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1. Introduction 
 

This collaborative report is focused on the recent debate about workplace democracy. 

Workplace democracy describes a system in which employees are more engaged in the 

decision-making process and democratic participation in the company they work for. 

Nowadays there is a big discussion if workplace democracy should be implemented in the 

workplace and question the legitimacy. This collaborative report will argue our opinions on 

the subjects. 

 

Workplace democracy is a very broad concept, which includes: the self‐organization of work 

in the production unit to strategic decisions concerning hiring policies, product development, 

or commitment to social and environmental values (Weber, 1999). Workplace democracy 

grants employees having real control over organizational goals (e.g. vision and strategy) and 

policies (e.g. hiring or environmental policies) (Foley & Polanyi, 2006, p. 174). 

 

Workplace democracy is a system which was introduced in 1971 by Pollard and since then it 

has been becoming more and more important for employees to be involved. The people within 

organizations are changing, and so are their beliefs and values (parker et al.,1999). Employees 

increasingly want to be taken into account and be included 

This movement is stimulated by the fact that less employees are joining a union. Prior to the 

introduction of the idea of workplace democracy unions were the way to let voices be heard. 

Nowadays unions are being replaced by individual involvement of employees through 

workplace democracy.  
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Since workplace democracy is relatively new, both arguments for and against are in need of 

(further) empirical evidence to support their claims. (Foley & Polanyi, 2006, p. 186) (Frega et 

al., 2019, p. 8). 

 

The scientific literature provides both arguments for and against workplace democracy. The 

most common arguments in favor of workplace democracy are firstly the Citizenship 

argument which is about introducing employees with the wider democratic political system. 

Secondly the argument of ethical justification which is based on the fact that all people are 

equal and should have the possibility to voice their opinion. Also, there is the health-based 

argument which is focused on the ability of employees to plan their own work schedule which 

leads to less sick days and will increase the workers’ health. This argument, which is 

mentioned more often is the non-domination and relational quality this is focused on the fact 

that employees are more focused on the fact that they want freedom and are willing to achieve 

that. The final argument is the economic argument. This is based on the fact that employees 

that are part of the decision-making process, are more dedicated to the company and are 

therefore working harder and trying to reach a higher quota/goal (Foley & Polanyi,2006). This 

leads to these arguments are all in favor of workplace democracy and these researchers 

themselves wanted to encourage companies to implement workplace democracy. 

 

The arguments against workplace democracy are mainly efficiency focused.  For example, 

research has shown that when workplace democracy is implemented there is a lack of 

supervising the employee’s performance (Alchian & Demsetz, 1972; Holmstrom & Milgrom, 

1994) or the decision-making process will take up too much time which makes acting quickly 

much harder. Others argue that workplace democracy will drive up the transition cost or you 

cannot force a company to implement workplace democracy at the workplace.  
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In our collaborative report we will explain our opinions on the workplace democracy. After 

our papers there will be a joint conclusion using all papers to make 1 conclusion concerning 

the subject. 

Paper 1 is in favor of workplace democracy and is focused on the ethical justification, 

economic and health-based arguments. In this paper is stated why the writer thinks workplace 

democracy should be implemented, it will refute counter arguments and offers a potential 

solution. 

Paper two takes a contextual approach to workplace democracy. It reviews both the 

arguments provided against as those in favor of workplace democracy and tries to determine 

in what situation workplace democracy should or should not be implemented. 

Paper 3 argues for workplace democracy understood as workplace republicanism as it 

focusses on the compatibility with freedom of both the employer (to maintain a hierarchical 

structures) as well as the freedom or the employee (understood as non-domination). 

These papers complement each other since they all cover a different view on workplace 

democracy. Because of this we can make a better conclusion on the subject since different 

viewpoints lead to a better and broader view of the subject. For this reason, our collaborative 

report is more detailed and the conclusion will therefore be a good answer to the question if 

and in which ways corporations should implement workplace democracy. 
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2.  Paper 1: should workplace democracy be implemented in 

organizations? 
 

This Paper is in favor of workplace democracy. Governments, organizations and workers are 

facing a difficult time. These corporations are all faced with growing social and 

environmental problems, as well as growing demand in participation. Employees are affected 

by changing situations like down-sizing, changing technology and the loss of stability. 

