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This paper makes a case for
workers' participation in man-
agement. The paper traces the
subtle beginnings of worker par-
ticipation schemes across the
globe and brings out the concept
as it has evolved in the present
days. While a nationwide experi-
ment on schemes of worker par-
ticipation becomes a failure, the
paper presents the case of a firm
where such schemes have been
a huge success. The paper also
covers aspects of trade union
functioning in the firm that has
a bearing on these participative
arrangements. The study brings
out the degree of support and
perceptions of the workers re-
garding various schemes of par-
ticipation in the firm and the dis-
pute settlement mechanism em-
ployed by the trade union.
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Introduction

Workers' participation in management
isatheme commonly discussed within the
realms of industrial relations. Literally, it
means a participative arrangement of work-
ers and management in running a firm.
Participation in what terms however re-
mainsan areaof inquiry. Although on adif-
ferent note but within the ambit of indus-
trial relations itself, collective bargaining
formsan essential tool for rulemakingina
firm (Flanders, 1964). Collective bargain-
ing isaterm synonymouswith trade unions
and their activities. Workersin any indus-
trial organization find a medium to voice
their concerns through forming unions.
Along with collective bargaining, workers
participation in management forms an es-
sential component of cooperationinafirm
and as Aryee (1988) puts it that participa-
tion can be perceived in asinvolvement in
decision making or involvement so astoin-
fluence decisional outcome. Either way the
task of participation isto eke out a say of
theworkersin the decision making process.
Nonetheless, as Sarma (1990) points out

their activities.

sand\
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that the concept of workers' participation
in management is shrouded with much
ambiguity connoting different meaning to
different persons. Of course, thiswould be
varying and would be different for differ-
ent firms. Thecrucia point of enquiry how-
ever isbeing the effect it has on the indus-
trial relations climatein aparticular firm.

In its most recent notion of the term,
workers' participation in management has
been received with varying degrees of
acceptance. Sarma (1990:282) accepts
that “. . . theinfusion of the participative
system in India cannot be considered as
one of widespread success’ and that “. .
. it has not made much impact on indus-
trial relations’. On adifferent note, Sethi
(1973: 317) too putsit that participation
in a rather advisory fashion where
worker representatives acting as mere
rubber stamps would qualify for a
‘pseudo-participation’ than actual terms
laid down in the arrangement. Reasons
such as these have situated workers’
participation as adiminishing area of in-
terest that has lost its steam over the pe-
riod of time. However, afew cases have
been worthwhileto take note of, also pro-
viding useful insightsinto avenues which
need improvement. It isagainst thisback-
ground that this paper attemptsto present
the case of afirm in which this concept
has been highly successful with support
for it from workers and management
alike. This paper would also try and lo-
cate the reasons for workers participa-
tion gaining currency inthe firm.

M ethodology
This is an organizational case study

research. It is based on a single case of a
steel manufacturing firm located in East-

ernIndia. Primary data has been collected
from the workersthrough aquestionnaire
survey tool. The questionnaire contained
both open-ended and closed-ended ques-
tions. Close-ended questions were based
on a five-point Likert scale. Interviews
were also taken from select key respon-
dents. Secondary data sources and orga-
nizational documentswere also reviewed.
The study hastried to be both descriptive
and exploratory in nature. Aspointed out
earlier the firm studied singles out itself
to present aunique case wherein contrary
to the experiences of other firms, work-
ers’ participation has met with consider-
able success.

The Firm & Data Collection

The firm has been a major player in
steel manufacturing in India since itsin-
ception and has been in existence for more
than 100 years now. It is associated with
philanthropy work and has been instru-
mental in introducing many generous la-
bor reforms in the country. The data col-
lection for the study was undertaken from
August to October, 2011. The firm was
categorized into three divisions namely
CSl (Coke Sinter Iron), Long Productsand
Flat Products which were further sub di-
vided into numerous departments. The
total number of employees in these divi-
sions, thereby constituting the universe of
the study was 14,245, comprising both
workers and supervisors. For the purpose
of this study those who were directly
linked to the production process exclud-
ing the maintenance and utility staff, were
involved in the study and the personsonly
in the workers category were given the
questionnaire. A non-probabilistic purpo-
sive sampling was used for the survey due
tothefield constraints. A total sasmplesize
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of 303 workerswere surveyed which was
distributed equally among these three di-
visions.

