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Introduction 

 

In today’s society, democracy seems self-evident. However, an ongoing debate among 

political philosophers has been found with regard to workplace democracy. Workplace 

democracy is not just about participation for all employees. Democracy stems from the idea 

of equality, and thus everyone having a vote.  It means concrete power, real control and to 

gain an equity share over goal-setting decisions and strategic planning among employees 

within their organizations. As for today, business corporations are confronted with “a rising 

demand for more participative and accountable forms of governance” (Parvin & Chambers, 

2012). This in turn raises the question in general: Should corporations implement workplace 

democracy?  This paper will shed light on the arguments for and arguments against 

workplace democracy. Where two of the authors contribute to the reasoning for why 

corporations should implement democracy, one critiques on workplace democracy. The first 

individual paper sums up a couple of counterarguments, which argues that decision-making 

by experts leads to the best outcomes. The second and third individual paper state the most 

important arguments in favour of workplace democracy. The second paper argues basic 

values of workplace democracy, whereas the third paper discusses certain conditions under 

which workplace democracy should be implemented.  
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To start with, we should wonder why it is important to think about this question and have this 

discussion. Who should rule? is a frequently asked question within organizations. First of all, 

it is the place where we spend most of our time during our active days. This raises the 

question: Why is democracy often not actively implemented in organizations? Second of all, 

workplace democracy could be important for organizational outcomes, development of moral 

character and capabilities of employees and deliberation (Foley and Polanyi, 2006).  

 

There has been sustained interest in workplace democracy in political philosophy. Different 

arguments have been presented, not only to define the context of the concept workplace 

democracy, but also to support or criticize the claim that the workplace democracy within 

organizations is justified (Frega, Herzog, & Neuhäuser, 2019). On the one hand, it is argued 

that there should be workplace democracy. It increases productivity, positively affects the 

development of employees, and simply seems to be ‘the right thing to do’ (Foley & Polanyi, 

2006). But, some argue that the firm ownership by employees should be a necessary 

requirement to accomplish workplace democracy. 

On the other hand, critics argue that ownership and control can be separated and that 

the decision-making process should be left with the experts (Cawston, 2019). As experts are 

knowledgeable and assumed to be well informed about what is decided on, this seems to lead 

to making the right decisions. Besides, it seems more practical than making every one of the 

employees part of the decision-making process, which is extremely time consuming and 

impractical. However, workplace democracy always adds to the intrinsic value of freedom 

and equality, so what would make it legitimate to only let experts decide?  
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§2: Paper #1 

In this essay, I will discuss the question Should corporation implement workplace 

democracy? I will first introduce the topic of democracy and workplace democracy. After 

this, I will elaborate on different philosophical positions. Next, I will argue my perspective on 

the issue and I will end with a conclusion. I will argue that organizations should not 

implement workplace democracy, instead organizations should let experts decide on 

important things. 

To start off, some basics will be introduced. Who should rule? is a question people 

have been discussing for ages. There are multiple answers to this question. Democracy might 

seem to be a good answer to what people think makes an authority legitimate, since then they 

can be their own authority. Some say that decisions should be made by those subjected to 

them, thus the people. 

The question Who should rule? is also a very frequently asked question within 

organizations. Democracy within organizations is called workplace democracy. This is not 

just about participation, but is a dimension of real control. In an organization with complete 

workplace democracy all employees would have concrete power. It’s not just about having a 

seat at the table, but about having a real vote. 

Some say this is the right way to rule, since this respects political equality. Everyone 

should be treated equally, therefore everyone should get a vote. According to this principle, 

democracy may be valuable even if it doesn’t produce the best outcome, so democracy has an 

intrinsic value. But in order to survive, organizations always have to keep an eye on their 

outcomes. They can’t always only do the right thing, if this leads to debt or losses. 
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Furthermore, according to the Cordorcet jury theorem, the majority opinion is very 

likely to be correct if the average person is more likely to be right than wrong about 

something (Cawston, 2019). This would mean that democracy would be a tool for getting the 

right decision and doing the right thing. However, this only works if voters are voting on the 

same issue and the voting procedures should be completely the same. According to this 

wisdom of the crowd phenomenon, democracy has a strong instrumental value, since it can 

work to produce good decisions, however this is not ensured. 