Employees want to be more involved in the decision-making process so they have more 

influence in these situations and they can have more responsibility. This is however a difficult 

subject for corporations since employees do not have full information over the subject and 

most of the time, they do not have the education and experience to make well informed 

decisions. This article advocates workplace democracy since, in my opinion, employees need 

the opportunity to have an influence in the corporation. Through this they can help determine 

the future of the corporation, achieve goals and set new goals. It’s understandable that 

corporations disagree since they need to change the whole structure of the corporation to 

include workplace democracy. Counterparts also can argue that it is better to let professional 

people make important decisions since they have studied for this. This paper will first give a 

bit of theoretical background and after that arguments for and against workplace democracy 

which will be then discussed. The paper will end with a conclusion in which is stated what I 

think is the best option for corporations. 

Theoretic framework 

 Workplace democracy and employee participation are two different terms who are frequently 

been used interchangeably (Holtzhausen, 2002). Participation is a necessary condition for 

workplace democracy, but it is also insufficient. Participation is insufficient since workplace 

democracy exist s when employees have real control over organizational goal-setting and 
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strategic planning. This way they can ensure that their own goals and objectives, rather than 

only those of the organization, can be achieved.  Looking at this participation does not meet 

the requirement for workplace democracy, since participation is more about giving the 

employees the ability to give input but these decisions do not have further implications and 

are not necessarily implemented (Adams and Hansen, 1992; Cheney, 1995; Collins, 1997; 

Knudsen,1995).  

Arguments 

Citizenship 

Another argument in favor of workplace democracy is that it can act as an opportunity to 

increase the public participation in the wider democratic political process (Foley &Polanyi, 

2006). This is an important reason to implement workplace democracy since it will get the 

employees familiar with voting and participating in an organization. Due to the fact they are 

familiar with participation they will value participation more and are more likely to participate 

in the wider democratic political process. Through the workplace democracy the employees 

develop a concern for the common good and better understand the duties and rights of 

citizenship. This is important since the current political situation is in many countries quite 

unstable and every election less people will vote. It is important this is implemented so in the 

future more people will vote which will hopefully lead to a better political situation which is 

eventually better for everyone. 

Ethical justification 

The third argument for workplace democracy is that it is the ‘right’ thing to do. Robert Dahl 

(1985), has argued that ‘if democracy is justified in governing the state, it must also be 

justified in governing economic enterprises. This means that, because employees spend much 

time working for the organization that it is their moral right and therefor more than fair that 

they can voice their opinion on the future of the corporation.  
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This is the most obvious argument in favor of workplace democracy is that employees can 

voice their opinion and have the ability to change the future of the company if they want to. 

Through workplace democracy employees will feel more included in the decision-making 

process. Employees are also more involved in the company and therefore are more motivated 

to work and feel more important within the corporation. This is in my opinion one of the most 

important reason to implement workplace democracy since employees spend much time 

working. Employees are depended on how the company sets their goals and rules, but 

employees do have the experience experts do not have. Therefor I think employees should 

have some saying in how they should do their job, so the outcome will be the best outcome 

possible for both parties. 

When employees do in fact have a say in the company, they will feel more valued and are 

more committed to the company. This means employees are more eager to work and will 

perform better while doing their job. Because of this the companies will achieve a higher 

turnover which is obvious good for the companies. 

Economic 

Since the 1920s researches are experimenting to increase employee participation. Their 

objective was to determine if involving employees in the decision-making process could lead 

to more effective and productive corporation (Cotton, 1993). Since then a lot of different 

approaches have been tried and these researches suggest that employee participations do 

affect organizational outcomes (Osterman, 2000). Participatory initiatives that approach the 

level required for workplace democracy are rare. But the success of the Mondragon 

employee-owned work cooperatives (Lutz, 1997) suggests that economic benefits can accrue 

from workplace democracy (Foley &Polanyi, 2006).  
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For a company this is the most important reason to implement workplace democracy, since 

for company’s money is the main incentive. Through the use of workplace democracy, a 

company could increase their income because, as explained in in the argument for ethical 

justification, employees will feel more committed to the company and are more likely to work 

harder to achieve higher targets. Because of this the company will make more money and will 

experience an increase in revenue. 

