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INTRODUCTION

Labour rights protection in Armenia is a frequently discussed issue. The
situation regarding labour rights is characterized as adverse, which is predominantly
ascribed to the poor functioning of trade unions. The situation calls for investigation,
as trade unions are the main bodies ensuring the protection of labour rights which,
research indicates, are often violated. Hence, this policy paper seeks to address the
following questions with a particular emphasis on trade unions: RQ1: What are the
main labour rights violations in the RA? RQ2: How are the issues related to labour
rights raised in the RA? RQ3: What are the main obstacles in addressing labour rights
protection in the RA? RQ4: How can the labour rights advocacy initiatives be improved
in the RA? In order to answer these questions 18 interviews were conducted, which
have been analysed using thematic network analysis. This tool helps present the main
themes of qualitative data in a rather comprehensive manner.

The policy paper argues that the weakness of trade unions is attributable to the
Soviet inertia that confines the effective functioning of the entities. As the transitional
hardships faced by the unions after independence in 1991 have predefined the debility
of the unions, the concept of “Path dependency” (Janos 1994; Hanson 1995) is applied
to the present case as a basis for analysis. In addition, the lack of adequate revitalization
strategies not adopted by the unions coupled with the existing structure of the entities,
which confines the revival of the unions, lead to retroversion, which is predominantly
manifested in a form of deunionization. Consequently, trade unions do not serve their
main purpose, as the trade-off between the unions and their members is not necessarily
conducive to labour rights protection. In particular, there is an inadequate demand from
below (union members), that does not call for labour rights protection, and, on the other
hand, TUs offer some financial/material support at the expense of labour rights
advocacy. Hence, the main institution entitled to protect labour rights mainly fails at it.

Apart from the weakness of trade unions, there are other structural reasons that
hinder labour rights protection. Specifically, the Healthcare and Labour Inspection,
which is the main regulatory body that ensures the protection of labour rights, is obliged
with rather limited competences. In addition, in the event of labour rights violations,
people very rarely take their issues to courts. Thus, these factors greatly undermine the
institutional capacity for advocacy, which leads to deinstitutionalization. As a result,
the obtained data reveal, that given the lacuna of labour rights protection, NGOs
specialized at human rights protection are gradually filling the mentioned vacuum.
However, these entities are not well established yet.

In order to present the analysis and findings, the present study adheres to the
following structure. First, the literature review concentrates on trade unions from a
broader perspective by illustrating the existing revitalization strategies to tackle current
waves of deunionizations. Then, the analysis narrows down to the post-communist
states and focuses on the Armenian case. Afterwards, a detailed elucidation of research
method follows in the methodology part. As for the findings and discussion of the
research, they are presented in the three chapters. Finally, the study summarizes its



main arguments in the concluding part and draws recommendations to foster labour
rights advocacy in the RA.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Trade unions: a broader context

Over the past few decades, a vast body of academic literature has revealed that
trade unions (TUs) play a vital role in shaping fair economies and strong democracies
(Bivens et al. 2017). The set of wide-ranging benefits that trade union membership
entails, mostly in terms of enhanced collective bargaining availability, encapsulates
both financial and non-material advantages. In particular, on one hand, union members
earn considerably more on average than non-union workers (Madland, Walter, Bunker
2011), on the other hand, the chain effect might also raise wages on sector-wide bases
(Brinkmann 2017) by setting standards that disseminate across industries (Hirsch and
Schumacher 1998). Besides, unions equalize the wage gap between men and women
(Schmitt 2008), build an environment for career development, as union members
enhance their skills (Waddoups 2002) and receive work-related education (Bureau of
Labour Statistics 2007), increase the likelihood of having more holidays and paid
vacation (Bivens et al. 2017), decrease the chances of work-related hazards (Amick et
al 2015), such as injuries and illnesses, and so on. Given the mentioned benefits, it is
widely argued that weak trade unions attenuate the middle class (Madland, Walter,
Bunker 2011; Bivens et al. 2017), as the decreasing number of union members
diminishes the income of the middle class (Hirsch, Macpherson, Vroman 2001;
Madland, Walter, Bunker 2011). Similarly, B. Western and J. Rosenfeld (2011) claim
that unequal growth in the United States is partly (from 20 to 33 percent) attributable
to the growing rates of deunionization. Regardless of the wide range of privileges
predetermined by the union membership, there is a gradual decline in union ranks
across the globe. Hence, the question arises — what are the main reasons for
deunionization?

