workers join labor unions.
The sample in this study was drawn from leaders and members in several leading labor unions for private
companies and state enterprises in Thailand. After conducting a literature review, interviewing leaders and
members of thirteen labor unions in Thailand, distributing questionnaires, and conducting statistical tests, the
researcher concluded that there are three main reasons why Thai employees/workers want to join labor unions:
compensation, safeguard against dismissal, and legal consultation. We believe that this study offers some
important insights into Thai employees’ intent to join labor unions and that it will help to deepen the
understanding of unionization-related issues in Thailand. However, the results may not be generalizable to the
whole population of leaders and members of labor unions in Thailand. Nevertheless, the researcher tried to
balance the limitations by collecting data from thirteen leading labor unions in six well-known sectors of
Thailand in order to obtain the most appropriate and valid dataset. In addition, the researcher has not made an
attempt to discuss the measure of individual effects on the statistical models. That is to say, the question of
whether the characteristics of the respondents affected the reasons why Thai employees/workers join labor
unions remains unanswered. Thus, further research into this issue should be conducted.
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Table 1. Thirteen Thai Leading Labor Unions in Six Well-Known Industries Interviewed by the Author

Number of
Industry Name of Labor Union (s) Total Sampling | questionnaires
population size returned

Toyota Thailand Workers’ Union 4,600 154 221
Automobile Industry | Honda Workers” Union of Thailand 2,515 84 106

Isuzu Engine and Parts Worker’s 747 25 39

Union
Petroleum and Thai Bridgestone Labor Union 270 9 20
Chemical Industry Thai Carbon Black Labor Union 2000 67 69
Food and Beverages | Siam Foods Labor Union 630 21 46
Industry Foremost Thailand Workers Union 368 13 33
Garment and Textile | Thai Rayon Labor Union 816 28 67
Industry Teijin Polyesters Workers Union 627 21 35
Finance and Banking | Bangkok Bank Workers Union In-depth interview with the founder and
Industry Thai Farmers Bank Labour Union cofounder
State Enterprises The Labor Union of Electricity 16000 534 608

Generating Authority of Thailand

TOT Workers’ Union 16000 534 597
Total Number 11 Unions 44573 1490 1841
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Table 2. Demographic Profile of Respondents (N = 1841)

Characteristics Respondents (%) Frequency (%)
Sex
Male 72.6 1,336
Female 27.4 505
Average Age 41.35 +8.93 Years
Education Level
Primary 5 92
Lower Secondary 13 239
Upper Secondary/Vocational Certificate 32.1 591
Diploma 17.4 320
University Undergraduate 27.3 503
Postgraduate 5.2 96
Average Duration of Employment within Organization 17.31 £ 9.279 Years
Average Duration of Membership within Labor Union 14.59 + 8.714 Years
Personal Monthly Income (in Thai Baht)
Lower than 5,000 Baht 3.1 57
5,000-7,499 Baht 6.3 116
7,500-9,999 Baht 7 129
10,000-14,999 Baht 13.1 241
15,000-19,999 Baht 11.1 204
20,000-29,999 Baht 18.4 339
30,000-39,999 Baht 15.3 282
40,000-49,999 Baht 10.7 197
More than 50,000 Baht 15 276
Position Held in Organization
Permanent Employee 99.5 1,832
Part-time Employee 0.5 9
Marital Status
Single 19.6 361
Married 75.5 1,390
Divorced 4.9 90

Table 3. Mean Ratings of Statements Regarding Reasons Why Thai Employees/ Workers Join Labor Unions

Statement Mean® S.D.
“I joined labor union because labor unions will act as my representative in 456 0.894
annually negotiating with employers regarding the salary increase and bonus”
“I joined labor union because labor union will protect me from being dismissed 4.47 0.896
from the company without any appropriate reason”
“l joined labor union because labor union acts as the legal consultant 4.35 1.012
(especially in labor law) for me and will help foster my power and influence
when negotiating with employers in any case”
“I joined labor union because labor union will help protect every kind of 4.14 0.915
member’s benefits and because labor union understands the needs of its
members”
“I joined labor union because labor union will help protect long-term benefits 4.06° 1.071
of its members until such members retire from the company”

“ Five-point Likert scale was used for rating the issues ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly

agree”.

b The highest mean among five issues.

¢ The lowest mean among five issues.
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