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Abstract.

BACKGROUND: In general, companies with trade unions perform better in occupational health and safety, therefore, we
assume that these companies should have performed better in transition to healthy and safe telework if compared with other
companies.

OBJECTIVE: The objective of the study was to assess the role of company trade unions on the implementation of telework
arrangements in Latvia during the 1* emergency state in spring 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

METHODS: A web-based survey based on snowball sampling method and social media advertisements was used to gather
information from teleworkers. After data cleaning, answers from 422 teleworkers reporting having (wTU) or not having trade
unions (nTU) in their companies were included in the analysis.

RESULTS: There was a significantly higher percentage of workers with teleworking experience in companies with no
trade unions (37.4% nTU versus 18.1% wTU). More respondents from companies with trade unions reported buying a new
computer and headphones which means that more persons had to invest their finances to be able to perform their work.
Workers from companies with no trade unions were more often advised on home office ergonomics (21.2% wTU versus
28.1% nTU). The odds of all analyzed health problems (pain, sore eyes, and anxiety) were increased in workers who reported
having trade unions.

CONCLUSION: Companies with trade unions were less ready for the forced transition to teleworking. These results
contradict the traditional understanding of trade unions as a promoting factor for a healthy and safe working environment.
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1. Introduction

In Latvia, the first emergency state due to the
COVID-19 pandemic was in force between 12 March
and 9 June 2020 when the full lockdown was not
implemented. During this period telework was only
strongly advised, but not required by the government
decisions.

In the COVID-19 situation, the transition to tele-
work in Latvia was massive and more forced than
voluntary. This forced form of telework is fundamen-
tally distinct from voluntary telework, e.g., there was
a lack of possibility and time for the employers to
install equipment for their workers to work remotely
and companies were not allowed to send occupational
health and safety experts to check working conditions
in the teleworkers’ homes [1, 2]. Although telework
increased slowly in the 10 years before the Covid-19
outbreak, it was mostly as an occasional work pat-
tern [3]. Therefore, shift to telework at the beginning
of the COVID-19 pandemic was a huge challenge
for employers who had to care for the sustainabil-
ity of their business and also to fulfill their legal
obligations related to ensuring healthy and safe work-
ing conditions. When the office worker is working
in the premises of the company, many of the work-
place hazards are managed through workplace risk
assessment procedures and infrastructure support as
the company purchases and arranges the computer
workstations, and also invites occupational health and
safety experts and/or ergonomists to improve work-
ing conditions and train workers [2, 4]. However, in
the home office teleworkers typically set up their own
workstations without assistance and training, some-
times even on coffee tables, ironing boards, kitchen
tables, or old desks [4]. In addition, they usually use
handheld devices for prolonged duration [5].

In general, there is a well-established association
between the presence of organized worker represen-
tation in the company and the level of compliance
with safety and health at work within the particular
company — companies with trade unions perform bet-
ter in occupational health and safety [6]. Therefore,
we assumed that companies with well-established
worker representation should perform better in tran-
sition to healthy and safe telework if compared with
companies where there is no formal worker represen-
tation. To check this hypothesis, we decided to focus
our research on the role of company trade unions
and worker representatives on the implementation of
healthy and safe telework arrangements during the
Istemergency state when, according to the data of the

Central Statistical Bureau, approximately one-fifth of
workers in Latvia were working remotely - in April
—22.0%, in May — 18.2% and in June — 15.5% [7-9].