Why Workers' Participation in
M anagement

Around 18" century, the Industrial
Revolution began in Britain and later on
spread to other parts of advanced coun-
tries. The Industrial Revolution or the
more recent managerial revolution (Chan-
dler, 1977) came along with the setting up
of modern business enterprises that con-
tained a hierarchy of salaried executives.
However, as Kauffman (2004) notes that
the current discourse and the relations
between those who managed work and
those who performed work is something
which has existed since human civiliza-
tion began, although the practice of rec-
ognizing it asamatter of social concernis
recent. The process of industrializationin
Britain brought about the setting up of fac-
tories, mills and warehouses where asso-
ciations of men cametogether and jointly
participated in the production process.
Briggs (1954) clarifies that these places
were not only viewed as places of pro-
duction but as places where men spent a
significant time of their lives. Scholars
studying industrialization concerned them-
selves not only with issues like output,
sales, costsin the production process but
alsothe social aspectsof anewly laid down
basefor an industrial society. Itisthisthat
has laid down the foundations of the do-
main known asindustrial relations'.

1 Kauffman (2004) points out that the roots of
industrial relations had been laid down through the
combined effects of three revolutions during the
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries- the
Industrial Revolution, the democratic revolution

With theturn of the century, work-

ers participation asa meansand a

way of restoring the lost StatUS\

came to the fore.

Ghosh & Vall (1978: 55) brought out:
“economically, early industrialization had
impoverished the proletariat to a degree
indicated by the term pauperization”. The
workersworking inthe factoriesand else-
where had been reduced to ‘ marketable
commodities’. Marx (1887) too had ex-
plained the degree of exploitation of labor
in terms of the rate of surplus-value pro-
duced in acapitalist society. Consequently
with the turn of the century, workers' par-
ticipation as a means and a way of re-
storing the lost status came to the fore.

Modern industrial organizationsface
stiff competition where as they did not
face any such competition during the
early part of the twentieth century. The
new social contract? provides for asso-
ciations that rely more on the new insti-

and the capitalist revolution.On the other hand as
Blyton & Turnbull (1994) explain that initially
employee relations was largely a matter that was
covered under the domain of economics but as it
becameincreasingly difficult to explain behaviors
of collective action and monopoly, neo-classical
economics lay redundant, which paved way for
thebirth of anew discipline of industrial relations.

William Whyte's The Organization Man (1956)
talksabout the social contract governing corporate
behavior during that time in American society. In
thisregard thenew socia contract isquitedifferent
and takesinto account the changes occurring inthe
labor market under globalised and integrated
economy. Nevertheless, the new social contract
derivesits basic precincts from Whyte's book and
itstill isregarded asaclassic.

N
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tutional economics®, workers' involve-
ment and forming of such rules through
bargaining with worker representatives
or the trade unions present (Mizrahi,
2002). While long term associations be-
tween employers and employees have
given way for moreflexible arrangements
of work practices (Eyck, 2003), the
workers now have become more de-
manding than before thereby shifting jobs
easily between and among enterprises
(Mizrahi, 2002; Eyck, 2003; Datta,
Pellissery & Bino, 2007). However, amid
these changes in the nature of labor mar-
ket, worker participation has emerged out
to be a strong contender in enhancing
competitiveness and thereby firm devel-
opment.

Meaning & Dimensions?

Kaler (1999) defined * participation’
in its various forms. On one hand when
he speaks of having participation as hav-
ing share of employees in the business
and in its most prescriptive form would
mean employeeinvolvement in joint de-
cision making, it does not solely refer to
it. He also goes on to define participa-
tion in its dual form, one being ‘opera-
tional’ wherein it gives the employees a
share in running the business while the
other ‘financial® describes as one being

2 New ingtitutional economicsfollowsthe approach
of methodological individualism contrary to the
old system of holistic integration (Klein, 1998;
Bino & Sankaran, 2007).

4 For a detailed description of the levels of
participation refer to Appendix.

° In the United States, UK and Europe financial
participation is practiced based on profit sharing
and employee share ownership (Pendleton, 1997).

profit sharing. As opposed to the differ-
ent forms of participation it can also be
defined to broadly differ in the motive of
participation, one motive being consider-
ations of equity while other being of
efficiency. Kaler (1999:130) hasalso dis-
tinctly drawn a difference between par-
ticipation and bargaining as “collective
bargaining is often regarded as a form
of participation”.®

Levine & Tyson (1990) categorize
participation either as being consultative
or substantive. Consultative participation
allows workers to give advices or sug-
gestions to the management based on
their own capacities; however the man-
agement reserves the right to implemen-
tation. In substantive forms of participa-
tion, workers have greater control over
their work and are allowed to make de-
cisions. In the current trends, firms usu-
ally have some overlaps between these
two forms of participation. Batt &
Applebaum (1995) in their survey of
workers in telecommunications and ap-
parel industries examine that substantive
forms of participation ismore beneficial
than consultative forms in terms of af-
fecting employee perceptions and atti-
tudes.