Counter arguments 

The opposition of workplace democracy state that the owners of the firm are risking all their 

capital and therefor have a greater stake in the success of the company then employees. 

Employees can leave the company whenever they want in contrast with the owners and the 

opposition therefore argue it is understandable that employees are less involved in the 

decision-making process.  This argument is hard to counter but it does not take into account 

the time and how dependable the employees are to the company. 

From a more practical viewpoint Corporations do not have the ability to change the whole 

structure to include workplace democracy. Corporations need to change the whole structure 

which will cost a lot of time and money. This is however not an option for corporations since 

there is a rapidly changing decision-making environment. To include workplace democracy in 

this process will take up too much time to make quickly decisions.   

 

The opposition also argues that the employees, most of the time, lack expertise. Currently the 

decision-making process mostly consist of highly educated professionals who have 

experience in their expertise and therefor they are able to quick and efficient decision making. 

When workplace democracy is applied employees, who have no experience in those areas will 

have the ability to make decisions. This could lead to lower efficiency and wrong decisions, 

which are time consuming and cost the corporation a lot of money.  
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Discussion and conclusion 

As any subject, workplace democracy has a lot of different opinions and argument. Both sides 

have good points on the subject. The arguments of the opposition are clear and mostly 

focused on the (changing) structure of the corporations. So, they argue that the change is 

costly and will be time-consuming. This is a problem which you encounter in changing 

situations but need to be taken into consideration.  

The biggest counter argument against workplace democracy is that it is time consuming. It is 

true that it takes up a lot of time to let many people in on decision-making which makes it 

possible you then lose your momentum.  

However, workplace democracy has more arguments in favor. In my opinion Workplace 

democracy should be (partly) adapted to the companies because these days employees want to 

feel more included and have the ability to speak their mind when necessary. Employees are 

working 30+ hour workweeks so they are spending a lot of time working. because of the time 

the employees spend at work it makes them expert in their field. These hardworking 

employees want to feel valued and included. The best way to implement workplace 

democracy is to make sure employees have the opportunity to have a say what the best way is 

to do their work and potentially in the strategic decision-making.  When a corporation 

achieves to implement workplace democracy the employees are more eager to work and are 

more involved in the (wider-democratic) decision-making process and the future of the 

company and their public governance. 

If the corporation wants to adapt workplace democracy but wants to keep in mind the counter 

arguments it is an option to let the employees in on the decision-making and adding them to 

the current situation. This way the employees have the ability to voice their opinion for the 

organization, but it is still possible to make a quick decision made by experts when necessary. 
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This way you also cover the argument that the decisions are made by uninformed and lack 

expertise. The best way to picture the new situation is to see it as a quarterly meeting in which 

the employees can voice their opinions and views for the future, the board then will really use 

these opinions in the future decision-making. Since the board then know what the employees 

want, they can use this to make decisions, so it is not necessarily for the employees to meet 

for every decision. In this situation both parties should be satisfied since workplace 

democracy is adapted but the main concerns against it are gone. 
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3. Paper 2: Should corporations implement workplace democracy? 

 
The fundamental question of political philosophy is to what extent we should have 

democracy, or if we should even have democracy at al. But what is democracy? Democracy is 

a system of government by the whole population or all the eligible members of a state, 

typically through elected representatives. 

 There are two models of democracy: aggregative and deliberative. Aggregative democracy is 

a form of government that aims to provide (fair) collective decision procedures to determine 

social/collective preference. Every individual gets one vote and the aggregate of these votes 

determine the new norms and laws. Aggregative democracy is based on the “wisdom of the 

crowd theory’’ that argues that when an individual has a more then 50 percent chance of 

being right a collective of individuals always has a greater chance of being right.  

Deliberative democracy is based on the process of debate and reflection to develop and 

improve people’s views. It aims at consensus and to transform views, arguments, and reasons 

into reasonable agreement. For deliberative democracy it is necessary to define deliberative 

ideals to protect equal opportunity to participate and influence political outcomes. 