2. Theoretical background

Trade unions have been involved in the activi-
ties related to telework at the European level already
for more than 20 years [10]. In 1996 trade unions
have risen concern that telework might be a prob-
lem and a challenge for trade unions due to the
difficulties of organizing and representing telework-
ers who are located in many different workplaces
outside of the company premises as union organiza-
tion within the company has traditionally been based
around the centralized workplace and the working
principles of the union members are focused on the
coming-together of members in person, e.g. using
meetings at workplaces or branch offices, conference
seminars [11, 12]. Telework is opposite to the tra-
ditional way trade unions work — telework can be
defined as “organization and/or execution of tasks
performed away from the central offices or produc-
tion facilities of organizations for a certain period in
pre-established work schedules. To this end, infor-
mation and communication technologies are used to
establish communication between employees and to
respond to the demands of the organization remotely”
[13]. If, during early stages of telework, the work
place in most cases was located at home, then the
development of telework lead to a very broad term
— “working anytime anywhere” [14]. In 2010, the
opinion of the trade union on telework could be
characterized as cautious support — from one side
trade unions acknowledged new opportunities for
teleworkers in terms of their work-life balance and
the potential to contribute to equal opportunities for
men and women, from the other side they expressed
concerns over isolation, working hours and sched-
ules [12]. Besides, areview article on telework during
COVID-19 has mentioned that one of the disadvan-
tages of telework is greater difficulties in participating
in trade union activities [15].

The most visible action of trade unions concerning
telework was the signing of the voluntary Frame-
work Agreement on Telework in 2002 (further in
the text referred to as the Teleworking Agreement)
[10]. The choice of implementation method of the
Teleworking Agreement by the European countries
was different and mainly determined by the specific
policy type involved in the Teleworking Agreement,
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and the power struggle between unions, employers,
and the state [16]. As for Latvia, on 12 April 2006,
social partners concluded a social partner agreement
committing the parties to implement the Telework-
ing Agreement [17]. Therefore, one can assume that
some 15 years later companies with established social
dialogue which is based on the cooperation of trade
unions and employers should be better performing in
telework than companies which do not have formal
worker representation through trade unions.

When analyzing the topics which had been on
the agenda of the trade unions during the pandemic
caused by COVID-19, telework is not widely cov-
ered. According to the information published on the
website of the European Trade Union Confederation,
“national trade unions across Europe are working
hard to achieve agreements between unions and
employers (and governments) to deal with the seri-
ous economic impacts on workers and enterprises”
[18]. These topics covered measures to save jobs, to
protect wages, to have decent and fair work, to avoid
cuts to sick pay, to restore free movement, to pro-
tect posted workers, to enforce the right of wages,
etc. [18, 19]. Other trade unions focused on COVID-
19 threats from poor or lacking personal protective
equipment, unsafe working practices, knowledge
gaps and offered solutions for health care, social care,
production, and service workers in “essential” occu-
pations [19]. In addition, trade unions in the EU were
investing substantial effort in negotiations on the clas-
sification of the COVID-19 virus [20].

We identified some cases when there have been
activities related to COVID-19 and telework and trade
unions, however, these examples are more related to
simplification of the procedure of telework arrange-
ments not favorable to trade unions. For example, in
Italy companies and workers were allowed to arrange
teleworking without a prior agreement with trade
unions [21]. Another topic concerning telework for
trade unions was linked to the new EU regulation on
the rights of teleworkers to disconnect - however, this
topic was not in the focus of the 15t wave of COVID-
19 pandemic — the period covered by our research
[22].

To identify if telework was the topic addressed
by the Latvian national trade unions during the 1%
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, we reviewed the
website of the Latvian Free Trade Union Confeder-
ation. We identified that already on 17 March 2020
(the 3" working day after the emergency state was
announced), the headquarters invited worker repre-
sentatives to initiate communication with employers

related to telework with the focus on two main aspects
— access of workers to the infrastructure (e.g., com-
puter, printer, access to databases of the company)
and compensation of additional costs arising from
telework (e.g., internet) [23]. Occupational health and
safety aspects related to telework were not addressed
in this communication.

To sum it up, the statement of 1996 that “the
development of the Internet offers powerful new
opportunities for unions to reach members and poten-
tial members with access to new technology” has
turned out to be very true as technologies have devel-
oped rapidly and created not only opportunities but
also challenges [11].

