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Introduction

Globalisation and new technologies have significant impact 
on different organisations and trade unions are no exception. 
Trade unions in many countries are going through an institutional 
decline. This decline is due to the structural changes in labour force, 
economy and unemployment because of new technologies, labour 
market demographic changes and ageing population. Trade union 
reactions to the challenges of the existing situation are depicted 
through revitalisation [1]. Trade union strategies for renewal and 
revitalisation are a key issue [2-4]. 

Globally, this has led trade unions to develop new strategies to 
increase membership and resulted in the deployment of information 
and communication technologies (ICTs). ICT, such as the Internet 
used by trade unions, is one of its strategies to conduct more 
effective trade union functions to recruit members, campaigns, 
service provision, research, education and training [5-8]. 

Social media played an important role in Arab Spring countries, 
not only social media but also all digital technology such as  

 
Internet and mobile revolution.  Furthermore, it plays a vital role 
in communication with people and it was almost impossible to 
communicate without the use of modern technology [9], but the 
question might arise whether African countries are using social 
media as well as the digital technology. The Internet used to 
gather information, social media to connect with people and global 
reporting such as news. Furthermore, ICT has played a significant 
role in Egypt and Tunisia but not a great role in Syria and Libya [9]. 
A discrepancy exists between researchers regarding strategy use of 
the Internet to prevent decline of membership. Lowery & Beadles 
[10] mention that trade unions have introduced the Internet as 
a means of strategy to avoid further challenges of trade union 
membership decline. Troy [11] argues that the use of the ICT will not 
improve trade unions and will surely not reverse the membership, 
density and influence trends.The use of ICT has problems and 
barriers for unions and their members as Lewis [12] mentions that 
“a lack of access to ICTs by both unions and their members is one 
of the key barriers inhibiting its widespread adoption and effective 
use, particularly in Africa”.
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Abstract

This study aims to conceptualise revitalisation of trade unions, trade union strategies, new information era and Internet use of trade unions 
internationally and in the five largest economies in Africa and present the use of the Internet as a strategy to prevent further challenges of trade union 
such as union membership decline and density. The research is based on the experience of a participant observer. The analysis based on historical 
development information, the related literature and documentation of the application of ICT. It has shown that there is slow progress of the ICTs by the 
unions of the top five economies in Africa due to the historical landscape they face. Trade unions are developing slowly and need to adapt to the use of 
the ICTs. The research focus was relatively narrow and focused on the ICT use and strategies of unions and more specifically unions in the five largest 
economies in Africa. This research is focusing on how unions are attempting to renew themselves through the use of Internet technology, networking 
and ICT. There were limitations in this research as there was a lack of availability of primary documentation and secondary analysis to evaluate and 
access the accuracy of observations and conclusions.This study will add value to trade unions particularly on the African continent to learn from and 
adapt to ICTs such as the website and Internet use. 
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More recently, the researcher observed using social media 
has a robust potential for being a driving force for trade unions’ 
renewal, the use of ICT and the use of social media by trade unions 
is increasingly studied [13]. However, it is important to note that 
major differences exist in Internet use and accessibility among 
countries and regions. Within developing countries, there is a clear 
tendency towards increased concentration of information flows to 
urban and central areas, but there is limited research reported on 
the diffusion in areas of Asia and Africa [14].

Global trade unions started emerging with the use of the 
Internet since the beginning of the twenty-first century [15]. The 
global Internet origin was traced to the US-based ARPANET during 
the 1960s and Sub-Saharan Africa had the first network in 1988. 
Although mobile and Internet penetration remains comparatively 
low in Africa, pioneering countries were Tunisia and South Africa in 
1991, Egypt in 1993 and Algeria and Zambia in 1994. By the end of 
1997, 47 of the then 53 countries in Africa had some Internet access 
[16]. It has never happened in the history of the African continent 
that the population has been connected as it is today [17]. Nyirenda 
Jere & Biru [16] state that the Internet is showing growth on the 
African continent. The level of the internet penetration is above 
20 percent and showing a growth. The mobile subscription is 70 
percent and the internet subscription for mobile broadband access 
accounts is above 90 percent [16]. As emphasised by Rego et al. 
[18], ICTs are regarded as the most significant contribution for the 
revitalisation of trade unions. Moreover, ICTs are inexpensive, work 
quicker and are far-reaching compare to traditional communication; 
unions can overcome the problems of time, space and distance 
[19]. Furthermore, there is greater confidence among some trade 
unionists on the benefits of communicating online [20]. Previous 
research on revitalisation and the use of ICT mainly focuses on 
countries such as America, Europe, Portugal and the Anglo-Saxon 
countries.

The main objective of this article is to conceptualise how 
trade unions in the five largest economies in Africa are attempting 
to renew themselves by using Internet technology, networking 
and ICT. Furthermore, there are some advantages for conducting 
this research. First, it will help to fill in the gap concerning an 
investigation that is based on the Nigeria, South Africa, Egypt, 
Algeria and Angola context. These countries were chosen because 
they are the most economically active countries in Africa and 
the communities in these countries have ICT available such as 
Twitter, Facebook, Skype, Internet and mobile phones and ICTs 
to communicate with people [9]. Even if people in these countries 
have more access to ICT, there is still a lack of civic rights in these 
countries. It, therefore, is important to look at the labour relations 
systems and the decline of memberships in these countries. 

