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Abstract: This article discussed about the concept of trade union around the world 
including Malaysia. In order to gain knowledges about trade union concepts, the 
author has reviewed the previous articles to support the objectives which to determine 
the concept of trade union, identifying the types of trade union, and elaborating the 
pro and cons of trade union. Most part of this article show the current trend of trade 
union in Malaysia which the number of members trade union has started to grow in a 
slower pace compared to other countries. There are several main topics being 
highlighted and being discussed in this study. First, the article explains the definition 
of trade union. There are a lot of definition that author found and its shows that the 
definition are the same but the law and regulation are different depending on the 
country they are established. Other than that, the article also mentions the function 
and the importance of trade union for workers in Malaysia. The acts being implied 
are depend on the situation and issues being brought up by the member of the unions. 
Next, there are several types of trade union in Malaysia being brought up in this article 
such as the public sector unions, private sector unions and employer union. On the 
other hand, the pros and cons of trade union also being elaborated in this article. The 
list of challenges also has discussed on this article where the challenges make the 
movement of trade union are weak and impact the number of members in the trade 
union. Lastly, there are also several recommendations being made to ensure that 
workers are interested to join the unions so that they know their rights when working 
for the industries. In other word, the recommendation has indirectly promoted the 
trade union to the people.. 
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1. Introduction 

A trade union is necessary for a worker mainly because of three reasons such as economic motives, 
social needs, and protecting the rights. A worker needs to exercise his or her collective bargaining right 
with their employer. The voice of a trade union movement may improve the rights and welfare of 
members in the workplace, including adequate salaries, job security, appropriate hours, and working 
conditions. Freedom of association must be recognised as a state's fundamental right before a labour 
union can exist. The International Labour Organisation ('ILO') recognises freedom of association as one 
of the four Core Labour Standards on the international level. Moreover, under section 5 of Industrial 
Relation Act, who are joining the trade union will be protect where the employer cannot prevent an 
employee to join trade union such as putting a working condition in a contract where an employee 
cannot join a trade union [30]. Besides that, the employer also cannot discriminate or threaten a worker 
who is joining the trade union. For example, an employer threatens to fire the worker who are accepted 
to join a trade union when they are proposed by them.  

Referring to [1], the Federal Constitution said that people have the right to join in anything they 
want in Malaysia. Malaysian workers have been given the permission to start or join the trade unions 
but it is not true at all. Malaysia has got the experience with the threat of communists which already 
teach the government that trade union activities needed to be controlled for the safety of the Federation. 
Most of the country, already put different limits during the movement of trade union. Unfortunately, 
that limits have made the process of recognising a trade union long and complicated, and they also get 
in the way of the trade union's right to collective bargaining. 

According to [27], a trade union is a way to stop management from putting policy in place that are 
bad for workers. It also helps the workers communicate with the bosses. It tells workers what policy 
decisions have been made and what their concerns are. Even though each union is independent, 
management would not be able to make decisions about workers without a collective bargaining 
agreement with the union. In other definition, trade union exists to defend and safeguard interests of its 
members. It exists to safeguard the members' political, social, and economic interests [13]. In addition, 
trade union also state the main goal is to bargain with the employer on issues like pay, job security, 
working hours, and others while utilising the members' combined strength to its greatest potential. 

In Malaysia, trade union is known as an association of workers that serves as a voice or to speak up 
to control interactions between workers and employers which aims to fix working conditions, raise both 
sides' social and economic status, and also identify ways to increase productivity [28]. Besides that, a 
legal definition according to the Section 2 of Trade Unions Act is a group of workers who are limited 
to work only in Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah or Sarawak. Other than that, unions cannot have members 
from a wide range of industries and the employers can form them. As a conclusion of these definition, 
the precise definition can use for Trade Unions is known as a group of workers that serves the 
employment voice about social needs, economic motives, and protections of rights to an employer.  