3. Research methodology
3.1. Recruitment and data collection

Web-survey as an online tool was used to quickly
gather information from workers between 28 Septem-
ber and 27 October 2020. It applied a non-probability
sampling method. Survey participants were recruited
using the snowball sampling method, social media
advertisements as well as direct e-mails to share the
web link of the questionnaire in Latvian. Every sin-
gle person having access to the internet was able to
fill in the questionnaire. The same recruiting principle
was used during the Eurofound survey “Living, work-
ing and COVID-19% [24]. At the beginning of the
questionnaire, written information on the purpose of
the study was provided, therefore, participants agreed
to participate in the survey by voluntary proceed-
ing to the questions. Filter questions were applied
to recruit only paid workers who were employed
during the previous year. The following exclusion
criteria were used: working without salary in fam-
ily businesses, working without salary on a family
farm, being on maternity leave, being unemployed,
being only retired, being a house-wife, being only a
school-child or a student during the survey period.

While designing the survey, the minimum sur-
vey sample size was calculated, using 5% margin
error, 99% confidence intervals, 50% response rate,
and 892,100 employed persons in Latvia in the 2nd
quarter of 2020 [25], resulting in 663 persons. To
increase the probability of finding statistically signif-
icant results and taking into account the planned time
frame of the survey, the authors decided to make the
web link available one full calendar month or until the
moment when there will be 1000 fully-filled answers,
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whichever will occur first. In this case, the link to the
web-survey was locked on the next morning of the
workday after 1000 respondents have answered all
of the survey questions.

In total, 1823 persons responded to the questions,
however, only 1006 respondents answered all ques-
tions (response rate—55.2%). After data cleaning,
answers from 422 respondents who had been tele-
working during the 1st emergency state and had given
acertain answer on having or not having trade unions
and worker representation in their companies were
included in the analysis. To obtain data that is repre-
sentative of the demographic profile of the working
population in Latvia, the sample was weighted based
on gender and age. Data weights were made by age
crossed with gender (in 12 age-gender combinations)
and data were analyzed with statistical software IBM
SPSS, version 26 (IBM Corporation, Armonk, New
York, NY, USA). Weighting targets included popu-
lation estimates of the 3rd quarter of 2020 by age
groups and gender obtained from the Central Statis-
tical Bureau of Latvia. Survey data were gathered and
managed using REDCap (Research Electronic Data
Capture) tool.

3.2. Study variables

Having trade unions and elected worker represen-
tatives in the companies was identified by asking the
following question: “Do you have a trade union or
elected worker representatives in your company?”’
and offering the following answers: “Yes”, “No”, “I
don’t know / hard to say”. In order to obtain homoge-
nous groups, respondents reporting “I don’t know /
hard to say” were excluded from those analysis which
compared outcomes in association if having and not
having trade union or elected worker representatives
in the company (in total 61). Although the question-
naire also had a question “Do you have a collective
agreement in your company?”, we decided not to ana-
lyze the association with this variable because we did
not have access to the content of the relevant collec-
tive agreements to check if teleworking arrangements
were covered.

Two groups of respondents were used for data
analysis purposes: 1) workers who reported hav-
ing trade unions or elected worker representatives
(when presenting results further in the text referred
to as companies with trade unions - wTU); 2) work-
ers who reported not having trade unions or elected
worker representatives (further in the text referred as
companies with no trade unions — nTU). 46.3% of

teleworkers who participated in the study reported
working in company wTU.