In most European countries, trade unions have undergone a phase of a “crisis”
(Frege and Kelly 2003) due to membership loss, which consequently mitigated the
collective bargaining power of the entities. For instance, there were 12.6 million union
members in Great Britain in 1979, but by 1998 their numbers had decreased to 7.1
million (Waddington and Kerr 2000). The decline is ascribed to the rise of mass
unemployment caused by the 1973 oil crisis (Ebbinghaus 2002) coupled with
multifaceted structural changes on social and economic levels such as; reorganization
of the nature of work — from unionism to decentralization, from blue collar to white
collar jobs, from collective to individual work, emergence of part-time jobs,
(Ebbinghaus 2002; Terry 2003) expansion of small and medium enterprises, where it
is hard to lure members and which are sometimes hostile to trade unions (Frege and
Kelly 2003), private sector growth, in which case the unionization is about three times
lower than in the public sphere (Labour Force Survey 2001). This gap is partly



attributed to the efforts of wealthy corporations and anti-union lobbyists who seek to
diminish employees’ collective bargaining rights (Madland, Walter, Bunker 2011;
Gordon 2016; Bivens et al. 2017). Feminization of the labour market is another factor
that explains deunionization, as women are less prone to join unions (Bergamaschi
2000; Terry 2003). In addition, for many trade unions, the aging of its members is also
rather typical, which is partly due to the failure to attract the youth, as the latter perceive
trade unions as old-fashioned entities (Ebbinghaus 2002). Thus, these were the main
reasons that explain the rapid deunionization of trade unions. However, in spite of the
global decrease in membership rates, trade unions have arranged a large set of coping
strategies for revitalization to adapt to the new challenges.

Strategies for revitalization

C. Frege and J. Kelly (2003) have identified six key strategies that are applied
by trade unions in order to cope in rapidly changing environments. Organizing: due to
lack of human resources, trade unions are engaged in membership acquisition first of
all. Organizational restructuring: by virtue of financial hardships, caused by
deunionization, numerous trade unions have undergone mergers (Waddington 2001).
The fusions also occur on a sector-wide basis, for example with employer associations
(Ebbinghaus 2002). Besides, reorganizations usually take the form of readjustments, by
which trade unions might shift the scope of their interests. In particular, the entities
enhance their engagement in social policy as a result of attaching growing importance
to unemployment insurance funds and pension schemes. These readjustments are
mostly ascribed to public welfare privatizations (Ebbinghaus 2002). In this context, it
is noteworthy to mention that Scandinavian trade unions have recorded the highest rates
of union density in relation to most European countries, which is predominantly
attributable to union-run unemployment insurances (Western 1998). Coalition
building: though trade unions might cooperate with various interest parties, such as
environmental groups or human rights advocates, most commonly they build coalitions
with political entities (Robertson 2004), particularly collaborating with social
democrats. Political action: these two units have often been characterized as ‘Siamese
twins’ (Ebbinghaus 1995). As a result of this cooperation, political parties might gain
benefits in the form of votes during elections, whereas labour unions can have their say
on policy level decision-making (Warner 2003). In this regard, K. Burgess (1999) and
El. Allern, N. Aylott and J. Christiansen (2007) argue that the level of their relationship
is determined by the scope of benefits that each party might extract from the other.
Partnership with employers: this type of cooperation at the industrial or national level
can develop the bargaining power of the unions. International links: the relationship of
the unions on an international level might also increase their bargaining capacity and
enhance their political power as a result of partnership with lobbyists on an international
level (Ross and Martin 1999).