According to the figure 1, there are 762 unions in Malaysia, with 948,772 members. However, the 
government continues to attract criticism for its long-standing regulations affecting employees' rights 
to organise groups and their freedom to operate. Over five years, the number of people joining trade 
unions in Malaysia grew by a small amount. According to the Department of Union Affairs (2019), 
there were only 948,772 union members and 762 registered trade unions in Malaysia. 
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Figure 1: Trade Unions Malaysia by Membership in 2015 to 2019 
Sources: Trade Union Statistic in Malaysia (2015-2019) 

 
On the other side, according to the statement made by Young, (2021) trade union function to aim 

and claim the rights of employee such as making work conditions better and get longer vacations. For 
example, give more maternity leaves, prepare a good working environment, comfort facilities and 
equipment. According to article that highlight about maternity leave [9] which is titled Women Trade 
Union Group in Malaysia Calls For 98 Days of Maternity Leave. According to these issues, it shows 
how trade union speak up about members rights to have 98days of maternity leave. Besides that, trade 
union also aim to improve the pays of workers and defend members’ job. For example, referring to a 
case  that is named as Malaysian Airline System Bhd versus Ismail Nasaruddin Bin Abdul Wahab [15]. 
This case is about defending members’ job where Ismail Nasaruddin Bin Abdul Wahab is one of 
members trade union. It is real and happened in Malaysia. As a conclusion, trade union exist to speak 
up or to make a connector between employee and employer in order to claim the rights of employee. 

Trade union are important for both parties [34]. It is because both sides receive the benefits from a 
trade union. For employee, the union negotiates better working conditions with companies and 
represents members in legal disputes with employers (especially in cases the employee got fired without 
a strong excuse or in the unfair situation). Trade unions can arbitrate employee-employer disputes, 
saving time and money compared to litigation. Mediation often leads to a win-win solution. Trade 
unions can air members' collective grievances to seek legislative redress or trade practise improvements 
if certain conditions are met. Meanwhile, for employer, trade unions can assist firms recruit. Mediating 
workplace conflicts saves companies time and money. Trade unions empower workers by advocating 
for healthier trade practises and trade-specific training for wage-earners. This may boost industry 
productivity. 

2.0 Discussion 

2.1 Types of trade union 

Malaysia has three trade union types which are public, private, and employers’ union [36]. Within 
these three types of trade union, there are several classes of employee cannot join the trade union. These 
classes are known as army, police, public officer under law, public officer under security capacity and 
public officer holding any post in Management and Professional Group. Each type of trade union in 
Malaysia has the same aim which is to claim the rights of member. However, there are different ways 
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according to several aspects on how the right is being implemented. Below are the information of these 
types of trade union.  

Public sector union consist of the civil service, the statutory bodies, and the local authorities. In this 
type, the worker only can establish a trade union under the same level such as same ministry, same 
department and same occupational [2]. It is a requirement to establish in the same level because it will 
easy for the members to discuss any issue in the organization and speak it up to the employer. For 
example, members in civil services union were structured by grading and the level of teaching unions 
are presented to primary, secondary, vocational, and university teachers respectively. Other than that, 
members of the trade union under the Minister of Health such as a nurse cannot join the trade union 
under the Minister of Education such as a teacher. In public sector union, issues such as wages or other 
terms will be discussed between the government and Congress of Unions of Employees in the Public 
and Civil Services (CUEPACS). In other words, any issues that arise will be handled by CUEPACS 
[18]. In public sector union, there are no any process of collective bargaining involved. Even though 
CUEPACS have approved to proceed collective bargaining, unfortunately it will not happen because it 
could involve more minister that might make the administration complicated. A few histories about 
CUEPACS are it has been registered on 1959 [33]. It is an association of the workers that work under 
the government. According to Employment Act 1955, Section 72, the workers in the same industry or 
occupational can establish the union which represents the rights of member to speak up about issues 
such as management of the working time, rank up position, wages, retirement, and safety working place.  