Different types of preventive measures provided
by the employers were analyzed in association with
having trade unions in the companies. The statements
to be included in the questionnaire related to preven-
tive measures provided by the employer were selected
to cover national legal requirements (e.g., workplace
risk assessment, training of workers) in force during
the 1st emergency state caused by the COVID-19 and
measures provided by the employers in Latvia which
had been identified as good practice examples by the
State Labour Inspectorate and the Institute for Corpo-
rate Sustainability and Responsibility and published
on the national occupational health and safety website
www.stradavesels.lv on 8 May, 2020 [26]. Respon-
dents were asked to give feedback on the following
statements: “A computer and other IT equipment
were provided to me”, “I received IT support to adapt
the computer for distance work”, “I was trained how
to use tools and software I did not use before (e.g.,
Zoom, Microsoft Teams, etc.)”, “I received support
how to do my job via teleworking (e.g. for my occu-
pation, which tools to use, where to receive support,
etc.)”, “My employer provided office table and office
chair”, “I received information how to arrange an
ergonomic work station”, “My employer identified
conditions where I am teleworking”, “My employer
compensated costs arising from telework (e.g. inter-
net, electricity)”, “Online team- building events were
organized (breakfast, lunch, games, etc.)”, “My direct
supervisor was trained on online management skills”,
“Training on stress management was provided to
me”. For all those statements several answers for each
preventive measure were possible: “It was necessary
and was provided in all cases”, “It was necessary,
but was provided only in some cases”, “It was neces-
sary, but was not provided”, “It was not necessary
and was not provided” (in the article referred as
“provided”, “partly provided”, “not provided”, ‘“not
needed”).

In addition, the respondents — teleworkers were
asked if they bought any goods to improve their
working conditions at home. Several answers were
possible: “Yes, a new desk”, “Yes, a new chair”,
“Yes, a new computer or other equipment”, “Yes,
ergonomic supports (e.g., a foot support, an
ergonomic mouse)”, “Yes, new window blinds”, “Yes
new glasses to work with computer”, “Yes, new ear-
phones”, Yes, other — please specify”, “No, I did
not buy anything”, “I don’t know / hard to say”.
This article uses only results from the answers “Yes,
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a new computer or other equipment”’, “Yes, new
ear- phones” as these devices were critical to be able
to perform job from distance and are not directly
linked to occupational health and safety.

Another independent factor was related to the pre-
vious experience of teleworking. Respondents were
asked to specify which of the mentioned statements
best described his/her personal situation. Answers
describing the teleworking experience as “I tele-
worked already before the emergency state”, “I
started teleworking during the emergency state” were
used to analyze the association between previous
experience and having trade unions and elected
worker representatives.

In addition, three other outcome variables of this
study were analyzed to evaluate self-reported health
effects — self-reported pain (in lower back, neck,
arms and hands, legs and feet, as well as headache)
for longer than three days, sore eyes as well as
anxiety. Self-reported pain lasting longer than three
days during the emergency state was measured by
two questions — at first, only those respondents who
reported having pain longer than three days during
the last year were selected. These respondents were
asked to answer the question “Did you have pain
during the emergency state which was longer than
three days?”. Several answers were possible: “Yes,
more often and/or more severe than before”, “Yes,
frequency and severity were the same as before”,
“Yes, but less often and/or less severe than before”,
“No, I did not have”. In order to obtain homogenous
groups, respondents giving answer “I don’t know /
hard to say” were excluded from analysis of outcome
“Self-reported pain lasting longer than three days”
(in total 46). Those respondents who reported having
no pain longer than three days during the emergency
state were combined with respondents have no pain
during the last year.

Having sore eyes and anxiety were identified by
the following questions “When working remotely, did
you have more often sore, tired, dry, etc. eyes?” and
“When working remotely, did you feel anxiety with
the new work and living environment?”. For both of
these questions several answers were possible: “Yes”,
“No” and “Hard to say”. In order to obtain homoge-
nous groups, respondents responding “I don’t know
/ hard to say” were excluded from the analysis of the
relevant outcome (in total 28 for sore eyes and 22 for
anxiety).

The questionnaire was initially drafted by three
researchers, then evaluated by two independent
experts, and tested by three other experts. Based on

the received comments, the instrument was improved
and sent for review to the Ministry of Welfare who
was the main stakeholder to use the obtained results
from the project “Life with COVID-19: Evaluation
of Overcoming the Corona-virus Crisis in Latvia
and Recommendations for Societal Resilience in
the Future” (VPP-COVID-2020/1-0013). After this
approval, the questionnaire was programmed and
tested for readability, consistency of style, formatting,
and the clarity of the language by five independent
persons who were not involved in the study and have
no background related to occupational health and
safety.