Regardless of the developed strategies, there is a clear membership crisis in
most Western countries. However, the analysis of the literature review hints that the
bargaining capacity of the unions is often transformed into other forms of manifestation



rather than lost. For instance, the proliferation of small and medium enterprises paved
the way for the emergence of business unionism (Turner and Hurd 2001; Bennett and
Ramsden 2007). However, it should be highlighted that business associations represent
collective bodies, as opposed to trade unions, which deal with individual concerns
(Traxler 1993). Yet another form of mobilization of labour militants is the uprising of
social movements, which is based on member activism and involvement (Turner and
Hurd 2001). As already noted, this form of movement is rather popular among the youth
(Ebbinghaus 2002). In a nutshell, it can be inferred that in spite of the benefits offered
by trade union membership and wide-ranging strategies to lure and retain members,
there are a variety of reasons that lead to the deunionization of the entities.

Although the examined cases represent the current state of affairs among
Western states, membership loss is rather widespread all over the globe. However, the
illustrated examples cannot be generalized, as the status of trade unions is rather
different worldwide, except the fact of deunionization, which might be considered as a
common denominator amid diverse states.

Trade unions in the post-communist states

It is a widely-held view that trade unions in capitalist societies are diametrically
different from their counterpart unions in socialist (here the term is defined as
communist) states (Clarke 2005), as discrepancies are predefined by the legacies of the
past coupled with the embeddedness of the institutions (Ebbinghaus and Visser 2000;
Robertson 2004). There are number of significant differences between them. In socialist
countries, affiliation with the unions was mostly obligatory, as opposed to voluntary
membership, and instead of defending the rights of their militants, unions mobilized
their members predominantly in support of the authority. In other words, the unions
were meant to control their members rather than to represent them (Ruble 1991; Clarke
2005). Consequently, after the collapse of the socialist system, trade unions
encountered a myriad of hardships in terms of organization and functioning, which
resulted in a search of institutional reproduction (Clarke et al. 1995). Their survival was
threatened and in order to retain their legal privileges and immense property, the unions
had to seek novel justifications for their existence, in terms of emphasizing the
relevance of being. Accordingly, they were finding ways to react to the new
environment by transforming themselves into “true” unions (Clarke 2005). However,
post-socialist countries were “path dependent” (Nee and Stark 1989), which means that
trade unions, along with other institutions could not experience a smooth shift from one
to another model of unionism. That is to say, ensuring the transition lied beyond their
reach, as the inherited structures and legacies did not lay the foundations for the
conversion to occur (Clarke 2005).

It is a commonly debated issue whether or not the hardship regarding transition
in post-socialist states stems from historical embeddedness. In academic literature,
some scholars explain the mentioned difficulties by referring to “Path dependency”
(Janos 1994; Hanson 1995), where legacies of the past are of utmost importance, others
highlight the relevance of “Liberal imperatives” (Huntington 1992; Geddes 1995),