Democracy can also help to improve decisions through deliberation, since employees 

first discuss their arguments and reasoning before they vote. This might lead to new and 

improved insights and the employees will see different perspectives on the issue. 

Foley and Polanyi (2006) also add that democracy will lead to improving the character 

of citizens, since participation in decision-making allows citizens to develop their moral 

character and intellectual capabilities. But again, organizations always have to keep the 

potential outcomes in mind, even though it might help employees improve their character, it 

might also lead to negative outcomes. 

  

Another point of view on the issue who should rule? is that those who are well 

informed should rule (Cawston, 2019). It is supposed that experts will be likely to make the 

right decisions for us, since they are knowledgeable. The problem with this is: What would 

make this legitimate? Other employees might feel treated unequally and also want a vote. A 

solution to this problem might be to elect representatives who would make the decisions. 

Those have more time to devote to get more knowledge on the topics and issues that are 

discussed and are still accountable to the rest of the employees. This might seem like the 

ultimate solution, but there are still some problems, for example if the voting turnout is low, 

this is not completely representable. 
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Furthermore, some would argue that employees freely decide to work at the 

organization, they sign a contract and because of this, they cannot claim any democracy. 

When you sign your contract, you agree to your ruling, therefore you can’t turn around and 

then ask for the right of democracy anymore. 

 

I would like to argue that workplace democracy is not the right solution for 

organizations. Even though this might be the best way to respect political equality and 

legitimacy, I think it’s not the best way for organizations to get to their decisions. For 

organizations, it more important to focus on the best outcome/performance possible, and 

workplace democracy doesn’t ensure the best possible outcomes. 

Moreover, speaking of practical terms, it’s very impractical to need to ask for 

everyone’s vote or opinion on every subject. Sometimes an organization needs a fast decision 

and that’s simply not possible if everyone should have a fair say, this would be very 

impractical and inefficient for the organization. So, it has a negative effect on the decision-

making process. You should also take into consideration that it’s barely possible for every 

employee to know everything about every issue. Therefore, you would first have to inform 

them on every subject, to make sure they are on the same page and would know what they’re 

voting for. Since employees also lack relevant experience, they don’t have the needed 

knowledge on the subject, so they’re simply not able to make the right decision, since they 

can’t make the right reasoning. 

  

 

 

 

 



 7 

As mentioned before, it might be very difficult to ensure that the voting procedure is 

the same for everyone and that the voters are voting on the same issue. You can’t say there’s 

one ideal voting procedure, because this might differ for every department or function. And 

again, for practical reasons, this might take a lot of time and will be very inefficient. You also 

don’t know for sure if the average person is actually right. So in this case it’s not ensured that 

the wisdom of the crowd really works. 

I would also argue that inequalities are only bad if they harm people. If the right 

decisions are made by only a few people in the organization and they cause the organization 

to grow or to perform really well, I think this is a good thing for the employees as well. They 

can just focus on their job and their function and don’t have to worry about any decision-

making as well. When you have less distractions, in this case the decision-making/voting, you 

have more time to focus on a more important thing: developing yourself in your work. 

Furthermore, I think that experts, those who are well informed, would make the right 

decisions. Those with the most knowledge of the issues important for the organizations’ 

decision-making, should be able to know all the pros and cons to every decision. If this 

means that there are different experts on different subjects/issues, you should make sure you 

use the knowledge of the right expert on the specific decision that has to be made. 

I would like to add one final argument on this subject. From personal experience, I 

know that it’s important to let people feel like they have a say, a seat at the table or even a 

vote in the process. But I also learned that when you’re in a top layer of the organization, let’s 

say the management team, you have more experience/insight/knowledge of what works for 

your organization or not. You shouldn’t forget that it’s their job to rule, so it’s simply their 

field of expertise. Sometimes employees might come with ideas or opinions, that you 

probably have tried before. They turned out to not work in combination with something else 

that is going on in your organization, of which they’re not aware. Of course, you can try to 
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explain this to your employees, but firstly, this takes a lot of time if you have to do this for 

every employee who has an idea or an opinion, and secondly, they might not have enough 

background knowledge to understand the arguments you have. 