3.3. Statistical analysis

Descriptive analyses (mean, standard deviation)
and frequency analyses (percentages, distribution)
were used to describe the data. The association
between the existence of trade unions or elected
worker representatives and self-reported health eff-
ects was analyzed by using binomial logistic regres-
sion and calculated as odds ratios (ORs) with 95%
confidence intervals (CIs) in adjustment to gender and
age. Gender and age as confounding variables were
included in the regression models. Age was divided
into the following groups: 18-24, 25-34, 35-44,
45-54, 55-64 and 65-74 as such data were avail-
able from the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia.
The average age of respondents was 43.7+/- 10.3
(min 22, max 72 years), 14.9% were males and 85.1%
females. 46.3% of teleworkers have reported having
a trade union in their company.

4. Results and discussion

The results of our analysis show that the odds of
all analyzed health problems were increased in work-
ers who reported being from companies with trade
unions. A significantly higher increase was observed
for having sore eyes (OR=2.96, 95% CI 1.84-4.77
after adjustment for gender and age). Slightly lower,
but also significantly increased odds were identified
for having anxiety in respondents from companies
with trade unions (OR =2.30, 95% CI 1.44-3.67).
Among the respondents who reported having trade
unions, the odds of pain for longer than three days was
also increased, however, this association was weaker,
but still significant (OR =1.77, 95% C1.08-2.90, for
details see Table 1).
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The odds of self-reported health effects in association with the existence of trade unions or elected worker representatives (with trade
unions or elected worker representatives (wWTU) and no trade unions (nTU))

Status of trade unions Health effect (%) Self-reported health effect, Self-reported health effect,
OR (CI95%)a, OR (CI95%)a,
Unadjusted Adjusted for
gender and age
Pain longer than three days
wTU 35.3% 1.74 (1.08-2.79)** 1.77 (1.08-2.90)***
nTU 23.9% 1 1
Sore eyes
wTU 46.6% 3.13 (1.97-4.98)* 2.96 (1.84-4.77)*
nTU 27.1% 1 1
Anxiety
wTU 45.0% 2.11 (1.35-3.29)* 2.30 (1.44-3.67)*
nTU 28.3% 1 1

a. The reference category for group with self-reported health effects is the group of respondents, who did not have the relevant health effects.

*p<0.001, *p<0.01, **p <0.05. Source: author’s compilation.

Most probably such results can be explained by
the fact that there was a significantly lower percent-
age of workers in companies with trade unions who
reported teleworking experience before the COVID-
19 pandemic (37.4% nTU versus 18.1% wTU). It
has already been reported that during the COVID-19
pandemic main difficulties experienced those tele-
workers who started work from home (meaning those
who did not have previous teleworking experience)
and previous experience with telework increases also
organizational readiness for telework adoption [27,
28]. This can result in more stress, problems with
private-work life management because of the same
home environment and health problems related to
poor ergonomics [27].

When looking at the measures provided by the
employer to improve working conditions for tele-
workers, respondents from companies with no trade
unions more often had mentioned that their employer
had identified the teleworking conditions (16.4%
wTU versus 24.0% nTU) (for details see Table 2).
The statement “My employer identified conditions
where I am teleworking” was used to avoid compli-
cated terms like workplace risk assessment that might
not be understandable to the respondents. Such state-
ment covers advice given to employers by researchers
like “Make sure working space has a comfortable
chair, good illumination and ventilation and ade-
quate accessories (such as a good internet connection
and microphone and camera)” [29]. Although these
results of our analysis are not statistically significant,
they show the tendency that companies with trade
unions less often comply with legal acts on perform-
ing a workplace risk assessment to all workplaces
(including teleworking ones).

