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ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS in WORKPLACE DEMOCRACYA

by  
PAUL BERNSTEINB

 
 This article summarizes a book-length studyC which compared 

50 cases of workers’ participation in enterprise management across 15 
countries, ranging from complete workers’ control and ownership of 
their enterprises on the one hand, to partial degrees of influence by 
workers in the management of private, state-owned, or community-
owned firms, on the other.  That comparison study aimed to discover 
what concrete experience might reveal to be minimally necessary for 
workers to democratically manage an enterprise successfully, over the 
long term.  The answer we discovered was that five additional mecha-
nisms (that is, in addition to WORKER PARTICIPATION IN MANAGEMENT-
LEVEL DECISION MAKING) are necessary for enterprises to sustain internal1 
democracy over the long run.  Those five additional mechanisms are: 

1. Frequent feedback of varying economic results to all 
employees (in the form of money, not just information); 

2. Full sharing with employees of management-level in-
formation and, to an increasing extent, management-
level expertise; 

3. Guaranteed individual rights (corresponding, it turns 
out, to the basic civic political liberties); 

4. An independent board of appeal in case of disputes 
(composed of peers as far as possible); 

5. A particular set of attitudes and values (a specific 
consciousness). 

 
       Although the forms of each of those five mechanisms might vary 
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across different companies and countries, it turned out that all the com-
ponents must be present in some form within each enterprise ─ and must 
be functioning robustly ─ if democratic management in the company is 
not to weaken and decay.  A major reason for that fact is that each com-
ponent’s functioning reinforces the other components;  and each depends 
upon the healthy functioning of all the others, as shall be seen in the re-
mainder of this article.  (The cases and their source-descriptions are 
listed in the Appendix table on page “516”, near the end of this article). 
 

Understanding the Varieties of Participation 
Firstly, much confusion can be avoided when examining worker par-

ticipation if we keep in mind that each particular instance manifests 
along three dimensions:  

1.  the Degree of Control employees enjoy over any particular deci-
sion;  

2.  the particular Issues over which that control is exercised;  
and  
3. the Organizational  Level at which their control is exercised.  
 

      For example, French law requires one or two workers to serve on the 
highest company director board, but worker participation in decision-
making at levels below that in French companies is not simultaneously 
guaranteed (levels are tracked on the third dimension listed above, “Or-
ganizational Level”). As a result, the average employee's participation 
where s/he actually works (e.g., at the bottom of the company directly in 
the shop or office) is hardly improved at all by that law [Sturmthal 
1964].   Likewise, many ‘job-enrichment’ plans develop worker decision 
making only at the bottom level  (within the worker’s immediate shop or 
office task),  while managerial prerogatives at higher-up levels are left 
unchanged [Jenkins 1973, chapter 12].  Therefore, an effective plan for 
workplace democracy must take into account the need for worker influ-
ence at several levels of the organization. Participation at the top can 
protect and broaden participation on the plant floor. And participation at 
the bottom can increase the interest and support workers will give to 
their representatives on the top director boards, and also can strengthen 
those worker-representatives' power vis-a-vis the other directors.  
 
     The significance of the second dimension listed above, the Range of 
Issues over which workers decide, becomes apparent when one examines 
collective bargaining as it is generally conducted by U.S. unions. Issues 
relating to safety, dismissals, wages, and fringe benefits are fought for 
fiercely.  But issues such as choice of product, company investments and 
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