which emphasizes the factor of democratic institutions in determining political culture
and outcomes. Both viewpoints share a common belief that political processes are
shaped by the role of institutions (Osa 1998). Likewise, the peculiarities of trade unions
in post-socialist states are often analysed through the prism of the described concepts.
Thus, it is commonly accepted that, if the trade unions were weak during liberalization,
most probably they would remain so (Robertson 2004). Here, it is important to state
that not all post-communist countries had the same starting positions. Particularly,
Bulgaria and Poland were in more vantage points after the transition than Russia, as the
former states had experienced significant departure from communist ideology long
before the collapse of the regime (Osa 1998; Robertson 2004; Clarke 2005). By
comparing the cases of Bulgaria and Russia, G. Robertson (2004) has identified two
main prerequisites that are essential in entailing the power of trade unions: competition
between trade unions and coalition building with political parties. Interestingly enough,
through their mobilization, strong labour unions in Bulgaria managed to overthrow
several governments, whereas in Russia only 7,000 out of more than 15 million unpaid
employees made their voices heard by striking. This discrepancy is attributed to the
weak political alliances and lack of competition between Russian trade unions. Hence,
labour protests in Russia could hardly achieve substantial resonance. Similar to the
Bulgarian case, trade unions in Poland were also tightly linked with political parties
and a fierce competition among the entities was also quite pertinent. The number of the
unions in Poland exceeded 1500 (Osa 1998; Robertson 2004), where only the two most
popular ones encompassed around six million members (Osa 1998). M. Osa (1998)
posits that public demonstrations in Poland that took the form of blockades, strikes, and
protests were predominantly led by the unions. She classifies the mentioned
manifestations within three clusters. Protests: non-violent actions such as marches,
demonstrations, road blockades, rallies, symbolic manifestations, occupation of
different buildings, hunger strikes and boycotts. Strike threats: warnings of work
stoppage. Strike: actual strikes of workers. The analysis illustrates that the most
effective means to reach concessions are strikes, however strike threats are the most
optimal type of manifestation as they are almost similarly effective, as well as less
costly. Strikes and strike threats led to concessions in 86 and 84 percent of cases
respectively, mostly related to improved work conditions, creation of necessary
commissions and wage increases. Indeed, if the chosen methods are nonviolent, then
the chance of concessions are significantly high, as opposed to violent disruptions,
which probably boost repressive contra actions (Franklin 2009). Thus, by examining
the presented cases it can be inferred that the concept of “Path Dependency” is more
applicable to the Russian case, whereas “Imperatives of liberalization” might be shown
by Poland and Bulgaria, where trade union-led widespread social movements brought
quite tangible changes at both the economic and political levels.

Trade unions in Armenia

Until recently, there has been little interest in academia regarding trade unions
in Armenia. Only several studies have delved into exploring the situation regarding the
unions, mostly in the context of labour rights (Mejlumyan 2010; Amirkhanyan 2015;



Tigranyan et al. 2018; Nersisyan 2019; Tigranyan et al. 2019). Despite the fact that
these studies are of great importance, as they have conducted pioneering research on
trade unions, there is a minimal use of comparative analyses and the vast body of
literature relating to the phenomenon. In particular, the mentioned studies are an
attempt to examine pre-existing assumptions, which are not drawn from the findings of
the literature review, but are mostly based on personal hunches. As a result, some
dynamics might have remained unexplored. Likewise, the presented findings can be
misleading if they are not interpreted in a broader context. For instance, in one of the
examples the conducted survey questionnaires showcase that labour rights are well
preserved. However, it is unanimously asserted that people in Armenia, in general, are
not well aware of the labour law and labour rights (Mejlumyan 2010; Asatryan 2019).
Hence, the data can be misleading, if it is not further explained. Additionally, in one of
the studies it was found that 46 percent of the Armenian employees think they are
underpaid and this number is labelled as concerning. Nevertheless, in comparative
surveys exploring the US case, the percentile of people having the same feeling is either
similar (Half 2019) or even higher (Payscale 2017). Indeed, some of the mentioned
studies rely too heavily on descriptive components without further elaboration. Thus,
the research would have greatly benefited if the relevant literature and international
experience were also considered.