Whilst democracy finds its origin in politics it can also be used as a form of government 

within organizations. So called workplace democracy is not only based on employee 

participation (i.e. input), but also has a dimension of real control by employees in the work 

process. However, for workplace democracy the same dilemma arises as for “normal” 

democracy. Namely, should corporations implement workplace democracy, and if so, to what 

extent?  
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Arguments  

Academic research has described both arguments for and against workplace democracy. Foley 

and Polanyi (2006) describe three main advantages of workplace democracy. According to 

them workplace democracy increases effectiveness and productivity, it develops and 

encourages political skills and from an ethical point of view workplace democracy is the 

“right” thing to do. Foley and Polanyi (2006) also argue that workplace democracy 

contributes to better health and that poor employee health is costly. Moreover, workplace 

democracy provides employees with more rights resolving problems such as poorly enforced 

laws and too much power for the status quo.  Dahl (2003) states “if democracy is justified in 

governing the state, it must also be justified in governing economic enterprises” 

However, Foley and Polanyi (2006) also propose arguments against workplace democracy. 

For example, the evidence for increased efficiency/productivity is suggestive but not certain. 

It is based on participation, not on democracy. Also, they state that employers take on greater 

risks and thus have a greater interest in the organization doing well. Moreover, employees 

freely enter employment contract (consent), so cannot claim rights to democracy. Lastly 

workplace democracy sometimes can be impractical. When fast decisions are needed, 

employees who lack relevant experience can slow down the process.  

Conclusion 

When looking at the proposed theoretical arguments one could fairly safely say that 

workplace democracy should be implemented on the workforce. Whilst the empirical 

evidence is still inconclusive it shows that workplace democracy mainly comes with positive 

side effects such as increased effectiveness and productivity and stimulating employee health. 

However, personally I think there is a certain nuance and that the question whether there 
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should be workplace democracy or not is not simply a yes or no question but rather one of ‘’to 

what extent’’? 

For example, when facing an organizational crisis “effective and fast strategic response may 

demand the involvement of a very few knowledgeable experts and senior executives, rather 

than the inclusion of a fully- representative array of stakeholders” (Seidl, Whittington and 

Von Krogh, 2018). When there is workplace democracy too many and too unexperienced 

people could be involved thus slowing down the process. Also inviting more actors into the 

decision-making process could be costly for the organization (Adobor, 2019).  

So, whilst workplace democracy looks very promising and the literature hints to mainly 

positive consequences workplace democracy might not always be the best choice. Personally, 

I think that workplace democracy should be used on the working floor. However, managers 

should always take other organizational factors into account and first think about the 

consequences of workplace democracy before implementing it.  
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4. Paper 3: for workplace democracy 
 

In this essay, I will claim that workplace democracy understood as workplace republicanism 

should be mandatory for authoritarian organizations to implement. My argument for this 

claim is that implementation is able to respect both: 

• the freedom of employers to maintain a certain hierarchical structure and authority for 

economic and organizational reasons (e.g. efficiency and productivity); 

• the freedom of employees understood as non-domination (i.e. arbitrary interference in 

their personal lives). 

 
Section 1 will briefly explain that authoritarian companies have an economic reason to 

maintain their hierarchical structure and how this relates to conventional arguments against 

workplace democracy. In section 2 I will argue that the power of a organizations’ authority 

needs to be restricted in order to ensure that their employees are not subject to domination. In 

Section 3 I will discuss why workplace republicanism is the best means for this end. Section 4 

discusses the objection that this type of democracy is too weak and its response to it.  

 
1. Hierarchy at work 

Most companies are hierarchically structured and its (top) management has the authority to 

command and sanction workers in order to keep the company running. The theory of the firm 

claims that the open-ended authority of managers is necessary for a company to function 

efficiently. (Anderson, 2015, p. 104) Every enterprise deals with many contingencies that 

arise out of day-to-day business. Hence, fast decisions and the compliance of subordinates are 

thought to be necessary.  

This echoes the thoughts of certain traditional opponents of workplace democracy. 

They claim that workplace democracy undermines efficiency since a democracy is not 

compatible with the necessary hierarchical structure.  (Frega et al., 2019, p. 6) Also, 
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democratic collective decision-making would take too much time since every worker should 

be included in the process. (Foley & Polanyi, 2006, p. 77). Hence, an employer’s authority to 

command and sanction seems justified.  

 
I will now demonstrate why  the power of an enterprise’s authority is problematic for the 

freedom of their workers when it is not curtailed.  