Labour Relations Systems Decline of Trade Union 
Membership and Trade Unions in the Five Largest 
Economies in Africa

According to Burns [21], the decline in union membership 
started in 1945. Since the mid-1990s [22], there has been an 

ongoing discussion within trade movements on the appropriate 
strategies to reverse the decline of unions [23]. Wright [8] states 
that the analysis of trade union membership has continued to be 
regarded as an important topic, particularly in the field of labour 
relations and the economy of labour. In Anglo-Saxon countries, 
the loss of membership is a strong indicator of union decline [24]. 
Globally, trade union memberships are showing a massive decline 
and Africa is not an exception. Nigeria was under the countries 
dictatorship, but its level of union membership remained stable 
during 1980’s and 1990s [25]. 

The labour relations system of Nigeria

Nigeria is a country that has undergone political, social and 
economic fundamental changes. In 1960, Nigeria was in the 
process of a revolution after the departure of the British and it 
became an independent state [26]. The political and industrial 
relations structure that was left behind by the British and has 
changed dramatically within a period of six years. Moreover, the 
structure of trade unions remains unsatisfactory and most of 
them are ineffective [26,27]. The Nigerian industrial relations 
have failed due to governmental interference on policies and 
unpopular anti-labour law Genty et al. [28] state that the impact of 
globalisation, particularly the Internet, led to the decline in trade 
union membership density in Nigeria. The revitalisation strategies 
of the Nigerian trade unionare associated with the political parties. 
Nigerian trade unions have been working together with the political 
alliances to win the government power and labour legislation that 
favours them [28].

There are two trade union federations in Nigeria, namely Trade 
Union Congress (TUC) and Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC). The 
TUC has seven affiliate unions while NLC has 40 affiliate unions 
with about four million memberships [29]. In Nigeria, ICT is not 
used as part of trade union strategies due to the lack of the affiliate’s 
database. ICT plays a major role in different organisations to 
increase the productivity when employees are part of trade union 
membership. Therefore, trade unions should adapt to the use of ICT 
for the facilitation of effective and efficient administration.

The labour relations system of Egypt

In 1882, British occupied Egypt during the First World 
War. The national movement of Egypt rejected the British and 
attempted a revolution in 1919. Furthermore, Egypt gained its 
independence during 1992 [30]. Budhwar & Mellahi [31] that the 
high level of unemployment has a strong impact on the countries 
such as Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria and Morocco have said it. These 
countries are experiencing a strong union membership decline 
andthe legislation has limited their power. The reason that led to 
decline was the political background and the disappearance of the 
government in Algeria (the 1990s) and Egypt (1980s). 

The Egyptian government has eliminated the trade union 
organisations and undermined the right of trade unions that 
are in the Constitution Article. The decision that was taken 
prohibited independent trade unions and considered them illegal 
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organisations. However, many members said that they would 
fight the government’s decision, which will violate the country’s 
constitution [32]. This clearly shows that the trade unions, as well 
as the country, need ICT strategies to revitalise their organisations.

The labour relations system of South Africa

The South African industrial relations experienced major 
changes within a democratic period that were influenced by 
legislations. The post-apartheid government introduced the first 
act in order to address the workplace imbalances. Additionally, 
the following acts that was introduced are the Basic Condition of 
Employment Act of 1997, Skills Development Act of 1998 as well as 
the Employment Equity of Act of 1998.

Between the periods of 1980-2000, the registered trade union 
membership increased sharply from 782 000 in 1989 to three 
million in 2000, which was nearly 6 percent of the annual increase 
in South Africa [33]. Union membership increased after 1995 and 
it was much easier for the trade unions to register [33]. Barker 
[33] emphasises that union membership continued to grow up to 
2002, but in that same year, there was a downward trend of union 
membership. Grobler et al. [34]; Barker [33] said that there is a 
decline of trade union membership. In 1999, the union membership 
was up to 55 percent (834,000 workers). However, it had increased 
to almost 70 percent (1.4 million workers) in 2014 [35]. 

South African trade unions and federations have gone through 
the strategic planning strategy regarding the trends of union 
membership years ago. Thus, some of the trade unions, as well 
as the federations, have failed to implement the new strategies 
to meet their challenges. This includes the NACTU affiliates who 
failed to maintain their bargaining council membership due to lack 
of representatives and being unable to implement decisions [36]. 
However, there are also affiliates in COSATU who failed to apply the 
decisions [37]. Other trade unions and federations have managed to 
develop the strategies of revitalisation of trade unions [38].

Union revitalisation has been a central focus for many 
organisations. Most research has concentrated on the new leadership 
and new strategic direction for unions [39]. Revitalisation strategies 
attempt to shift trade unions from the traditional movement 
unionism to social movement unionism [38]. The powerful social 
movement unionism took place in South Africa whereby trade 
unions were part of the coalition that defeated apartheid over the 
years [40]. In this sense, the coalition is a possible key for trade 
union revitalisation. Furthermore, South African trade unions have 
lost 17 000 members in a year [41]. Therefore, it is essential for 
trade unions in South Africa to revitalise their membership by 
using ICT, particularly the Internet.