Private sector union is divided into two categories which are national or in-house [25]. Unions of a 
national nature cover all workers in the same or similar trades, occupations and industries [22]. Larger 
unions have broader structures such as regional and local branches or factory level committees. National 
unions aim to protect the worker in the same industry, trade or occupational[31]. For example, the 
workers in manufacturing industry from different companies are national union. In national unions, the 
organization is more structured. It is because, there are the involvement of regional branches and level 
of committees. However, the sizes of union do not necessarily have to be the biggest even though it is 
involved in the regional branches. In addition, national union do not cover the whole Malaysia workers, 
but it has classes such as workers in Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and Sarawak respectively. It is 
because, the Employment Act 1995 has stated that it is required by the law.  

Next category is in-house. In-house known as the trade union are within the workers on same 
company or the same employee and employer. An in-house is a union that consists of all employees in 
the workplace in question [22] For example, Telekom Bhd Employees Union and Tenaga Nasional 
Berhad Employee Union.  In-house union has existed in most of the company but it is usually within a 
small size. Even though it is a small size, but the number of in-house unions kept growing. It is good as 
it can attract the investors to invest in Malaysia. The investors will be interested to invest in Malaysia 
because the relationship between employer and employee are peaceful and it will lead to increase in 
productivity. However, the employer has their own agenda to support the workers that join in-house 
union. The agenda is to avoid their worker joining the national union that makes them got influenced 
by the outsider. Both of it are handled by Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC) but the MTUC 
focuses more to national union which strengthens the trade union. It is because, the more union exist, 
the more weakness of communication between them. Even so, MTUC has setup to improve employment 
information which focuses on minimum wages, minimum retirement age, weekly holidays, and 
maternity leaves [3]. 

An employer's trade union is a union represented by the employer's parties [29]. Its function is to 
prevent the movement of workers who are not satisfied with the terms and conditions of employment 
that have been set in an organization. They play their own agenda to prevent workers from joining 
workers' unions. In addition, an employer’s union is an association involving an act in which the 
employer can establish or lead the union. However, they could not join the union that worker sets. In 
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other words, the employer can establish the union but cannot join the worker union, and the union also 
can establish the union but cannot join the employer union. Each union has different involvement under 
Section 2 of Industrial Relation Act. Employers’ unions aim to protect the rights of their members and 
negotiate with the union of workers about the issue that has been spoken up [7]. Usually, this issue will 
be handled by the Malaysian Employers Federation (MEF). MEF aims to coordinate the decision 
between employer about the issues that is spoken up by the employee, such as advising the employer 
about workforce implementation and overcoming the disputes about the law and essential functions of 
workers. Besides that, MEF also works to secure the organization of all employees and present the 
opinion to employers about labor.  

2.2 Pros and Cons Trade Union 

The unions will educate and give the worker information about their rights and defending the rights 
of the worker so that they are not taken for granted by their employer. The unions have a lot of supports 
and backers as well as expert’s representative behind their back. This will give a lot of benefits for the 
worker if they have dispute or being taken for granted by their employer. The union also offer protection 
for the worker that are facing discrimination in their workplace due to worker’s background, races, 
gender, religion, and others [21]. The discrimination also includes the problems that union members 
faced such as sexual harassment by the co-worker. Gender discrimination happens a lot especially in 
the high-risk industry such as construction where most of the worker are males. Hence, under the 
union’s act, there are no discrimination can be faced by the workers and the union will make sure that 
the worker has a healthy working environment when they are working as well as respecting towards 
one another [35]. 

According to [39] when employees join a trade union, employees can also increase their bargaining 
power where employees have the power when joining and the power to negotiate with employers 
regarding better working conditions such as wages and benefits obtained. For example, the demand for 
a salary increases by the Congress of Unions of Employees in the Public Service (CUEPACS) which 
has caused the government to agree to raise the new salary rates for government employees across the 
country. When they are united, they have the collective power to negotiate and bargain with employers 
to get better terms and conditions of service. 