 
2. The dominating power of authoritarian organizations 

Authoritarian organizations are able to dominate their workers and make them unfree in virtue 

of this ability. This concerns the Republican notion of freedom formulated by Philip Pettit, 

who claims that you are unfree when you are subject to another who has the capacity to 

arbitrarily interfere in your life. (Parvin & Chambers, p. 21)  

In most countries (e.g. the U.S.), employers’ freedom of authority is barely restricted. 

Such companies thus have the possibility of arbitrarily interfering in the personal lives of their 

workers since the absence of state restrictions allows them to.  

For example, such companies are able to fire employees at all times without any 

reason, can prescribe a certain (‘healthier’) lifestyle or can sanction employees because of 

certain activities or preferences (e.g. sexual, political, cultural, social). They are able to 

regulate workers’ off-hours and to keep their governed out of the decision making process. 

(Anderson, 2015, p. 100)  

Hence there are what Anderson calls “private governments” that dominate the lives of 

their workers and reject the workers’ (“the public”) interests, while ignoring a potential 

private sphere of a worker. (Anderson, 2015, p. 99) 

 
I will now argue that such an authority can only be justified when adopting a form of 

workplace democracy, and that this should be mandatory in the form of workplace 

republicanism.  
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1. An argument in favor of workplace republicanism 

Workplace republicanism could justify the authority of the employer, because it is minimally 

able to respect workers’ freedom as non-domination.  

A possible Lockean justification of the employer’s authority - pointing at the fact that 

workers have consented to the terms of their employer - fails to recognize that many workers 

are often forced to consent to work for their employer. Especially those who do not have a 

special set of skills, or relevant business relations or a promising cv, have no other option than 

to stick with their job because they are financially depended on them.  

Even if one does not accept that a firm is analog to a state,  one can still acknowledge 

the fact that authoritarian companies have dominating power and that this power can have 

intolerable consequences for workers when not being curtailed. Hence, we need a solution for 

this problem of domination.  

 
However, companies, as we have seen, emphasize the need for some hierarchy and authority 

in order to function efficient. This raises the question how we are able to respect both 

workers’ freedom as non-domination as well as the company’s preference for some 

hierarchical structure. Workplace republicanism is to be considered the best answer, which I 

will discuss now.  

 
Republicanism, in general, entails the participation of citizens in forming a general will. 

(Miller, 2003, p. 34) That popular sovereignty needs to be taken into account by decision 

makers. For Pettit, republican democracy entails that citizens are allowed to act as indirect 

authors of policies in selecting representatives who serve their interests and to challenge their 

decisions via institutions (e.g. courts, appeal bodies) (Breen, 2015, p. 479) This requires 

granting citizens´ rights they need in order to allow for such participation.  
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Translated to the workplace, republicanism values workers’ voice and rights, which 

are necessary for “private governments” to become more public. (Anderson, 2015, pp. 116, 

117) The company then becomes servant to the interests of their workers and ensures their 

voice and power necessary for holding its management accountable for its decisions.  

Workplace republicanism thus does not include the direct control of workers over 

enterprise policies as is the case with more regular direct forms of workplace democracy, but 

does take workers’ voice into account by focusing on the participation of the decision making 

processes. (Breen, 2015, p. 476)  This entails the presence of institutional mechanisms that 

secure the registration of worker voice, such as work committees and employee representation 

on a boards of directors.  

Then a certain arbitrary managerial decision affecting a certain worker, such as 

requesting him or her to work throughout the weekend without having policies granting such 

requests, can be opposed and challenged by the internal mechanisms ensuring the interests 

and voice of workers. Dominating decisions could then be condemned or rectified, by 

appealing to policies that have been indirectly written by the workers themselves.   

 
And although workplace republicanism values workers’ freedom, this does not necessarily 

reject a decision-making authority and corresponding hierarchy necessary for efficiency. A 

workers’ general will’ could grant managers with more authority necessary to act quickly and 

adequate. However, these managers ought to follow the policies indirectly written by all the 

employees and can be hold accountable if they don’t do so.  

 
We can thus use republicanism in the context of the workplace in order to ensure that workers 

are not subject to domination of their employer, but also for its compatibility with a possible 

hierarchical organizational structure.  