Provision of information for teleworkers on dif-
ferent aspects of such work can improve working
conditions [15, 30]. In our study workers from
companies with no trade unions reported better per-
formance of their employers in advising workers on
home office ergonomics (21.2% wTU versus 28.1%
nTU), but companies with trade unions more often
provided advice on the use of new IT technologies
(like Zoom, MSTeams) (43.4% wTU versus 34.8%
nTU) and on ways how to do the particular job from
distance (41.3% wTU versus 28.1% nTU). In addi-
tion, IT support to adapt the computer for distance
work was more often reported by the respondents
from companies without trade unions (56.6% wTU
versus 60.9% nTU). In general, such findings can be
explained by the invitation of headquarters of national
trade unions to initiate communication with employ-
ers on the access of workers to the infrastructure
(e.g., computer, printer, access to databases of the
company) and not on provision any training or tech-
nical support [23]. As company trade unions were
not invited to discuss with their employer health and
safety arrangements of working conditions, we sup-
pose that it has resulted in not covering topics related
to ergonomics in home offices in communication
between employers and worker representatives. Most
probably, this can be described as a strategic com-
munication mistake of headquarters of the national
trade unions as it has been already reported that pro-
vision of information through worker training and
information programs on health and safety risks and
hazards, the home office environment, equipment,
ergonomics, and stress, as well as other mental health
issues, can result in fewer health effects [15, 30].
One of the reasons for not paying attention to such



Table 2

Preventive measures provided by the employer in companies with trade unions or elected worker representatives (wWTU) and no trade unions (nTU)

Statements describing Status of Provided Partly Not provided Not needed Hard to say/ p value

preventive measures trade union (%) provided (%) (%) (%) no answer (%)

provided by the employer

A computer and other IT wTU 53.4 11.0 14.3 17.8 3.5 p>0.05
equipment was provided to me nTU 57.9 13.2 10.8 16.5 1.6

I received IT support to adapt wTU 56.6 11.7 9.9 17.2 4.7 p>0.05
the computer for distance work nTU 60.9 6.6 5.7 23.3 34

I was trained how to use tools wTU 434 22.0 10.1 21.3 3.1 p<0.005
and software I did not use before nTU 34.8 13.7 8.9 39.7 3.0
(e.g., Zoom, MicrosoftTeams, etc.)

I received support on how to do my job wTU 41.3 16.2 9.7 26.5 6.2 p<0.001
via teleworking (e.g. for my occupation, nTU 28.1 12.8 7.5 48.7 3.0
which tools to use, where to receive support etc.)

My employer provided an office wTU 6.4 4.4 21.5 61.7 6.0 p>0.05
table and office chair nTU 12.3 3.4 249 53.6 5.8

I received information on how to wTU 21.2 72 153 494 6.8 p>0.05
arrange an ergonomic workstation nTU 28.1 6.3 12.1 48.8 4.7

My employer identified conditions wTU 16.4 7.2 26.0 40.6 9.9 p>0.05
where I am teleworking nTU 24.0 8.6 22.0 39.5 5.8

My employer compensated costs arising wTU 1.1 14 40.0 50.8 6.8 p<0.05
from telework (e.g., internet, electricity) nTU 6.8 1.4 31.6 55.9 43

Online team-building events were wTU 6.1 9.2 26.2 51.8 6.7 p<0.05
organized (breakfast, lunch, games, etc.) nTU 11.0 9.1 14.4 60.1 5.4

My direct supervisor was trained wTU 13.2 6.3 16.4 18.1 459 p<0.001
in online management skills nTU 17.9 2.3 18.1 323 294

Training on stress management wTU 10.1 4.0 31.8 43.0 11.0 p>0.05
was provided to me nTU 9.2 2.9 27.1 53.7 7.1

Source: author’s compilation.
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specific questions as health and safety in teleworking
arrangements might be the power struggles between
employers, unions, and the state [16].