Furthermore, the unions played a vital role to improve worker’s pay especially in manufacturing as 
well as in the construction industry where back in the days their salaries are under paid [32]. The union 
rose a lot of effort to fight the rights and correcting the leverage that are imbalance during that time. 
Now, the effects of their fight not only benefited the union members but also gives effects to the non-
members. The collective bargaining not only gives them the leverage but gives them a lot of benefits to 
the worker such as holidays, health insurance, sick pay, and work-life balance where the workers are 
only needed to work 8 hours a day and leave on weekend where they can balance their career and 
personal life. Work life balance also has given the worker chance to spend more of their time with their 
family members. After the pandemic occur, the integration of technologies makes their working time 
much more flexible and easier where they can work at home. 

In addition, their involvement in legitimate union activities is protected by law. Therefore, the 
success of the union's struggle to get better terms will directly benefit its members. Indirectly, this 
situation can help in improving their economic status through the benefits they receive after joining the 
trade union [11]. 

In the day before trade union existed, there were no such thing as a weekend or any accommodations 
for workers. Unions influence trends that are advantaging them and all of the workers, even though the 
workforce in Malaysia are not completely unionised. For example, issue of maternity leave and 
paternity leave that is spoken up from the trade union where the maternity leaves for female workers 
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improved from 60 days into 98 days and the paternity for male workers has been given 7 days leave 
[14].  

 Furthermore, workers also join trade unions to obtain protection of their rights from 
discrimination, exploitation and unfair treatment at the workplace by management or employers such 
as favouritism, differentiating wages between individual workers in terms of race, religion, gender, and 
so on [39] For example, the case that happened at Sea Firebricks where the payment of different wages 
based on gender for the same amount of work. This situation clearly shows unfair treatment based on 
gender towards its employees. In order to prevent this problem from happening to them, workers have 
joined unions to get protection of their rights. In addition, according to [3] employee rights in 
organizations can also be obtained by employees in an organization. These rights include the right to 
voice opinions and dissatisfaction through proper channels by joining a trade union and the right to 
receive certain benefits within the organization. Other rights given to employees by the organization 
are such as employee involvement in decision making. Therefore, this trade union becomes an observer 
for them if its members do not receive unfair treatment from the employer. This situation, if they join a 
trade union, their rights will be preserved and will get help from the trade union in the event of injustice 
to them from the employer during their working period in the organization concerned. 

The trade unions can amplify the political ideas and issues within the working class. This is because 
the influence of trade union due to their members that join together makes their support vital for the 
political factors that benefits them. Many politicians used issues being faced by the working class as 
their agenda and manifesto in order to gain supports from the union members as the union members are 
many in numbers [8]. A strong centralized unions comes with strong collective bargaining which 
indicate the decisive moments for macroeconomy throughout the year in the country. When the benefits 
are being provided to them, it will boost their performance which enables them to work and achieve 
their goals in effective ways through political factors rather than industrial means. The unions can gain 
political influence through support from party that sympathized with their demands and needs such as 
paid leave, extra maternity leave as well as paternity leave, sick pays and many more. Through the 
unions, they can voice out their needs to the political faction and directing them to get fund raises from 
many sources.  

There are additional dues and fees that need to be paid in order to become members of the trade 
union. Dues are the cost of membership where it will be collected and funded activities as well as the 
events being held. The fees being deducted based on the salary of the worker with certain amount 
monthly. The fees being appointed gives the burden to the worker especially in Malaysia where most 
of the company paid their worker with the minimum wages. With the rising cost of living as well as 
high inflation rate makes their salary insufficient to survive for another month. Most of the workers in 
Malaysia are living pay check to pay check and they think that the fees will become a burden for them. 
The fact that union dues are taken out of a worker's pay check is another disadvantage. That can amount 
to a wage cut of 1.5% to 2.5% under normal circumstances. A person's potential salary increase 
switching jobs may be reduced the amount of money they must pay in relocation costs. Because of this, 
many workers are not interested to join the unions, resulting the low participation in the unions [35]. 