South African trade unions used strategies of revitalisation 
suggested by Frege & Kelly [24], namely gaining union membership, 
restructuring of the organisation, employer’s partnership, political 
action, international associations and building a coalition. However, 
Dörre et al. [42] argue that organising unions should be considered 

from the power resource perspective to gain access to power 
resources. Pantland [43] states that South Africa is advanced with 
telecommunication infrastructure, which makes it possible for 
trade unions to use ICT. However, the penetration of the Internet 
is too low, especially when trade unions are not making full use 
of the Internet possibilities. Furthermore, Pantland [43] believes 
that there is a significant ICT potential to facilitate the union 
revitalisation. Thus far, trade unions have failed to make use of and 
keep up with the technological advances. 

The labour relations system of Algeria

The establishment of independent unions was introduced 
by the Algerian Industrial Relations Law (90-14) of 1990, which 
requires trade unions to use the authority of declarations. The 
governor or the labour minister will issue the receipt or letter of 
acknowledgement to the trade union within 30 days. Therefore, if 
trade unions do not have the receipt, they cannot operate legally 
[44]. Horwitz & Budhwar [45] argue that the Algerian trade union 
had a strong union membership, but the legislations, as well as the 
market dynamics, have been severely reducing their power and 
political influence. 

The labour relations system of Angola

The General Labour Act 2/2000 of February 11 governs the 
Angolan labour relations. The Act separates the legislations that 
deal with the aspects of labour relations. There are mechanisms 
that limit the authority of parties to employment relationship. 
However, the Angolan labour legislation includes aspects such as 
the working hours, type of contract, flexibility and so forth [46]. 
Angola has improved dramatically with the use of ICTs. Despite the 
improvement, the political rights, as well as the liberties, are still 
controlled by the Movement for the Liberation of Angola-Labour 
Party (MPLA) [47].

According to Wilson [48], trade union membership in Angola 
is unknown. Angolan trade union membership is limited because 
when National Union of Angolan Workers (UNTA) and General 
Centre of Independent and Free Unions of Angola (CGSILA) are 
combined, they have less than one million members.Trade unions 
and collective bargaining in countries like Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt 
and Morocco have become undesirable [45]. Algeria has to build 
the democracy on respect for their individual and collective rights, 
particularly on the rights of its workers and unions. Algerian 
unions that are not ruled by the government are faced with unfair 
dismissals, intimidation and even imprisonment [49].

ICT and Revitalisation: Old and New Methods

The ICTs are a significant contribution of union revitalisation 
especially in the Anglo-Saxon countries because it has an impact 
on both internal and external communication [50]. According to 
Fiorito et al. [51]; Kombol [52], the use of online communication 
has been observed among the trade unions. For instance, 
Diamond & Freeman [53] mention attraction of new members 
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and improvement of services.Frege & Kelly [24] state that for the 
renewal and revitalisation of the labour movement, trade unions 
needs to improve their recruitment structure to attract new 
employees. Lowery et al. [54] point out that for trade unions to 

attract new members as well as reversing the union membership 
decline; they must change their old methods and be willing to try 
new methods. Table 1 shows the methods that were used in the past 
and the current methods, which was introduced by the use of ICT. 

Table 1: ICT old and new methods used by trade unions.

Old Methods New Methods

Telephone, fax,  
snail-mail and travel Computers and Internet

Average 100 long-distance  
calls and 30 overseas calls per month Month fixed charge

Less communication quality Hundreds of emails at  
no additional costs

Problem of difference Fax via the Internet

Study by books/library No worry about time

Postage for mails Research, study and data collection via the Internet

Huge travel costs for  
meetings and education

Online conference 
Distance education

Fuchs [55] states that the implementations of the new ICTs 
are associated with risks, such as employer counter-mobilisation 
[56]. However, Greene et al. [57] emphasise that the Internethas 
an impact on the internal and external communication of the trade 
unions. The internal communications are e-learning, providing 
services to members, promoting access to more information, 
while the external communication is to foster national as well 
as international solidarity and ensure that they can contact 
mass media [57]. According to Fioritor et al. [21], trade union 
organisations feel that the introduction and implementation of ICT 
is critical for the success of their organisation and that the use of 
the website as well as an email will provide trade union members 
and the public a platform to raise their voices [20]. However, 
Pinnock [58] emphasises that the use of the ICT be considered as 
being too slow and uneven. The potential of ICTs used as internal 
communication to trade unions in empowering their structure [53]. 
Martinez Lucio [59] argues that the users’ profile may be ineffective 
because they are computer illiterate and are resistant to adapt to 
the new forms of communication.Research indicates that there has 
been a growth in the use of new ICTs within trade unions in unions’ 
action such as campaigns, bargaining, announcements based on 
training, collective agreements, developments, strikes and shop 
stewards [50,53].