Lavakare (1977) explains that par-
ticipation isactually apsychological con-
cept wherein workers are introduced to

6 Kaler (1999: 125) explained: “in participation, there
isan attempt to produce an over-arching common
interest. More importantly, bargaining operates
outsidethose organizational arrangementsdefinitive
of a business which grant a strictly subordinate
roleto labor with respect to management structures
and property entitlements’.
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the concept of sharing of power. It acts
as amotivational stimulus that not only
improvesinter-personal and inter-group
relations but also has apositive effect on
productivity.

Whilethere can be various objectives
and purposes for establishing acoopera-
tion agreement in an industrial establish-
ment, there is a general agreement and
sound belief in the advantages of having
such a system in place. Moreover, the
global business environment persuadesin
having a mutual approach in the affairs
of an enterprise. Management practices
like Quality Circles, Kaizen have all
stressed on the need for employee in-
volvement and participation. Having an
isolated environment wherein the employ-
ees and the employer have no dialogue
between them except during formal ar-
rangements of work, have become in-
creasingly redundant and more so this
system is not considered to be prudent in
thelong run.

‘ ‘Participation’ as it stands in the
current context has been fraught

with multiple meanings. \

‘Participation’ asit standsin the cur-
rent context has been fraught with mul-
tiple meanings. Defining participation in
terms of ‘power sharing’ or ‘co-deter-
mination’ or to amore widely used term
‘industrial democracy’ is common. In a
nutshell, it can be difficult to pinpoint the
exact meaning of ‘ participation’ since it
consists of overlapping areas of our un-
derstanding the outline of ‘ participation’
should encompass all. However, there

can be no one pattern of participation and
the form that it takes would depend on
the history of the existence of the firm,
its environmental setting and industrial
relations atmosphere (Bell, 1979). Pre-
cisely, itisthisdimension of participation
imposed on by the government on indus-
trial organizations that makes it repug-
nant. Moreover, many employees, both
workers and managers view these
schemes to be enervating the position of
union/sin the firm. Aryee (1988) points
towards two streams of research on par-
ticipation —firstly, those which point to-
wards the advantageous consequences
of participation both to employees and
organization and secondly, attempts to-
wards making participation areality’. The
latter part of the reason mostly focused
on the lack of employeeinvolvement and
having an unclear picture of the dynam-
ics of participation process. Moreover,
whatever little involvement that was wit-
nessed among the employees, accounted
for the position that they held in the pro-
duction procedure. For example, employ-
ees having a greater control and power
in the production process exercised more
involvement than the others.

A particular case of workers' man-
agement can be mentioned of former
Yugoslavia. Ravnic (1967) presents two
basic forms of workers' management —
workers' self government as differenti-
ated from workers’ participation in man-
agement. He distinguished the two firstly
on the basis of right to ownership of re-
sources and secondly, the societal ar-
rangement of the country of existence.

7 See also Strauss (1979).
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Yugoslavia follows the system of social
ownershipé that inadvertently expelsthe
concept of an employer/s and hence ex-
ploitation of workers. Here workers con-
trol and manage the production process.
Yugoslavia also followed decentralized
form of government where the smaller
confines of society practices self-gover-
nance as a contrivance of management.
Thisis also extended to the working or-
ganizationsin Yugoslaviawhere self gov-
ernment does not accommodate for a
formal employer-employee relationship.
In India, however, centralized planning
makes no room for workers' self gov-
ernment and thus workers’ participation
in management takes its place.

‘ In India, however, centralized
planning makes no room for work-
ers’ self government and thus

workers' participation in manage-
ment takes its place. \

Workers' participation in manage-
ment as it has existed in the concerned
firm has not been a recent phenomenon.
In fact the firm’s management had been
the pioneersin putting the systemin place
in India. On theselinesvery importantly,
Walker (1968) in the tradition of a con-
tingency theorist, putsit that in order to
determinethe‘ participation potential’ in
a firm, factors such as work conditions
and structural arrangements prevalent in
the concerned firm become imperative.

8 Social ownership asexplained can bedifferentiated
from private ownership and state ownership
wherein the former presents the case of an
individual or an organization controlling the process
of production and the latter where stateisthe owner.