When workers are bound with the decision of the unions and everything must follow the union's 
decision although they are disagreeing with the decision. This happen when they are working in groups 
[26]. The concept of unions is that they are always working in groups or groupthink to ensure success 
for their work, different from individuality where it encourages new ideas, creativity, and collaborative 
action from different perspectives. When decision being made in the union, they will need confirmation 
from other members and final decision being made with the majority vote or when the higher up 
discussing with each other. When under the unions, the ideas and works will be stated as 'group work' 
even though only one person is the one who gives ideas and effort to ensure that the task will success. 
The action made will limit individual potential to grow and have their own creativity when working 
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without any restriction from the unions. The unions also will make the workers ignore their ethical and 
moral consequences in order to avoid fighting with each other [23] The non-union member will also be 
affected as they will go along with the crowd without any dispute or disagreement among them. For 
business environment, it is not healthy as the business need creativity and different perspectives from 
many people to ensure success for their business.  

One of the most fundamental issues that occurs in trade unions between union leaders and their 
members is long-term job stability [6]. Unions believe that companies or organizations have a 
responsibility to retain hard-working employees and fight for layoffs and termination of employment 
contracts. In most cases, arguments such as stabilizing jobs in society, planning to reduce the number 
of jobs in companies are often heard. Employers argued that this would prevent the union from growing. 

In addition, the union are more focused on the seniority in an organisation. This means that they 
are prone to let the senior worker to stay and work until they retire. Due to this action, there are less 
position for the new worker to start working for the organization and the organization lack advancement 
for them to strive for a better future.  

The unions also make the process of firing employee become hard. Take the case of Malaysian 
Airline System vs Ismail Nasaruddin Bin Abdul Wahab [15] where the company dismiss the respondent  
due to his action that breached the terms and condition of employment. The fight took a lot of time in 
the High Court because the respondent is one of the union members and the president of the National 
Union of Flight Attendants Malaysia (NUFAM). The union defended their members rightfully and 
fought the discrimination for the workers. It is a good act for the workers but it gives impact on the 
employer side or the company where their time is wasted at trials, at some cases they need to pay a lot 
for terminating their workers legally. 

The existing of trade union increases cost of operation where it is because of the collective 
bargaining driven by the unions [17]. Such as increase in pays, claiming their rights and so on. This will 
make the cost of labour increase and it is stated that hiring unionized employee can become expensive 
rather than hiring non-members. There are a lot of consideration and rules to abide in order to hire 
unionized members. It will drive up the cost of labours making it hard for business operators to roll up 
their profits and production cost. When the labour cost goes up, many company will cover the cost by 
increasing their price of goods and services. Some company will fire their workers in order to cover the 
cost of operation without increase their goods. This will lead to high unemployment rates in the industry 
due to the union’s action. 

2.3 Challenges in Trade Union 

Trade union is one association in an organization. This association has more than one challenge 
which is impact on the number of trade unions and the movement of trade union.   

 Challenge 1: Gender Discrimination 

Female workers and unionists experience advancement discrimination despite equal work 
performance. As a proof, more than 50% women in Malaysia faced the discrimination at a workplace 
especially when it is including the power [5]. [10] said that this issue occurs because some firms and 
unions believe women's movement to be confined, as well as family duties and other circumstances that 
may impede future job performance, especially during mature leave periods. Representing by [26] 
female unionists also faced sexual harassment and also face workplace discrimination. 

 Challenge 2: Lack of awareness about trade union 

One of the biggest problems with the growth of trade unions in the country has been the lack of 
educated workers who can run the movement efficiently, with a clear goal in mind, and with skill. The 
lack of education, divisions based on race, religion, migration, lack of self-awareness, language, and 
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caste. For example, the employee do not know what is trade union and how it is functional to them [20]. 
As a result, they do not join the trade union in their company because they do not know the trade union 
is functional to them. As an impact from that, the number of members for trade union increase only a 
small amount. So, lack of awareness is one of the challenges that is faced by trade union to make a 
movement. 