Diamond & Freeman [53] argue that the ICTs offer new ways 
for trade unions to strengthen their union movement and engage 
with members. The question might arise on how ICT will help trade 
unions to reverse the decline of union membership. Furthermore, 
Freeman [60] points out that ICT such as the use of the Internet 
and website can help trade unions to revitalise union membership 
and union influence as it is cheaper.Some researchers argue that 
the use of new online technology can be an important tool for 
unions [61] and are confident with communication online benefits 

[20], while some have regarded the possibilities of digital media 
as a weapon that changes the conditions of the trade unions; for 
example, information on the Internet and social media is limited [5]. 
Masters [61] states that there had been a disagreement between 
the researchers and observers on the benefits of ITC to organise 
unions.

Fiorito & Gallagher [62] state that some researchers failed 
to use the potential of the Internet tool for organising unions. It 
has been shown that the development of information technology 
among unions is very slow and their interest in membership is 
limited [63,64]. The internal communications (email, intranet) and 
external communication (websites and emails) allow unions to 
exchange information easily and timorously, unlike the traditional 
way of communication that focuses more on the chat rooms and 
discussion boards [50]. Trade unions in United States of America 
and the United Kingdomstarted to use the Internet for union 
activities [60]. The number of union websites in Europe includes 
the United Kingdom with 373, France with 181 and Germany with 
59.

The use of union website has risen rapidly, particularly in 
developing countries as unions have gone online. Global Union 
Federations, as well as the International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions, consider the Internet an important weapon for their 
union activities [60]. Previous studies have examined the impact of 
ICT on trade union communication, more especially on the websites 
and emails and evaluated the extent to which the transformation 
of unions has been taking place. Fiorito [65] have explored the 
performance outcome of a trade union by using of ICT as the tool. 
Their findings were found positive for union organising measures 
(change in trade union membership), while the characteristics of 
trade union and environmental variables were considered strongly 
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related to the use of ICT. In the study of Greer [66] on the analysis of 
union websites in the United States, the focuses on the information 
provision rather than opportunities for engagement. The increase of 
leadership, the use of ICT and the improvement of communication 
are regarded as important trends for the trade unions.

According to Bryson et al. [67], the online networks such as 
Facebook managed to attract more members in a short period. Many 
employees often use social media and their networking features 
for the purpose of voicing concerns about work-related issues and 
connecting with their colleagues. In fact, Masters et al. [68] found 
that United States union members are strong users of ICT.

White [69,70] states that union campaigns as well as social 
engagement serve as guidelines that highlight the importance 
of union awareness, informed channel selection, consistency 
and monitoring. However, it is not yet known which of the trade 
unions are more likely to prioritise social media [71]. The question 
can arise, will unions move towards professional networks such 
as LinkedIn and Twitter, upload photo and video sites to retain 
communication among them?The potential of ICT to improve 
trade union communications has been of global interest for the 
past years. Lee [5] states that the development of the Internet 
highlights positive views on how online communications can 
become a force of change for trade unions; however, Chaison [72] 
has criticised the use of the Internet as not beneficial and it might 
become destruction to some of the members. ICT has opened new 
opportunities for trade unions, but on the other hand, it is seen as 
threats to its members [71].

Trade union membership ascended in the 1940s and 1950s 
and benefited from having contemporaneous forms of common 
experience [67]. Gerbaudo [73] said that some tools are associated 
with the protest action in Egyptian revolution of 2011 such as 
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. Thus, what is preventing modern 
trade unions from attracting millions of members with Facebook? 
Oruh [74] suggests that the use of social media such as Twitter, 
Facebook and Blogs by Nigerian trade unions could be effective 
in increasing the employees’ voice. The findings have shown that 
Nigerian trade unions prefer the Short Message System (SMS). 
The usage of mobile phones in Nigerian trade unions has shown 
growth. The use of mobile phone increases the ability for an adult to 
send and receive text messages for participation in union activities. 
Additionally, the trade union leaders and members believe that the 
SMS usage is effective and empowering [75]. Nwagbara et al. [76] 
state that Nigerian trade unions are shaped by the use of social 
media. 

Egyptian trade unions gain information, updates on the latest 
news and interact with others by using Facebook and Twitter 
[77]. Baglione [35] said that Egypt played a significant role in 
influencing Algerian unions to use Facebook, but many unions did 
not use it. The International Telecommunications Union state that 
the Algerians had Internet access of 12.5 percent in 2010.People 
in Angola can access Facebook, YouTube, Blogs and Twitter freely. 
The Internet penetration of Angola in 2014 was 21 percent. The 

access to amobile phone in Angola has increased from 62 percent 
in 2013 to 63 percent in 2014 [78]. African News Agency [79] states 
that Cosatu, the South African trade union federation, had shown an 
interest in Twitter and Facebook. However, some of its trade unions 
still lag behind and do not use Twitter and Facebook effectively.The 
new ICT became an important source for communication that can 
transfer information (email and website) and allow the users to 
interact using Web 2.0 (social media, forums and interactive sites). 
Web 2.0 can be defined as a stage whereby the user can interact 
using social media, interactive website and teleconferencing [13].