Recent research has suggested that trade unions in Armenia are overly weak
(Amirkhanyan 2015; Mejlumyan 2010; Tigranyan et al. 2018). It is even claimed that
the entities in RA are among the most powerless, along with Ukraine and Georgia in
the post-Soviet environment (Asatryan 2019). There are various elucidations for the
decline. The most common explanation is that trade unions are highly dependent on
employees, as the main source of trade unions’ income stems from the latter.
Consequently, they have strong leverage over the unions (Mejlumyan 2010; Asatryan
2019; Nersisyan 2019). Legal constraints are also rather emphasized hardships. In
particular, much is spoken about the limitations of the labour code that confines the
capabilities of trade unions in collective bargaining (Nersisyan 2019). Likewise, a legal
restriction on strike organization that makes a manifestation of a phenomenon almost
difficult to orchestrate is another factor that explains the weakness of trade unions
(Mejlumyan 2010; Nersisyan 2019). Notably, legal strikes may only be announced by
cooperating with the unions, however until now no such an event has occurred
(Tigranyan et al. 2019). Besides, the debility of trade unions may also be ascribed to
the lack of Labour Inspection (Asatryan 2019; Mejlumyan 2014) that hinders
overarching supervision over labour rights violations (LRV).

Deunionization is also ascribed to a set of objective circumstances such as: high
rates of unemployment (Asatryan 2019), feminization of the labour market, change of
the nature of work in the form of a decline in manufacturing jobs, privatization of
economy that entails dissemination of small and medium enterprises (Mejlumyan
2010), where it is very common to work without an employment contract (Tigranyan
et al. 2018), high levels of shadow economy, which is about 40 percent (Amirkhanyan
2015), and so on. These arguments are much in line with the international experience.
As a result of the mentioned factors and others, union membership has gradually
declined and the number of union members reached about 191,000 (Asatryan 2019),



which is about 20 percent of the workforce. It is worth mentioning that, in one of the
studies, the majority of the respondents does not consider unions useful (Amirkhanyan
2015), and only about two percent would rely on the trade unions, if their labour rights
were violated (Tigranyan et al. 2018). The weak nature of trade unions, coupled with
other factors, such as low levels of public awareness of the labour code, builds up an
environment for unfair labour practices (Mejlumyan 2010; Amirkhanyan 2015;
Asatryan 2019).

As regards the violations of the labour code, the analysis of the above cited
studies depicts the following types of unfair practices: 1. Unpaid wages. 2. Late
payments. 3. Discrepancy between actual and registered wage rate. 4. Underpayment
(wages are smaller than expected). 5. Not registering employees. 6. Fixed-term
employment contract usage (instead of permanent or part-time employment contracts).
7. Overtime work without pay. 8. Unpaid leave. 9. Setting illegal probationary period.
10. Workplace safety issues. 11. Discrimination against women and youth (while
hiring). 12. Unethical behaviour at workplace (sometimes violation of dignity). 13.
Unfair pay deduction. Hence, it is asserted that the enhancement of trade union
capacities would eventually lead to the betterment of labour rights protection (LRP)
(Tigranyan et al. 2019). Nevertheless, it is also critical to state that according to V.
Amirkhanyan (2015), the vast majority of people do not have knowledge about the key
functions of trade unions.

METHODOLOGY

Research questions

From the section above, it can be derived that trade unions are fairly weak in
the Republic of Armenia (RA). The current state of affairs signals a gap in labour rights
protection, which in its turn is an area of growing concern for the reasons already
presented. Hence, this policy paper seeks to address the following questions: RQI:
What are the main labour rights violations in the RA? RQ2: How are the issues related
to labour rights raised in the RA? RQ3: What are the main obstacles in addressing
labour rights protection in the RA? RQ4: How can the labour rights advocacy initiatives
be improved in the RA? Such a formulation of the questions is predominantly based on
the analysis of academic literature combined with the results of a set of expert
interviews.

The research questions seek to identify the most common types of labour code
violations, the main stakeholders of labour rights protection, and to examine the role of
each in the process of voicing the very issues by elaborating on how grievances are
raised on the individual and group levels. Besides this, the policy paper aims to shed
light on the main challenges affecting labour rights protection stemming from both the
bottom-up and top-down dimensions. Finally, the synthesis of the answers covering the
mentioned question will deduce recommendations to foster labour rights advocacy
initiatives in the RA.