If your organization has a lot of employees who really want more decision-making 

power, I would suggest that you would have open sessions once every two months, in which 

employees could give their opinion on certain subjects. This open session should include 

employees and members of the management team. This way the organization creates a more 

open image, since it might seem that you’re more interested in their opinion/say. And it’s a 

more practical way of involving different people, since you facilitate an opportunity to have a 

say, instead of letting them come to you for everything they want to say. 

I defended my thesis: workplace democracy isn’t the best solution for organizations, 

they should let experts decide on important decisions. I argued that it’s a more practical way 

for decision-making, since you don’t need to involve a lot of people and that it’s also the 

most logical way, since they are the most knowledgeable. Furthermore, I also added a 

comment about my own personal experience. It’s just not very practical to involve more 

people, it won’t lead to better organizational performance or outcome, since not all 

employees have the right experience and/or knowledge on every issue. Lastly, I argued that 

inequalities are only bad if they harm people. Letting experts rule, won’t necessarily harm all 

employees. 
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§3 Paper #2 

 

In today’s society, democracy seems self-evident. However, some contradicting positions and 

criticism on democracy have caused an ongoing debate among political philosophers which 

can be traced back to the ancient Greeks (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). At this point, especially 

the discussion around workplace democracy is current, as business corporations are 

confronted with a “rising public demand for more participative and accountable forms of 

governance” (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). Who should have say in the organization? Should 

corporations implement workplace democracy, or will it harm? Democracy stems from the 

idea of equality, and thus everyone having a vote (Foley & Polanyi, 2006). Yet, some critics 

question whether this leads to the best possible organizational outcomes. In this paper, 

arguments for and against workplace democracy will be discussed. I will argue that all 

employees must be able to interfere in the decision-making process, thus there should be 

workplace democracy, but in the form of smaller workgroups whereas employees are familiar 

with the subject they are deciding on.  

 

When defining workplace democracy, Foley & Polanyi (2006) speak of actual authority 

among employees when there is need for decision-making regarding organizational goals and 

strategies. Thus, it is not only about employees giving input, but equally spread power over 

all members of the system. As mentioned before, the current business world calls for more 

worker participation and responsibility in decision-making within organizations (Foley & 

Polanyi, 2006). It is argued that employees should have more voice when it comes to 

deciding on strategic planning and organizational goal-setting while the outcomes concern 

them as well. The advantages of workplace democracy are varied and convincing.  
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First of all, economic benefits are achieved by an increase in productivity and 

creativity, and even cause an organization to gain more legitimacy as a result of more 

employee involvement (Foley & Polanyi, 2006). Support was found by Forcadell (2005) as 

well, stating that workplace democracy leads to “greater effectiveness and provides the 

impetus for reaching higher levels of innovation and profitability”. These outcomes put the 

organization in a favourable position to maintain competitive advantage.  

 Second, control among employees can help develop political skills (Cawton, 2019). It 

means to say that people get familiar with taking part of a democratic system, which results 

in developing values and skills that may be critical to public participation in decision-making 

(Foley & Polanyi, 2006).  

Third, from an ethical point of view, democracy seems to be ‘the right thing to do’ 

(Foley & Polanyi, 2006). “If democracy is justified in governing the state, it must also be 

justified in governing economic enterprises” (Dahl as cited in Foley & Polanyi, 2006). He 

claimed that it is a moral right to have autonomy.  

 Last, Foley & Polanyi (2006) found support for the health-based argument: 

Workplace democracy is better for employee health, which makes this the strongest argument 

from an ethical point of view.  

 As discussed above, the reasoning for introducing workplace democracy seems 

convincing, as multiple writers have found the positive effects for organizational 

performance. However, there has been criticism on the democratic system, mainly due to 

tension between intrinsic and instrumental value of democracy (Cawston, 2019). In the 

following section, this will be discussed in further detail. 
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To shed light on why there is still criticism on workplace democracy, first of all there 

is a constant tension between intrinsic and instrumental value of democracy (Cawston, 2019). 

The intrinsic value respects equality and freedom, and states that “decisions should be made 

by those subjected to them” (Cawston, 2019). However, lack of expertise among all could 

lead to problems such as bad decision-making, over-demanding or tyranny of the majority. 