Vielhaber & Waltman [80] state that even though many trade 
unions worldwide have adopted the new ICT, there is still a need 
for personal face-to-face communication that builds a strong 
relationship between the unions and motivates people to use emails 
and update their websites. According to [13], there are limited 
studies based on the potential of new ICT and Web 2.0. However, 
almost all unions have a website and only few trade unions allow 
the two-way communication opportunity such as online interaction 
[19]. Masters et al. [68] emphasise that trade unions should 
strategically invest in education and train members to benefit in IT. 
Secondly, unions should be able to identify their members who are 
high-intensity users of IT. Thirdly, unions must be aware that their 
membership falls into two broad categories: networked and non-
networked. Lastly, union members must ensure that there is strong 
communication among them.

Therefore, the ICTs are a significant contribution of union 
revitalisation especially in the Anglo-Saxon countries because it 
has an impact on both internal and external communication [50]. 
Trade unions see the use of the IT as one of their strategies [81] and 
it provides information via emails and websites for its members 
and the public [20]. Trade union revitalisation is very difficult,it is a 
slow process for the union and it involves internal change [58]. The 
roles of unions should be re-negotiated. Cockfield [81] points out 
that the potential use of ICTs are shaped by how unions deal with 
the internal political processes; however, it does not mean ICTs 
will not have a positive impact on union revitalisation. The ICTs 
contribution to trade union revitalisation should not be dismissed. 
Hogan & Greene [82] and Diamond & Freeman [53] explain that 
ICTs should be part of union renewal strategies. 

Strategies for Revitalisation

Based on the strategic choice perspective [83], trade unions 
need to implement a particular strategy for the purpose of its 
revitalisation [24]. Concerning the challenges that trade unions 
are facing, they may adopt some combination of strategies. Frege 
& Kelly [24] describe the six broad strategies used by trade unions 
to revitalise themselves, namely organising, labour-management 
partnership, political action, restructuring, social movement 
unionism and international unionism [24]. When implementing 
these strategies, trade unions are trying to shift their focus from the 
traditional way to the new way of using IT [84-87]. The following 
strategies for the use of websites by unions are identified in the 
work of Bibby [84] in Figure 1.

Figure 12:  the Egyptians knew. The orbs told them.
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Figure 1: Strategies used by trade unions (Compiled by researcher).

Website to recruit new members

Bibby [84] explains that potential members can be reached 
through trade union websites. On the website are forms the 
members can complete and are able to pay their first membership 
subscription via the mechanism of the website [84]. As White [88] 
states, union membership among young people is low and young 
individuals use media through multiple channels. He further 
mentions that unions that want to recruit young people to the 
unions need to invest in relevant and modern creative graphic 
design and adapt to it [88].

Website as a communication channel

Communication is one of the main roles for trade union 
websites to communicate with their union members. Lawrence 
[89] emphasise that the interaction of trade union members either 
on websites or between themselves is essential for the union 
website. The more trade unions members interact with each other, 
the better the sense of togetherness. Moreover, for the trade unions 
to loginto the website, their name and password registration will 
be required to enter and enjoy the services offered such as online 
training, discussion forums, internal union information and so forth 
[89]. 

Website as an industrial dispute tool 

The potential of electronic communications is an important 
tool during the industrial disputes and it was highlighted at an early 
stage of the development of the Internet [84]. Diamond & Freeman 
[53] stated that the Internet had been used by unions to conduct 
their labour dispute. This is done by emailing their members or 
presenting the union case on the public over the Internet. The 

website allows unions to access it at low cost as well as informing 
members or public about the bargaining issues [53].

Website as part of e-learning

According to Bibby [84], trade unions were offering traditional 
training as well as learning opportunities to their members. 
However, trade unions are exploring the potential of using the 
website content for online learning that includes the training 
material found over the Internet.

Website to assist members to find work

In the past, many trade unions played an important role to 
ensure that their union members found work. The craft-based 
union used the traditional method and discovered the potential of 
the Internet use. Vacancies are advertisedonline and members have 
to complete the registration form and upload their CV online. It is 
encouraged that union members who are leaving their employment 
should maintain loyalty to their unions [84]. International unionism 
and liberalisation have led to the increased mobility of capital. The 
introduction of IT and knowledge process outsourcing (KPO) has 
resulted in leveraging low cost of labour particularly on emerging 
economies and developing countries [90]. Watermen link the new 
labour internationalism to ICT and he asks the question if the labour 
communication using computer will bring on a fifth international. 
Leischa [91] mentions cyber union website as the potential of the 
ICTs to revitalise trade unions and to allow unions to communicate 
with each other directly.The ICTs or cyber unions are seen as the 
use of new spaces rather been seen as putting it in space as a tool 
for revitalisation. Pantland [43]; Leischa [91] identify two strategies 
for union revitalisation using ICT, namely top-down strategies and 
bottom-up strategies.
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Top-down strategies

Trade unions have a history towards technological change as 
change damaging them. Technology played a major role in causing 
trade union crisis and complicated the attitude of unions in using 
technologies as part of organising. Lommerud & Straume [92] 
said that they do not blame trade unions and they are correct by 
concluding that the technological changes have an impact on them. 
Trade unions have a historyof technological development [93], 
with regard to the need to improve productivity, cutting costs 
and increasing profits; however, unions have long recognised the 
potential of offering work to its members [94]. Since industrial 
revolution began, people have lost their jobs; deskilling and 
flexibility increased due to new technology. Pantland [43] 
emphasises that the most common response of trade unions to the 
use of ICT is the Web 2.0 e.g. interactive such as social networks, 
during the first stage of the development. Furthermore, trade 
unions who embraced these technologies appeared to use them 
without any clear understanding or strategy. Bélanger [95] used 
ICT to educate unions in developing countries. 

