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What Do Unions in China Actually Do? A Study Based on 1853 Reports of Chinese Union Practices
HU En-hua', ZHANG Mao-long', SHAN Hong-mei’
(1. School of Economics and Management of Nanjing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics,
Nanjing, Jiangsu,211106, China;
2. School of Management of Nanjing University of Posts and Telecommunications, Nanjing,Jiangsu,210046, China)

Abstract; As trade unions and studies of industrial relations continue to decline in many industrialized coun-
tries, China still pushes ahead its construction of harmonious labor relations, in which union reform is one of the
most remarkable actions. Despite the fact that Chinese trade unions play an increasingly significant role in the
process of building harmonious labor relations, there are disagreements among researchers in regard to Chinese
trade unions’ specific functions. In this study, 1853 work reports from the website of the All China Federation of
Trade Unions have been collected with the help of a directional crawler tool. Despite the fact that these reports were
collected from a single source, they came from the internal systems of the All China Federation of Trade Unions with
rich and detailed content to be studied. The paper then conceptualized these reports using the coding method from
the grounded theory, and quantitatively described the whole current situation of Chinese trade unions’ practices
from perspectives of the functions, the hierarchy and the regions.

In the qualitative analysis stage, the actions of safeguarding, caring, promoting, participating and constructing
in the practices of Chinese trade unions were identified, in addition, the connotations of and boundaries among
these concepts were clarified. As is shown in the results, Chinese unions did a more diversified work compared to
their foreign counterparts who put nearly all the emphasis on fighting for the union members’ interests. Yet in Chi-
na, trade unions took actions not only for the sake of all the employees, regardless of whether they were union mem-
bers or not, but also for the interest demand of the government, the society and the employers. The study then put
forward several findings as followed :

1) On the basis of the first finding, we discovered that Chinese unions put much emphasis on the part of social
responsibilities. They undertook these work actively and voluntarily, such as taking part in social construction,
helping the vulnerable groups of employees, and promoting the employees’ comprehensive quality and work enthu-
siasm. This characteristic of undertaking responsibilities for the whole society and even the employers, which are
included as part of the society, distinguished Chinese trade unions from their foreign counterparts, providing an im-
portant and unignorable entering point for studying Chinese trade unions.

2) A large majority of critics for Chinese trade unions is about the lack of enough power to represent and pro-
tect employees’ interests and rights. In this study, we did find that Chinese trade unions did not take enough ac-
tions of safeguarding and participating. Additionally, there were obvious characteristics of bureaucracy, such as the
unified design from the top which would be followed down level by level, and differences of trade union practices
existed among provinces in China, which reconfirmed the gap between the bureaucratic unified design from the top
and the complicated industrial relations reality in grass-roots work.

3) Opportunities and challenges exist together in the current situation of Chinese trade unions. They have u-
nique strength over their foreign counterparts as well as obvious weakness. Drawn from this study, the independ-
ence of Chinese trade unions, especially those at the grass-roots level, need to be strengthened urgently, neverthe-
less, they should not be questioned as attempting and accomplishing nothing since their diversified work model
helped to form a situation of virtuous circle so that they could play a positive role in China’s industrial relations
practices.

Key Words: Chinese trade unions; union practice; grounded theory; quantitative analysis
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