Moreover, it is perceived to be unrealistic to expect consensus, but tyranny of the majority 

causes minorities to be excluded. Mouffe and Laclau argue that requirement of having 

divergent groups putting aside their own differences and values in order to reach consensus, 

is contradictory to freedom and liberal thinking, as diversity is not valued (Chawton, 2019; 

Parvin & Chambers, 2012). This debate goes back to Plato and Aristotle, who thought 

democracy was too idealistic, claiming that “not all people are equally able to govern” 

(Parvin & Chambers, 2012). Therefore, it might seem reasonable if some opinions prevail 

others, especially when it comes to complex decisions and warrant instrumental value: 

Decisions made by experts rather than all people. But while this may be true, for instance 

CEOs are not all experts in every field, so why should they have all decision-making power? 

(Cawston, 2019). In that case, the power would come to lie with the few in an organization, 

which can be harmful and violates the idea of freedom equality in practice (Parvin & 

Chambers, 2012).   

Another point of criticism towards workplace democracy is the time-consuming 

aspect of reaching consensus on all decisions. But, wouldn’t that be worth it when the chance 

on better decisions increase? This idea is supported by the Condorcet Jury Theorem, stating 

that the average person is more likely to be right than wrong, thus the majority’s opinion 

increases the likelihood of the decision being correct (Cawston, 2019). Even though not all 

involved are experts, better decisions can be made when more people decide together – as 
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long as they are voting on the same issue. In fact, this theorem seems to provide a solution to 

both the intrinsic-instrumental discussion, as well as the time issue.  

 Last, some argue against workplace democracy as there is more at stake for owners of 

the firm risking their capital, than for employees. Therefore, it would make sense to not let all 

employees have an equal vote in strategic decisions. But at the same time, by giving 

employees a voice they will become more involved, which could lead to learning from 

other’s opinions in discussions and be more critical. This in turn will arise awareness of 

employment opportunities and in turn could lead to better decision-making (Foley & Polanyi, 

2006).  

 

In my opinion, the mentioned counterarguments to workplace democracy are 

comprehensible, but inadequate. As employees are affected by strategic decisions of the 

organization as well, I think the criticism does not outweigh the positive consequences of 

democracy. Despite valid points made against it, workplace democracy guarantees intrinsic 

value – equality and freedom – which I think transcends any other benefit. Thus, I argue that 

employees should have vote in decision-making, but with the major prerequisite that 

employees are familiar with the topic they are deciding over. As universal reasoning over all 

decisions might be difficult to achieve in large companies and current society – characterized 

by globalization – smaller groups within organizations could be formed where employees 

decide over their field-specific decisions. For instance, as Forcadell (2005) suggested, self-

managed work-groups to overcome the obstacles of bureaucracy and centralization that are 

characteristic for large companies. This could be a solution to most of the mentioned 

criticisms. In the end, the benefits of democracy transcend the arguments against. But also, 

discussions among employees can be started which could lead to improvement of their work 

and learning from others (Foley & Polanyi, 2006). 
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To conclude, workplace democracy has already shown that great benefits can be 

achieved when introduced. However, critics advocate several counterarguments to workplace 

democracy. It is difficult to overcome problems regarding lack of expertise, the time-

consuming aspect and to reach consensus in general. Even though these are valid criticisms 

and overcoming these might be difficult, we have to understand that equality is a basic right, 

and everyone should be able to participate and influence outcomes they are affected by 

themselves. Besides, we can assume that when the majority decides, it is not likely to 

decrease the quality of the decision – provided that they are voting on the same issue. A 

solution could therefore be to create smaller workgroups, to ensure people’s familiarity with 

the topic they are deciding on in some way, and limit the negative consequences. In 

conclusion, workplace democracy is a good mechanism for the decision-making process, for 

the belonging of employees themselves, as well as the organization as a whole. 
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 §4 Paper #3 

 

Democracy is more than a vote during elections. Democracy can only really be applied 

if people speak out their opinion, when they stand up for what they believe in and when they 

have a vote in decision-making. However, when people lose the feeling that votes no longer 

matter and if they do not believe that they could make a difference, then democracy is 

jeopardized. It is therefore strange that the places where we spend most of our time during our 

active days (the companies) are not always in line with such values. Making workplaces more 

democratic is the "right" thing to do. Philosopher Robert Dahl claims (1985): “If democracy is 

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

voice in the firm is an instantiation of the moral right to autonomy that all individuals possess.” 