Darlington [96] said that trade unions have to adapt to the new 
technology for their survival and ignoring the potential of ICT is not 
an option. Union leaders are aware that the potential of ICT will 
provide the renewal with the movement and attract new members; 
however, they are worried that this new technology will undermine 
their powers [57]. According to Pantland [43], the top-down 
strategies have created the online joining facilities that will allow 
people to join online rather than downloading the forms. 

These facilities will advertise online, post news online and 
search engines will be available to type the keyword of what 
they would like to see on the website. However, these strategies 
bring problems, for instance, isolation of members and lack of 
representative structure in the workplace. Hogan & Greene [82] 
feel that the use of ICTs is educational and becoming easier to 
master, particularly the Web 2.0 and Web 3.0. Many trade unions 
are using the lifelong strategies that provide free courses in ICTs to 
trade unions and are delivered by the union tutor in the working 
environment [91]. Thus, these learning programmes tend to 
increase the union membership and branches grow in confidence. 

Bottom-up strategies

The potential democratising activity of ICT is important. 
As mentioned by Schradie [97], the bottom-up strategy is a 
participatory democratic approach where members participate 
on issues. Hogan & Greene [82] mention that bottom-up strategy 
views are because individual members’ abilities are enhanced 
when websites are established by trade unions. Members can then 
have more frequent and direct access to union elites. Members can 
communicate their opinions on organisational structures and policy 
matters. Members can also have input into electronic meetings and 
virtual discussions [63]. The problems experienced with bottom-
up strategies are that members can publish their opinions and their 
views and opinions might differ from the official union line.

ICTs are a solution to solve union’s problems such as union 

membership [10]. Diamond &Freeman [53] state that it hadbeen 
argued that ICTs offer trade unions a new way to communicate 
with members and strengthen the union movement on both a 
national and international scale. The e-unions and cyber unions are 
the terms that describe the new form of trade unions that arose 
because of this technological revolution [6,96]. Greene et al. [57] 
state that the new technologies are educational, provide skills and 
are easier to use. Barbrook’s [98] finding shows that people use 
the potential of ICTs to communicate in different projects of unions 
and communities. ICTs facilitate decentralised networks and trade 
unions need to adapt to the use of these to survive [95].

The use of ICTs offers many opportunities to trade unions. 
Unfortunately, two-way interactivities such as Twitter are used to 
publish press releases and not to communicate with their members 
and non-members. Therefore, they are missing the fact that the 
purpose of using Twitter was to revitalise unions by sending union 
messages to activists [91]. In order to face this crisis, trade unions 
must begin to develop a strategy for reversing the decline in union 
membership and density. The implementation of new agendas, the 
revitalisation of the leaders and the use of the ICTs are considered 
as other strategies for trade unions [99]. The trade unions have to 
revitalise strategies to reverse the decline of membership. 

Union strategic model

The researcher of this study has developed the model based 
on the strategies of the trade union to renew and revitalise their 
organisation with the potential of ICTs, particularly on the website 
of the trade unions. This model consists of three steps, namely 
e-policy and strategies, e-learning and e-service. These steps will 
assist trade unions to use websites and adapt to the potential of 
ICTs. 

E-policy and strategy: In this step, e-policies must be 
developed in a strategic way and must be clear and understandable 
by the trade unions. An e-policy must have information that will 
give a brief about the ICTs, the importance of ICTs as well as the 
benefits of ICTs. Unions should know what is expected from them 
when they read the policy. This step will limit union leaders from 
using money to print policies, thus their members could view 
policies online. 

E-learning: E-learning is one of the important steps to take 
into consideration and plays a huge part in our daily lives. This will 
be a platform for trade unions to learn for themselves and learn 
from others. For the trade unions to learn their union website, they 
should attend workshops, trainings, conferences and meetings 
online by logging in with their registered details; this will save time 
looking for a venue or travelling far to a meeting. 

E-service: The service of the members is to provide online such 
as updating personal information, asking questions and providing 
suggestions. Furthermore, trade union members will have access 
to the union websites, emails and using communication networks 
such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Skype. The use of the Internet 
is faster and cheaper, therefore, e-service will meet the union’s 
demands (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Union strategic model (Adapted by the researcher).

Research Methodology

The literature review was conducted based on a systematic 
search process by using the national and international sources, 
namely journals, textbooks, newspaper reports, Internet-based 
search engines (Google Scholar, Google), as well as the relevant 
dissertations. 

