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“Great minds” on democracy at work

• “The very conception of democracy will have to be widened, so as to include economic as well as political relations”. 
(Sidney and Beatrice Webb, (1902) [1897], Industrial Democracy. London: Longmans, p.840)

• “Personally, I'm in favor of democracy, which means that the central institutions of society have to be under popular 
control. (...) Just as I'm opposed to political fascism, I'm opposed to economic fascism. I think that until the major 
institutions of society are under the popular control of participants and communities, it's pointless to talk about 
democracy.” (Noam Chomsky (2004) Language and Politics, p. 138)

• “(…) I would propose a system which is democratic. Meaning that, it's long been understood -- in fact it's been a 
cliche, it has nothing to do with the left in fact, it's right through the American working class movement, you know, 
social thinkers, everybody, forever -- that you don't have democracy unless people are in control of the major 
decisions. And the major decisions, as has been long understood, are investment decisions, fundamentally investment 
decisions, what you do with the money, what happens in the country, what's produced, how is it produced, what are 
working conditions like, where does it go, how is it distributed, where is it sold. I mean, that whole range of decisions, 
that's not everything in the world, but unless that range of decisions is under democratic control, [what] you have is 
one or another form of tyranny.” (Noam Chomsky, interview in Learn to Educate)



“Great minds” on democracy at work (2)

• “Democracy does not exist unless it exists in the workplace.”, Richard D. Wolff, Twitter
https://twitter.com/profwolff/status/929030710614265856

• “There is no reason why the principles of democracy should stop at the time we clock on for work.”, 
John McDonnell, New Socialist

• “The mass of people in our economic system are required to live with the consequences of the 
decisions made by the corporate leaderships. Decisions for which they are excluded. Legally and in 
practice.” (Richard D. Wolff "Democracy at Work: A Cure for Capitalism“, Talks at Google)

https://twitter.com/profwolff/status/929030710614265856


Source: Scherrer P. (2018) More democracy at work? Do we need that? in: www.socialeurope.eu 



Practitioners on democracy at work

•“More than ever, we need our rights to be involved at the early stages of those restructuring plans 
enforced and strengthened, as this is the only way to socially responsible anticipation and management 
of change”, 

“We have supported and coordinated trade union and worker representatives in more than 600 
multinational companies, including via European Works Councils, for more than 30 years. Against this 
practical experience, we can assert that it is no longer time for nice guidelines, handbooks or other soft 
measures. If European policy-makers are really serious about ensuring that our rights to a voice in 
company decisions are fully effective and enforced, then there is only one avenue to pursue: legally-
binding initiatives to strengthen democracy at the workplace. This means substantial changes in the EWC 
Directive, substantial improvement in the Company Law Package, and finally, the adoption of a horizontal 
framework for workers’ right to information, consultation and participation to apply to all multinational 
companies making use of EU company law instruments”. 

Luc Triangle, industriAll European Trade Union General Secretary.
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D@W strenghtens political democracy
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• Democracy at work and political
democracy are mutually reinforcing

• People who are invloved in company 
decisions making vote more, are more 
interested in politics and see
themselves as more able political
citizens.



Why? D@W means better jobs

Countries with high democracy at work tend 
to have higher wages.
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Why? D@W equals high productivity and 
employment
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Why? D@W keeps inequality at bay
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Why? D@W is good for your health

Is a document that explains 
responsibilities and procedures 
on health and safety available 
to the people working in the 

establishment?

Does your establishment 
regularly carry out workplace 

risk assessments?

Do the team leaders and line 
managers in your 

establishment receive any 
training on how to manage 
health and safety in their 

teams?

In the last 3 years, has your 
establishment used any of the 
following measures to prevent 

psychosocial risks? 
(Reorganisation of work to 

reduce job demand and work 
pressure; confidential 

counselling for employee, set-
up of a conflict resolution 
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Companies with works councils and/or Health and safety representatives have 
more elaborate H&S policies



Why? D@W for more sustainable companies
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But really, why D@W?

 Fundamental right to self-determination

 Democracy in all spheres of life

 Stakeholders matter more than
shareholders

 Owning a company shouldn’t mean absolute 
control

 Equality, also in companies 



What should be understood by D@W?

THE CONTENT MATTERS

- It should give employees a degree of 
control over their work and the company

- It should increase democratic oversight 
over companies, public services and the 
economy, at all levels and in different topics.

- It should increase the voice of the workers 
in companies and the economy in an 
inclusive way and on time. 

THE SHAPES CAN BE DIVERSE

- Direct vs. Indirect

- Workplace, company, group, sector, 
national, european or global level

- Focused on working conditions or strategy

- Rights and institutions

- Can happen in different timings



The Diamond 
of Democracy 
at Work

Source: authors’ conceptualization based on Conchon 2014: 72-97, Van Gyes, 2006; Marchington, 
2005:26-29, Knudsen, 1995:9, Gold and Hall, 1990:25, Davis and Lansbury, 1986:2



Source: Benchmarking Working Europe 2019.



Why?

D@W as 
a critical 
part of 
company 
sustainability

Source: Vitols S. (2011) The sustainable company, ETUI (adapted).



Women in representative positions: 1/4

Source: ETUC 11th Annual Gender Equality Survey (2018); Waddington and Conchon (2016:79); EWPCC Database on 
SE board-level employee representatives, accessed December 2018 



The limited palette of workers’ rights

Source: Jagodzinski R. and Hoffmann A., ETUI 2019.



Workers’ rights 
in restructuring

In restructuring, employee 
representatives have the right to know 
all about the restructuring plans, the 
steps, and their potential 
consequences. 

Using these rights can avert workers 
being played off against one another.

By combining local and 
transnational rights workers’ 
reps are far better equipped 
to handle restructuring.

Source: Jagodzinski R. and Hoffmann A., ETUI 2019.



Transnational Democracy @ Work

EUROPEAN WORKS COUNCILS
BOARD LEVEL EMPLOYEE REPRESENTATION (BLER) IN 
EUROPEAN COMPANY (SE) AGREEMENTS

43

534

1150

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

More and more employees in 
multinationals are covered by a 

European Works Council

In 2018 there are 1150 EWCs mobilizing
approximately 20.000 EWC employee 

representatives

Active European Works Councils (EWCs) over time
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Source: ETUI (2018) SE agreements’ BLER provisions 
database (as of 1 February ). 

BLER is Europeanizing:
25 SE agreements (43%)
provide for international 
representation, and 30 
(52%) make it possible.

This allows more inclusive 
representation in SE 
boards.



ETUC
demands

Source: ETUI own compilation based on ETUC
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