Standing up for your opinion and making your voice heard is often poorly appreciated in 

organizations. There is no real involvement in decision-making. Therefore, companies are 

confronted with a lack of feeling of ownership towards their own organization among their 

employees. In order for the company to minimize the decreasing feeling of ownership, the 

organization should give the employees a feeling like they are treated like owners and their 

opinions expressed through voting are taking serious during the decision making process. To 

create a feeling of ownership corporations could implement workplace democracy. I will argue 

that workplace democracy should be implemented by corporations, but only if organizations 

are transparent in sharing information and when all employees have their own responsibility, 

and get rewarded. This statement will be supported by different theoretical arguments, both 

economic and non-economic. 
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Workplace democracy characterizes that employees should have concrete power, real 

control and gain an equity share over goal-setting decisions and strategic planning within their 

company. Employee participation is not enough to implement workplace democracy, due to 

that employees should have a binding vote, not just a voice heard by management. 

  

Being transparent about organizational aims and performances, having employee 

responsibility and all employees being rewarded are for me at the base of implementing 

workplace democracy. Without these factors workplace democracy cannot be achieved. Every 

organization has their own missions and wants to achieve goals which should be widely spread 

among employees. When employees are unaware of these ambitions, aims and performances 

they will be unable to produce the right decisions. Furthermore, employees do not understand 

how important their tasks and contributions to the company goals are, due to their ignorance. 

When employees are informed about the condition of the organization they will develop critical 

thinking which will make them more legitimate to make important decisions since they have 

broader and deeper knowledge about the problems and choices the organization is facing. In 

order to be transparent the organization should make it their main task to let their employees 

understand the company’s goals along with the performances and the processes with regard to 

reaching those goals. To accomplish transparency companies can mandatorily train everyone 

so that each employee is able to understand the company’s goals. 

  

Employees are most aware of their own capabilities, which could make them competent 

to fit themselves in the right function within the company. Therefore, employees should get the 

responsibility to decide on the most efficient way of carrying out their tasks. When employees 

have the control over how they fulfil their jobs, they will feel a higher amount of ownership 

and be more proud about their accomplishments. Eventually will this benefit the workplace 
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democracy. Since it induces employees to be committed and motivated to succeed. In addition, 

the more control you feel at the workplace the happier and less stressed you are (Foley and 

Polanyi, 2006). Being responsible for your own tasks and having a greater feeling at your 

workplace will result in establishing a higher work-life balance along with more job security. 

  

Besides being transparent and giving your employees the responsibility to establish 

their own tasks, the company should also reward all their employees. When there are difficult 

times within the company, negative consequences are often shared with the employees, either 

via firing people or a reduction in payment. So often, employees only get punished when the 

company is performing insufficient.  In my opinion, employees should also be rewarded when 

the business is successful in achieving their goals. This not necessarily means that each 

employee should be rewarded equally, but that the rewards of organizational successes should 

be shared among all employees. This will increase the feeling of employee ownership which 

will contribute positively to the motivation and interest in the company of the employee. And 

since the employees will become more invested about the organization, they will also be more 

participating in the democracy of the workplace. 

  

One of the objections that has been made against workplace democracy is the concept 

of risk asymmetry. The level of risk the employer is subjected to is not equal to the risk the 

employee is subjected to. Employers are exposed to greater risks, due to their responsibility 

towards the company, they are more vulnerable. Also the costs the employer has made are 

higher than those of employees and when the company is not doing well the employer has more 

at stake than the employee. Therefore they have a greater interest in the organization doing 

well (Foley and Polanyi, 2006). 
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         To refute this objection, when a company implements workplace democracy, 

employees get an increased feeling of ownership, which will in turn increases the feeling of 

responsibility as well. When becoming an owner of the organization you work for, you will 

invest extra energy within the company for it to succeed. Besides, employees could also lose 

financially, due to the profits they receive when the company is performing successful.    