Research participants

The sample consists of trade unions from the top five economies 
in Africa. The trade unions used for this study were selected from 
Google search engine and the International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions (ICFTU) list.Numerous Internet searches were 
performed using Google to search for trade unions within the five 
largest economies in Africa by analysing the website, the front page 
or the home page of the trade union. Keywords such as name of 
each country and unions or federations were used. The researcher 
identified 90 trade unions for the five largest economies in Africa 
with their own websites; thus, there are 308 trade unions that do 
not have websites; the total number of trade unions in Nigeria, 
South Africa, Egypt, Algeria and Angola is 398. 

Findings

Only certain trade unions have dedicated websites within these 
five countries. These selected countries have different languages 
used in their websites, but the Google translator was used as a tool 
to overcome the language barrier. It is important to use the selected 
countries, as they are the top five economies in Africa. The aim is 
to explore if those countries are advanced in economic status only 
or also in the use of ICT. The typology of Rego et al. [19] was used 
to monitor the relationship between trade unions and the Internet. 
Furthermore, the typology of Schradie [97] explained the top-down 
strategies and bottom-up strategies. Top-down strategies emphasise 
unions had much more of an active Internet presence but technology 
played a vital role in complicating unions organising. Furthermore, 
bottom-up strategies had low levels of digital engagement. The 
unions see the Internet as one of many tools that organise the 
powerless rather than a way of reaching the powerful.The numbers 
in the Table 2 represent the percentage of trade unions that use the 
stated strategies. The number of trade unions per country that were 
found is as follows: Nigeria (43), South Africa (194), Egypt (79), 
Algeria (35) and Angola (47). The below Table 2 shows a comparison 
of different strategies based on the use of ICT per country. 

Table 2: Strategy on website of trade unions.

S.No. Strategy Nigeria Egypt South Africa Algeria Angola

1 Organising strategy on website of trade union Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Joining benefits 18.2 1.3 23.2 0 6.4

Online sign-up for new members 9.1 1.3 14.4 0 2.1

Online help desk for labour disputes, etc. 2.3 0 7.7 0 0

Online legal/technical assistance 4.5 0 6.2 0 0

Sharing information 2.3 0 15.5 0 0
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Union e-mail address 38.6 1.3 38.1 2.9 4.3

2 Knowledge/Info base Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Membership database 6.8 0 8.8 0 0

Database for collective bargaining 2.3 0 5.2 0 0

Database of wage and working conditions 2.3 0 6.7 0 0

Database for labour legislation 2.3 0 9.8 0 0

Resource / Reference material 6.8 0 12.9 0 0

Link to ILO 4.5 0 9.3 0 0

Online database only for access by members 2.3 0 5.7 0 0

3 Campaigning Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

New campaign-style 6.8 0 5.2 0 0

Organise online campaign 2.3 0 4.1 0 0

Online media & publicity globally 11.4 0 11.9 0 0

4 Research and study Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Research questionnaire for members and non-members 0 0 5.7 0 0

Research findings 0 0 5.7 0 0

5 Training and education Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Learnership/apprenticeships available 2.3 0 4.6 0 0

Bursaries available 2.3 0 5.2 0 0

Online courses for members 2.3 0 4.1 0 0

Online courses available to general public 0 0 3.6 0 0

Online courses for learners 0 0 3.6 0 0

Online, interactive resources 2.3 0 4.1 0 0

CD-ROMs 0 0 1.5 0 0

Website for self-study 0 0 5.7 0 0

Online guidance for learners 2.3 0 5.2 0 0

6 Union communication Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Internal & external communication 4.5 0 9.3 0 0

Interactive website 
Blog 4.5 0 6.2 5.7 4.3

SMS 0 1.3 10.8 2.9 2.1

  Twitter 9.1 1.3 14.4 0 2.1

Wiki 4.5 0 10.3 0 0

Mailing list (e-mail newsletter) 2.3 0 13.9 2.9 0

E-magazine 6.8 0 7.2 0 0

News-letters & leaflets 27.3 0 12.4 0 2.1

Online BBS 2.3 0 5.2 0 0

E-Conference 0 0 3.1 0 0

E-community for an interactive discussion 2.3 0 7.7 0 0

visual communication via the Internet (Skype, etc) 9.1 3.8 8.2 68.6 19.1

Online broadcasting  
Net-radio 0 0 4.1 2.9 2.1

Net-TV 0 0 4.1 0 2.1

Youtube 2.3 1.3 6.7 0 2.1

Podcasting 0 0 3.6 0 0
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Video-casting 4.5 0 2.6 11.4 4.3

7 Job-hunting Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Vacancies advertise 4.5 0 5.7 0 0

Registration form and upload of CV online 0 0 4.6 0 0

Other 0 0 0.5 0 0

It is clear that a gap exists between the websites and the 
manner in which trade unions connect with their members and 
non-members. Nigerian and South African trade unions make more 
use of those ICTs strategies, while Egypt, Algeria and Angola still use 
traditional methods.In organising strategy, trade unions in Nigeria 
(38.6%), South Africa (38.1%) and Algeria seem to be using union 
email addresses and Angolan trade unions include the benefits of 
joining (6.4%) on their website for members and non-members. 
Egyptian trade unions are using the union email address (1.3%), 
online sign-up for new members (1.3%) and include the benefits of 
joining online (1.3%). This indicates that majority of trade unions 
still prefer to use the email addresses. 