Another focus for communication advised by the
headquarters of national trade unions was the com-
pensation of additional costs arising from telework
(e.g., internet) [29]. However, our findings showed
that more respondents from companies with trade
unions reported buying a new computer (16.7% wTU
versus 7.4% nTU) and head-phones (14.4% wTU ver-
sus 5.3% nTU) which means that more persons in
companies with trade unions had to invest their own
finances to be able to perform their work and earn
their salary. This might be due to the fact that work-
ers from companies with trade unions also reported
less cases when they were provided with a computer
and other IT equipment (53.4% wTU versus 57.9%
nTU). According to our understanding, these are the
most surprising results of our research. In addition, it
should also be pointed out that the compensation of
the costs arising from telework (e.g., internet, elec-
tricity) was more often mentioned by respondents
from companies without trade unions (6.8% nTU
versus 1.1% wTU), and even bigger difference was
observed among respondents who have selected the
answer “It was needed, but not provided” (40.0%
wTU versus 31.6% nTU).

If analyzed other preventive measures provided by
the employer, it is important to mention that also
online team-building events (breakfast, lunch, games,
etc.) and training in online management skills of
direct supervisors was less frequently reported in
companies with trade unions (for online team-buil-
ding events —6.1% wTU versus 11.0% nTU, for train-
ing in online management skills of direct supervisors
—13.2% wTU versus 17.9% nTU). In addition, results
of respondents reporting not knowing if their direct
supervisor had been trained in online management
skills (45.9% wTU versus 29.4% nTU) raises ques-
tions about internal communication in the companies
with trade unions. This topic should be addressed in
future research. Probably, problems related to internal
communication with companies can explain the dif-
ference in the results showing that more teleworkers
in companies with trade unions felt that they needed
training on stress management, but it was not pro-
vided (31.8% wTU versus 27.1% nTU).

The above-described results show that most of the
preventive measures were more frequently reported
by teleworkers from companies with no trade unions.
When trying to explain such results, we identi-
fied that it has been already reported that previous

experience with telework increases organizational
readiness for telework adoption [28]. We believe that
lack of previous experience of telework in compa-
nies with trade unions (18.1% wTU versus 37.4%
nTU) is the main reason why these companies in sev-
eral aspects managed shift to telework worse than
the companies without trade unions and thus work-
ers in these companies report more frequent such
health problems as sore eyes, pain longer than three
days and anxiety with new work and living envi-
ronment. However, in this context, another question
arises — if trade unions had been dealing with differ-
ent aspects related to telework for more than 20 years,
why the companies with trade unions or other elected
worker representatives had not implemented tele-
working arrangements already before the COVID-19
pandemic [10].

The research method used in our study did not
allow to answer the above-mentioned question dir-
ectly, but we tried to give some hypothetical expla-
nations. Firstly, the age distribution of trade union
members is not representative to the general popu-
lation and even less to the age distribution of tele-
workers [31]. In general, in case if telework is volun-
tary (which was the case before the COVID-19 pan-
demic), teleworkers are reported to be younger than
their office-based colleagues, but trade unions are
having problems attracting younger people already
for years [15, 31]. The proportion of elderly people
involved in trade unions is higher than in the aver-
age working population and, therefore, members do
not longer represent the average workers [31]. The
results of the worker survey carried out in Latvia in
2018 within the national study “Work conditions and
risks in Latvia” show that the prevalence of having
trade unions in their company increases along with
the increase of the age of the respondents (workers)
[32].

Secondly, it might be that trade unions at the
company level do not follow the agenda of the head-
quarters of the national trade unions.