Thelaxity or observance in producing an
environment for participation would pro-
duce results likewise. Over the years
there have been some revisions in the
participation schemes of the firm but the
basic structure has remained the same.
However the crucial aspect of the dis-
cussion is: what role or impact do these
different forms of participation have on
the industrial climate of a firm particu-
larly on the dynamics of trade union?

Workers' Participation

Worker’s participation in manage-
ment inthefirmisexercised through Joint
Management Councils and the Works
Committee. Table 1 brings out the de-
gree of support to worker’s participation
in management in the firm. More than
eighty five per cent of theworkers across
the divisions have welcomed the idea of
having joint councils and works commit-
tee. They find it asan opportunity to voice
their concerns and i ssues to the manage-
ment through dial ogue and discussions.

‘ More than eighty five per cent of
the workers across the divisions

have welcomed the idea of having

joint councils and works commit- \
tee.

Joint Consultation System

In practice, the firm had been the pio-
neer inintroducing schemesfor workers
participation in management. It was only
after this that the government followed
and introduced these schemes nationwide,
however it was “. . . set up outside any
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Table 1 Degree of Support to Worker’s Participation in Management

Division name

What is your degree of support to worker’s participation in management (%)

Don't support Indifference Support Total
Csl 1.0 13.5 85.6 100 (N=104)
Long product 4.1 8.2 87.6 100 (N=97)
Flat product 5.0 6.9 88.1 100 (N=101)

N: Number of Respondents.
Source: Field Survey

Act on a purely voluntary basis .
[sic] (Punekar, 1977:161). By way of in-
troduction of an Advisory Joint Commit-
tee in the 1920s, the firm had initiated
workers' participation in management.
Later in 1956, the union and the man-
agement signed an agreement which laid
down its three-tier structure for the
closer association of the workers and
the management. The Joint Consultation
System provides a platform for the em-
ployees to discuss issues related to
safety, welfare, production targets,
training etc. The Joint Councils did not
involveitself in matters such as collec-
tive bargaining and grievance handling.
These functions of the Joint Councils
have been neatly segregated for its
smooth functioning®.

Punekar (1977: 161) contends that
the experiment with Joint Management
Councilswas afailure as “both industry
and labor showed indifference, particu-
larly when the councils were non-statu-
tory or voluntary”. The *spirit of partici-
pation’ had been missing. However, in
the firm studied the councils were a suc-
cess and were both welcome by work-
ers and management.

9 See also, Second National Commission on Labor
(2002: 1286-87).

Table 2 brings out the opinion of
workers regarding having adequate
space for representation through thejoint
consultation system. We observe that
more than seventy per cent of the work-
ers across the departments have agreed
to the statement, with some departments
even having all the workers (100 per
cent) agreeing to the statement. This
shows that the Joint Consultation System
has been successful in its objective and
one of the reasons for the same lies in
the non- overlapping functions of the dif-
ferent bodies.

Works Committee

Thelndustrial DisputesAct, 1947 speci-
fiesthe constitution of consultative bodies
called Works Committees consisting of rep-
resentatives from both employersand em-
ployees. The Second National Commission
on Labor (2002:1280) specifies the func-
tion of the Works Committee:

a) to promote measures for securing and
preserving amity and good relations
between employers and workmen;

b) to that end comment upon matters of
common interest or concern; and

) to endeavour to compose any mate-
rial difference of opinion between the

The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 49, No. 1, July 2013 61



Johnson Abhishek Minz & Bino Paul G.D.

Table 2 Joint Consultation System

Department name There is adequate space for dial ogue between senior management and employee
representatives through Joint Consultation System in the firm (%)

Disagree Undecided Agree Total
A-F Blast Furnace 5.9 0 94.1 100 (N=17)
G Blast Furnace 0 10.0 90 100 (N=10)
Coke Plant 5.0 25 92,5 100 (N=40)
Sinter Plant 1& 2 0 235 76.5 100 (N=17)
Pellet Plant 16.7 0 83.3 100 (N=6)
LD1 3.0 0 97.0 100 (N=33)
Merchant Mill 8.3 0 91.7 100 (N=12)
Wire Rod Mill 5.0 10.0 85.0 100 (N=20)
New Bar Mill 0 5.3 94.7 100 (N=19)
Lime Plant 0 0 100.0 100 (N=14)
LD2 8.7 8.7 82.6 100 (N=23)
Hot Strip Mill 0 0 100.0 100 (N=42)
Cold Rolling Mill 8.8 8.8 82.4 100 (N=34)
H Blast Furnace 0 0 100.0 100 (N=7)
Sinter Plant 3& 4 0 28.6 71.4 100 (N=7)

N: Number of respondents.
Source: Field Survey

employer and the workmen in re-
spect of such matters’.