  

The notion of consent is another argument that can be made against workplace 

democracy. All employees who are working for an organization need to sign a labour contract. 

Thus they freely consent with the agreements within the contract. Therefore, employees can 

not claim rights to democracy. If you have agreed to work for someone, you have consent to 

the authority with that person. Consequently, you cannot claim afterwards the right to 

democracy (Foley and Polanyi, 2006). 

         But the question is: How free are you as an employee to be consenting to the contract 

if you don’t have realistic alternative options? Besides, according the notion of consent 

workplace democracy is something that can be contractually captured. However, it is not a rule 

you need to stick to as an employee. I consider workplace democracy as a social phenomenon 

that is entangled within the company culture. Therefore, employees have the claim to 

participate within workplace democracy. 

  

In conclusion, workplace democracy should be implemented by corporations, because 

workplace democracy create an engaged feeling among the employees towards your 

organization. This will positively affect the creativity of the employees and the competitiveness 

and performances of the organization. However, workplace democracy can best be 

implemented by being transparent towards your employees. You need to share information in 

order to accomplish involved employees who are having the legitimate knowledge and could 
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make the right decisions. Secondly, employees should have the responsibility to decide on the 

most efficient way to perform their tasks. This will increase the amount of ownership, because 

employees will enhance their commitment towards their function and they will be proud of the 

work they have accomplished. Lastly, all employees should be rewarded. This will increase the 

motivation and interest in the company of the employee. And the more the employees will 

become invested, the more he or she will participate in the democracy of the workplace. With 

these three factors workplaces could develop themselves in a healthier environment with values 

who are better in line with society. 
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§5: Conclusion 

 

In this paper arguments in favour of and against workplace democracy are stated. The first 

individual paper argues that complete workplace democracy is impractical and difficult to 

ensure. Furthermore, it states that it doesn’t necessarily lead to the best possible outcomes. It 

recommends implementing open sessions, in which employees could have their say and share 

their opinion, so employees still feel included. The paper mentions that organizations can’t 

always focus on just doing the right thing if this potentially harms the firms’ survival. 

Organizations have to keep more things into account, for example potential positive 

outcomes.  

 The second individual paper states that equality is a basic right and the right thing to 

do, so workplace democracy should be implemented. It introduces several arguments that 

state that it can lead to positive outcomes. Furthermore, it also sheds light on a few 

counterarguments, but puts emphasizes on that it might be harmful for the organization if it’s 

power was only in the hands of a few. 

The third individual paper argues that under certain conditions, workplace democracy 

is the best thing to do. These conditions include being completely transparent, having your 

employees well informed (also about the specific goals of the organization), giving your 

employees the responsibility to establish their own tasks and rewarding all your employees. It 

concludes that workplace democracy creates an engaged feeling increases the performance of 

the organization.  
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 To conclude, the focus of the three papers is different. The first paper focuses on the 

downside of workplace democracy and on how letting experts make the important decisions 

will lead to the best possible outcomes. The second paper focuses on the starting point that 

equality is a basic right and that workplace democracy is the right thing to do. The third 

paper introduces conditions in which workplace democracy would lead to positive outcomes.  

However, these individual papers do not engage with (implicit) biases, for example, 

groupthink. This ensures that the unanimous collective opinion is more meaningful that the 

critical individual meaning. When employee votes are influenced through groupthink, their 

decisions with regard to workplace democracy could negatively affect outcomes of the 

organization. The individual papers do not take biases into account to enhance or counter 

their arguments.  

 Thus, these three individual parts all have a different starting point. They all use 

similar (counter)arguments, but their conclusion is based on their starting point. You should 

open yourself up to all the pros and cons before you can conclude if workplace democracy 

should be implemented. We think this essay can help you gain a lot of helpful insights into 

the subject, since it contains several arguments and several counterarguments.  

Yet, given that most arguments are in favour of workplace democracy, democratic 

governments may want to introduce some voluntary experiments within organizations with 

regard to workplace democracy. Scientists could carefully observe these experiments to 

understand what does and does not work. These insights could indicate the best and worst 

consequences of workplace democracy, which could support or object the arguments, some 

given by these individual papers, of workplace democracy. Besides, they could also be an 

addition to the debate about norms and values workplace democracy should realize.  
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