Thirdly, there have already been discussions that
at least part of the workers believe that trade unions
do not know the real problems of workers. For
example, the results of the above-mentioned worker
survey carried out as part of the national study
“Work conditions and risks in Latvia” show that only
36.4% of respondents in Latvia fully or partly agree
with the statement that trade unions are aware of
the real problems of workers (25.3% — in the age
group 18-24 and 41.5% — in the age group 55-74)
[32].
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Fourthly, worker involvement in trade unions, as
well as the prevalence of telework, varies across sec-
tors and occupations [3, 12]. For example, in Latvia,
the results from the worker survey in 2018 show that,
in general, 23.0% of respondents have specified that
there is a trade union in their company, but the high-
est prevalence of existence of trade unions in their
companies was reported in education (64.2%) [32].
Although teachers in Latvia already before COVID-
19 were doing some work from home, including
one with computers (e.g., getting ready for classes,
checking tests or homework, filling in educational e-
systems with tasks and scores), having online classes
was something unbelievable at least in Latvia before
12 March 2020 and required new skills and technolo-
gies for teachers.

Fifthly, during the negotiation process of the Tele-
working Agreement use of ‘soft law’ was chosen In
Latvia as it was seen as appropriate for such subjects
as telework, which often concern the development of
new practices and tools at the company level rather
than protecting workers’ basic rights [16]. However,
when analyzing different approaches at the national
level, for countries with low trade union density and
weak social dialogue (e.g., Hungary) legislation had
appeared to be the right instrument [16]. Bearing in
mind that Latvia and Hungary have some similarities
in the development in the last century which has influ-
enced the work of trade unions ‘soft law’, probably
trade unions have not made serious steps to imple-
ment the Teleworking Agreement as it is not legally
binding.

Sixthly, as telework had not been high enough
on the agenda of the trade unions (both company
level and national level), no practical tools to sup-
port worker representatives in the changing working
life and new ways of work of trade unions have been
developed which has become a challenge already dur-
ing last 20 years [11].

5. Limitations

Our research has also some research limitations,
including the use of a non-probability sampling
method to quickly gather data. Typically, among lim-
itations of this sampling method access to the internet
and low digital literacy are mentioned, however,
workers without internet cannot telework therefore
we do not believe this has much influence as the
study population is teleworkers. The questionnaire
was available only in Latvian, which can reduce the

participation rate of Russian-speaking persons. Tak-
ing into account that in most cases teleworkers belong
to administrative workers who have to organize doc-
umentation in Latvian, we believe that the influence
of this limitation should be low.

A non-probability sampling method we used to
gather survey data is another limitation of the
study. The advantage of this method is the possibil-
ity to quickly gather information from respondents
which was important because of the implementation
requirements of the project “Life with COVID-19:
Evaluation of Overcoming the Coronavirus Crisis in
Latvia and Recommendations for Societal Resilience
in the Future”. To overcome this limitation at least
partly and to obtain data that is representative of
the demographic profile of the working population
in Latvia, the sample was weighted based on gender
and age. We were not able to weight data in terms of
education or work experience as such population esti-
mates were not available from the Central Statistical
Bureau of Latvia for the study period.

6. Conclusions

Results of the survey show that companies where
formal social dialogue exists through trade unions
as worker representatives were less ready and less
flexible for forced transition to teleworking. These
results also contradict the traditional approach of
trade unions as promoting factor for a healthy and
safe working environment and the available data that
trade unions have been active in social dialogue on
teleworking at the European level. It seems that at
leastin Latvia, there are no major changes in activities
of trade unions related to telework since 1996 when
challenges related to telework had been reported. This
means that the capacity of trade unions concerning
telework should be risen to make them able to pro-
tect the rights of teleworkers in the situation when
telework as a permanent type of work arrangement
will be more and more adopted by companies after
the COVID-19 pandemic.

This is the 1t study to report data on the low role
of trade unions in the promotion of healthy and safe
telework in forced telework conditions in Latvia. The
results support earlier studies that trade unions might
not have sufficient experience in the management of
social dialogue when trade union members are per-
forming their job outside of the premises. It appears
that although trade unions have been working with
topics related to telework for decades, telework is
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still a major challenge for the traditional trade unions.
This raises the concern of how effective are trade
unions in the rapidly changing working life to respond
to the new and emerging risks. This is another reason
for scientists to focus further research on the work of
trade unions.
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