The report of the National Commis-
sion on Labor cited several reasons for
the experiment of Works Committee to
be a failure nationwide. As Punekar
(1977) notes: the bone of contention was
laid by the trade unions who vehemently
opposed such committees and considered
themselves as rivals to them who

nearly eighty per cent of the workers
agree that the works committee in the
firm play asignificant and proactiverole.
Only 5.3 per cent of the workers have
disagreed with the statement.

Dispute Settlement Machinery

Trade unions are an important part
of any industrial organization especially

were elected through a democratic TaPle 3 Works Committee

process. “This rivalry between
trade unions and works committee

The Works Committee in its function thrives for greater
cooperation between management and workers and is nec-

became so serious that the Indian essary and quite significant, playing aproactive rolein the

Labor Conference appointed a tri- firm

par tit_e committee to dem?-r catethe Responses  Frequency (N=303)  Percentage (%)
functions of works committee from Disagree 16 53
those of trade unions' (1bid:160).  jndecided 49 16.2

Agree 238 78.5

However, Table 3isillustrative n.nymber of respondents.
of the firm studied and shows that source: Field Survey
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when the labor stands at a relative dis-
advantage as compared to the employer
on account of the disparity in bargain-
ing power and economic resourceful-
ness. The Trade Unions Act, 1926 thus
provides for registration of such asso-
ciations wherein workers can organize
and raisetheir issuesrelated to the terms
of employment. Out of the several is-
sues related to work, Hutt (1954: 22)
puts forth that collective bargaining
forms an integral part of trade union-
ism. It provides a mechanism through
which a concerted effort can be made
by the workers as well as employers to
come to joint decision making. In the
firm studied thereis only one recognized
trade union having a pivotal role in the
settlement of disputes arising out of

Fig. 1 Dispute Settlement Machinery Employed in the Firm

work place. The trade union encom-
passes twenty three office bearers also
referred to as UCM (Union Committee
Members). The structure of the union
iselaborate, with decisive powers mainly
resting with the President, Deputy
President and the General Secretary.
Fig. 1 shows that in most of the occa-
sions when workers were asked about
industrial disputes arising in the firm
morethan forty per cent workers did not
know how settlement is done. Close to
forty per cent agreed to boss-subordi-
nate discussions for the settlement of
such cases.

‘ Collective bargaining forms an in-
tegral part of trade unionism.

Missing

Don’tknow

Arbitration

Collective Bargaining

Boss-subordinate discussion

20 30 40 50
Percentage (%o)

Total no. of respondents N= 303
Source: Field Survey
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The boss-subordinate discussion which
takes place within the department is for
minor issues that concerns day-to-day
functioning. A large number of workers
being not aware of the union negotiations
and dispute settlement machinery pointsto
the communication regarding disputes
settlementsor higher level agreementswith
the management and the union that were
not well disseminated down the line. The
union functions were not transparent and
many deal s between the management and
union happen inside closed doors. In most
of the cases even the lower rung union
members are not consulted or informed of
the same. There is an environment of sus-
picion and doubt among the workers re-
garding union functioning and activities.

‘ There is an environment of suspi-
cion and doubt among the workers

regarding union functioning and
activities.

Conclusion

Workers' participation in management
has not gained much progressinitsimple-
mentation across firms, both public and
private. Thefield datacollected fromafirm
rebuke the experience of a nationwide ex-
periment regarding workers' participation
in management. When on the one hand we
observethat such schemes of participation
have failed to gather the kind of support/
acceptance from the employees of an or-
ganization, the scheme introduced in the
firm under question has gained tremendous
support from the workers. Our analysis of
the field data shows that any form of par-
ticipation in management in the concerned
firmiswelcome. The questionnaire survey

and the interviews conducted with the
workers point to the resentment of thetrade
union functioning. A worker having little say
in the functioning has only been left with
directly going and talking to the manage-
ment. Where the existence of the unionis
seen to be more or less redundant by the
workers more space for different schemes
of participation emerges and gains popu-
larity. Also, thisbehavior isparticularly en-
couraged by the lower and middle levels
of management. In order for these
schemes to be successful it isimportant to
inculcate a‘ spirit of participation’ among
the employees. Thefirm studied hashad a
long history of philanthropy work which has
gathered support for assistance and par-
ticipation in theworking of thefirm. More-
over, it might be useful to notethat any firm
introducing such schemes of participation
has to have certain prerequisites for such
schemes to be successful.
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