 



19 
 

2. The “too weak” objection 

One could argue that my proposal is too weak, since workplace republicanism uses a narrow 

notion of freedom. Solely the absence of mastery of others does not imply that employees 

enjoy freedom as autonomy necessary for workers to relate as equals. According to this 

objection, we should aim for direct democracy in the workplace, because this is more 

egalitarian. As more and more successful fully democratic companies and start-ups with 

horizontal relations arise, there is no need to opt for this more conservative form of 

democracy. 

 
My response to this objection is that a more stronger sense of workplace democracy (i.e. 

direct, horizontal) falsely presumes that employees favor such an organizational structure and 

the responsibilities corresponding with their forced autonomy. It can be safely assumed that 

no one want to be dominated. But assuming that one wants to rule directly, is more 

problematic. I think many workers consent the idea of representatives respecting their 

interests take decisions on behalf of them. It can be assumed that some employees may not be 

interested in taking direct decisions themselves, because they want to focus on their actual 

job.  

Moreover, workplace republicanism does not reject the possibility of a future direct 

democracy. If the general will of workers decide that it is in their interests to further 

democratize their workplace, then adopting direct democracy can be justified.  

However, it is simply far more illiberal to force authoritarian companies and their 

employees to cope with direct form of workplace democracy. Workplace republicanism is 

thus able to function as a step towards further democratization.  
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Conclusion 

Despite the debate on workplace democracy, authoritarian and hierarchical organizations still 

prevail in large parts of the world. The scope of their power depends on restrictions derived 

from national or international legislation. When this power is not being curtailed it fails to 

respect the employees’  freedom understood as non-domination.  

As I have pointed out, those companies use the argument of efficiency in order to 

maintain their hierarchical power structure. Workplace republicanism is a minimal form of 

workplace democracy that is able to respects this position to a large extent, and to ensure 

employees’ freedom from arbitrarily interference in their lives. That is why workplace 

republicanism should be mandatory for authoritarian organizations. From there one is able to 

make a possible next step towards more (direct) democratization.  

In the meanwhile, further empirical evidence on the relation of efficiency and 

democratization stays necessary in order to vindicate arguments for and against. For now, this 

leaves workplace republicanism as our best friend.  
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5. Conclusion 
 

Both papers discussed described arguments against and for workplace democracy. However, 

they both concluded that workplace democracy should be implemented because of the 

increased health and commitment of employees when workplace democracy is concluded.  

Both the first as the second paper concluded that the increased health and commitment of 

employees outweighs the risk of diminishing organizational performance.  

The first paper stated that workplace democracy is an important system which has multiple 

purposes like that employees will feel more valued and will work harder. This paper also 

indicates that workplace democracy will increase voting in public governance. This paper 

addresses the possible lesser decision-making speed as a consequence of workplace 

democracy. But it still thinks the best way to implement workplace democracy is to make sure 

employees have the opportunity to have a say what the best way is to do their work and 

potentially in the strategic decision-making and proposes quarterly meetings to combine these 

options so the organization knows the opinion of the employees and can choice if they want to 

adapt them.  

The second paper addresses the same problem but concludes that whether or not workplace 

democracy should be implemented depends on the context of the decision. This paper state 

that when for example a big strategic decision needs to be made it is important to have experts 

on the subject so you can make a deliberated decision which will be less costly and time 

consuming. This paper also indicates that workplace democracy will work good on the work 

floor, but they still need managers to keep the organizational factors into account. 
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Paper 3 addresses making a ‘minimal’ form or workplace democracy understood as 

workplace republicanism mandatory for authoritarian organizations. The paper stated that 

companies use the argument of efficiency in order to maintain their hierarchical power 

structure. Workplace republicanism is a minimal form of workplace democracy that is able to 

respects this position to a large extent, and to ensure employees’ freedom from arbitrarily 

interference in their lives. 

All papers are in favor of workplace democracy but make their comments about the how or 

when workplace democracy should be implemented. It is for example quite costly and time 

consuming to implement workplace democracy so all papers state it is not possible to make 

use of workplace democracy on every occasion. However, it should be tried to implement 

workplace democracy in some way when possible. This way the employees will still feel 

included and have a opportunity to voice their visions, but the board still has the lead in 

making decisions which is faster and more effective. 
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