The trade unions in Nigeria and South Africa use the knowledge 
or information base strategies. Nigeria uses membership base 
(6.8%) and resource or reference material (6.8%), whereas the 
South African trade unions use resource or reference material 
(12.9%). Most of the trade unions do not include their membership 
database on their website.Trade unions use online media and 
publicity globally, such as Nigeria (11.4%) and South Africa 
(11.9%). Campaigns are very important in attracting new members 
to unions in Nigeria (2.3%) as well as in South Africa (4.1%). Online 
campaigns are the least they can use; however, Egypt, Algeria and 
Angola trade unions do not consider using the campaign strategy.
The research findings of South African unions shows that there is 
(5.7%) for research study and (5.7%) research questionnaires, but 
the unions in Nigeria, Egypt, Algeria and Angola does not show any 
interest in the research and study strategy. 

Nigerian trade unions seem to be using most of the training 
and education strategies. The website content of Nigerian trade 
unions is 2.3% of the learner ship or apprenticeships available, 
bursaries available, online courses for members, online interactive 
resources and online guidance for learners. Trade unions in South 
Africa have used the self-study (5.2%). Furthermore, Egypt, Algeria 
and Angola did not invest in the training and education strategies. 
Communication is one of the important union strategies. Nigeria 
trade unions use newsletters and leaflets (27.3%) as part of their 
communication. Egyptian (3.8%) and South African (14.4%) trade 
unions have used twitter, while trade unions in Algeria (68.6) and 
Angola (19.1%) are using visual communication via the Internet 
such as Skype, Facebook, and LinkedIn. South African (5.7%) and 
Nigerian (4.5%) unions to advertise vacancies on their websitefor 
the benefits of its members and non-member have used job-hunting 
strategy.

The web presence of trade unions varies according to the 
countries. It seem that in all five countries, the minority of trade 
unions have the website but do not use it for union activities such as 

communicating, campaigns, general union movements and so forth.
The findings indicate that the trade unions of five largest economical 
African countries still lack communication strategies because 
unions do not have the skills to use the ICT and Internet in order to 
deal with the new and old challenges [100]. It has been shown that 
the strategies of organising, knowledge/info base, campaigning, 
research and study, training and education, union communication 
and job-hunting have not been used by many trade unions; the 
statistics show that few Nigerian and South African unions are 
using those strategies; however, most unions in Egypt, Angola and 
Algeria consider others as their strategies.The way trade unions 
have used the Internet, particularly the website content does not 
contribute to the revitalisation of trade unions. It can be said that 
trade unions in Egypt, Algeria and Angola benefit less than trade 
unions in Nigeria and South Africa from the potential offered by 
ICTs, due to web presence. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study outlines the historical and the current landscape 
of the trade unions particularly on the potential of the ICTs. 
According to Nepgen [101], it is important for the trade unions 
to restructure the way they view their union members, officials’ 
roles and organisational functions. Trade unions must observe how 
other organisations are using the ICTs and how they are applying 
ICT techniques as part of their benefits. It is clear from the above, 
that trade union organisations are faced with a dramatic decline 
in union membership and trade unions need to find a solution to 
reverse this decline; however, trade unions argued to organise their 
unions by using the potential of the ICTs [102].

The Nigerian and South African unions take more advantage of 
the Internet than unions in Egypt, Algeria and Angola. Nigerian and 
South African trade unions are using website as a union life and 
social network.  

The primary findings indicate that Nigeria is on 38.6 percent 
organising strategy by creating a union e-mail address. South Africa 
has 12.9 percent of knowledge information based on resource or 
reference materials and leads with 12.9 percent campaigning online 
media and publicity. South Africa is on 5.7 percent for the research 
questionnaire, job hunting as well as training and education. The 
union communication in Nigeria is 27.3 percent based on the 
newsletter and leaflets.

Nigeria has been working with the political alliance to get 
favourable legislations and government power, which led trade 
unions not to use ICT strategies due to the lack of affiliation 
databases [28]. South Africa had strategic plans to combat the 
decline of union membership, but their strategies have failed [38].
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In Egypt, the right of the trade union in the constitution has been 
undermined and the government has eliminated the trade unions 
[31]. On the other hand, trade unions in Algeria are faced with the 
political government and the disappearance of the government 
during 1990s led unions to experience a decline in membership 
[32]. 

Furthermore, the Liberation of Angola Labour Party (MPLA) 
controls the political rights and the liberties of the unions. 
However, Angola has improved on the potential of ICTs (Freedom 
on the net, 2013).The use of the ICTs has the potential to transform 
the trade unions and contribute to union revitalisation. Trade 
unions have not met the potential of ICTs to facilitate renewal and 
revitalisationwithin their organisations because some unions are 
ruled by the government.
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