 Besides that, workers may not be aware of trade unions since the unions have not successfully 
promoted themselves to this group of workers [40] As a result, the majority of workers were not aware 
of the union's existence. According to [41] more than one-third of non-members in unionised 
workplaces said they would prefer to join a union if asked, yet more than half of non-members who are 
eligible to join the union at their place of employment have never been approached about doing so. 

      Challenge 3: Lack of engagement between employer and management trade union 

The discussion of the previous problem brings us to the next dilemma. The workers frequently 
juggle their employment with successful labour union participation. In order to build a group or 
association namely trade union within employee, they need to get the “blessing” from their top 
management or the employer. It is because, the engagement between them is important due to achieving 
a goal or objective of trade union. To preserve a healthy work environment, effective communication 
between the company and the unions is crucial [24].It is very important for businesses to maintain 
positive connections with trade unions over the long run. By just speaking with the trade union leader 
(the employees' representative), employers may discover problems that have led to employee 
unhappiness and quickly and amicably resolve them. If not, the company would need to meet with each 
employee separately, which will hold down decision-making and corporate growth [37].  

For example, if they have a good engagement between them, any issue that is spoken can be solved 
and their organization will be in harmony. However, if there are lack of engagement, the issue that has 
been spoken up might be a reason they give a different opinion and did not reach a decision. As a result, 
employees lack enthusiasm in union work unless the issue is of critical importance[26]. So, lack of 
engagement is one of the challenges that trade union face due to the growing number of members in 
trade union.  

3.0 Conclusion and Recommendations 

To sum up, the trade union has been existed in Malaysia since long time ago where Malaysia has 
not been freed from the colonial yet. There are many solutions that has been used and discussed by trade 
union to get better condition and environment working place. Trade union has bargaining collective to 
claim the right of worker where it is kept on improving the solution due to any issues. The struggle done 
by trade union give a positive impact to the worker even though they are not member of trade union. 
So, by today the number of member trade union should be increase due to the belief where the biggest 
number of members in trade union, the stronger issue be done between employee and employer. In 
order to increase the number of members of the trade union, there are needs to promote the trade union 
to the employee where every challenge that are faced by trade union should be eliminated. There are a 
lot of ways for trade union to ensure that the people are enlightened with the functions of the unions 
and then it will indirectly promote the trade union to the employee. 

Gender discrimination is always an issue especially in the 3D (dirty, dangerous, and demanding) 
industry. Over the years, men are always in control in that area and are always discriminated and belittle 
the female workers. Some of them being harassed by their co-workers due to the reason of being a 
woman in the industry. One of the ways to attract the participation of the female workers, the union 
must fight the right for them and abolish the discrimination faced by them to ensure their safety and 
promote a healthy working environment. 
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Technologies are one of the greatest revolutions towards the human history and it can be used as 
one of the effective ways to promote the participation as well as to encourage people to join the union. 
Technologies such as internet and social medias can be used to reach out people through various method 
such as information, event invitations and so on. The technologies can broaden the distribution and can 
reach out many people as well as enlighten them to take part as the union members. 

It is crucial to engage with the community in order to attract the community to accept and join the 
unions. This approach can make them feel appreciated and being valued as a person or individual. One 
of the ways to approach the community is by celebrating festivals, give them positive message, 
community services and many more. This will attract them and give them the interest about the union. 

From this recommendation, unintentionally the trade union has been promoted. It is because, the 
challenges have been eliminated where by fighting for the non-discrimination of gender, the women 
worker will volunteer themselves to join the trade union. Besides that, trade union should advertise the 
benefit of trade union by using the technologies due to creating the awareness. Finally, the trade union 
should increase the engagement of relation with the local community, it is because the local community 
will assume that trade union approach them to join the unions. As a result, they will join and surely will 
eliminate the challenges, the trade union indirectly promote to the worker or people.   
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