Why conduct a new study?

As mentioned, most studies in this field have chiefly focused on the Armenian
context, evading any engagement with the extensive scope of academic literature, as
well as triangulating their findings with the existing body of research examining the
same issues. Thus, the present paper aims to fill this gap by conducting an exploratory
research, which will elaborate on the highlighted questions from a broader perspective.
Having examined the available literature coupled with the knowledge of already
existing findings, this study strives not to bypass the necessary insights that will provide
enough grounds to approach this paper in a rather comprehensive manner. In addition,
the results of this work are compared with the already existing literature. Hence, the
presented arguments call for an exploratory research that will dig deep to identify a
wide range of issues and dynamics. As a result, a qualitative research method has been
chosen to elucidate the current state of affairs related to trade unions and labour rights
in the RA. Specifically, four regions (Lori, Shirak, Tavush, Gegharkunik) have been
identified for examination within the framework of this paper.

Sampling, data collection and analysis

In order to answer the above-mentioned research questions, two tiers of in-depth
interviews were conducted. Initially, six unstructured interviews were held with a set
of various respondents to gain the necessary insight about the topic. The choice of the
latter was derived mostly from the analysis of the literature review, which, for instance,
pinpoints the path-dependent nature of post-Soviet trade unions, or highlights that the
entities are historically interconnected with socialist parties. Consequently, this sample
is compiled from: 1. An employee that worked at the head office of trade unions during
the times of the communist era and after independence. 2. A high-level official working
at the Confederation of Trade Unions in Armenia. 3. A representative of the most
popular socialist party. 4. A field expert working at one of the leading NGOs that deals
with human rights protection. 5. The co-founder of a well-known business association.
6. A state official working at the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. The analysis
of these interviews, coupled with the reviewed literature has served as a basis for the
formulation of the interview guide for the second tier of in depth-interviews. Hence, 12
semi-structured interviews (bringing the overall number to 18) were conducted in each
region with the representative of an NGO dealing with labour rights protection, a labor
rights expert and a trade union representative. The duration of the interviews lasted
from 30 minutes to 72 minutes. The recorded materials were analysed by thematic
network analysis (see Attride-Sterling 2001) by uploading the material into the Nvivo
software. In order to present the findings in a comprehensible manner, mind maps were
created and illustrated in this study.

Apart from the in-depth interviews, content analysis of a number of available
video recordings was also scrutinized. More precisely, in the setting of the four regions



(all villages and cities, if available) key words like “strikes”, “boycotts”, “labour rights
violations” and “protests” were searched on YouTube, with an eye to identify the
common manifestations of the offenses or complaints, and to spot the role of each and
every agent playing a part in the developments in one way or another. The embodiments
of demonstrations were classified and presented (see table 1).

LABOUR RIGHTS VIOLATIONS IN THE REPUBLIC OF ARMENIA

The results obtained from the thematic analysis highlight that there is a gap
between labour rights violations and whether they are voiced. This argument is backed
by two thematic clusters, which pinpoint that the mismatch is attributed to an overall
lack of awareness and to the fact that people do not raise these issues regardless of
awareness. Overall lack of awareness: People are unaware in general of what to do,
whom to refer to and how to protect their labour rights. Particularly, people seem less
concerned with not having employment contracts, and in case of having it, they rarely
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salaries is not perceived as a violation! either as, given the high rates of unemployment
and poverty, people prefer to accept such conditions and even find excuses for their
employers. One of the respondents from an NGO noted, “In marzes, there are teachers
receiving 15,000 AMD monthly. They hired 17 teachers presumably contracting them
part-time 0.25 FTE... We have tried to bargain with employers, however they refuse to
initiate any steps by stating that if those people do not see a problem, why we are getting
in the middle of the two?” The analysis demonstrates that Soviet path dependence is
another reason that explains the indifference of people when it comes to defending their
rights, whi