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1. INTRODUCTION 

Workers’ Participation in Industry is interpreted by different persons in different ways. Some 

feel it involves Workers’ cooperation in industry. Some feel that it means establishment of works council 

for, say on matters of welfare, safety, healthy etc. Some feel it is a means of joint decisions on all 

matters of common interests. Some feel it is an instrument of orderly industrial relations. The different 

meanings to different persons present a paradox. 

 Workers extend cooperation in the process of production. But that cooperation is a necessary 

corollary of their need for jobs. That is the stage of implementation of managerial decisions. Even in that 

course of cooperation, valuable suggestions are given by the workers for increasing quality of 

production, productivity, improvement of machines and technique, efficiency etc. That informal way of 

suggestion-making gradually takes up formal shape. Committees are set up for holding enquiries, 

inviting suggestions, providing advices etc. 

 The establishment of works committees and pit committees under law has brought statutory 

approach. It gave the joint responsibility, “to promote measures for securing and preserving amity and 

good relations between the employers and workmen .........”. The critical analysis of the failure of the 

works committee reflects deep on various basic issues as well as the attitude of the parties concerned. 

However, the idea of workers’ participation in industry continuously to find support in the country. The 

second Five Year Plan stressed, “increased association of labour with management ......”. The study 

team, set up by the Union Labour Ministry, after detailed study of joint councils in Europe, also favoured 

establishment of joint councils in India. This scheme, though it was welcomed by the representatives at 

the  Indian Labour conferences in 1957 and 1958, has unexpectedly shown poor performance. Later on a 

bold plan was adopted in Jaipur conference in October 1975 under twenty point economic programme 

for establishment of shop councils at shop floor and joint council at the plant level. 
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 The present scheme for workers’ participation in industry aims at “ the effective functioning of 

the unit and in improving  production and productivity .......”. This aim can be achieved only when a few 

problems confronting the scheme are solved. The problems are ___ what is the nature of workers’ 

participation in industry ? What is the jurisdiction of this participation ? To what extent it affects the 

managerial prerogatives ? Can there be a water tight division between subject matter of collective 

bargaining and workers’ participation in industry ? Are these not interacting each other ? How this 

scheme is affected by the existence of inter-union and intra-union rivalry ? Are the attitudes of the 

management and workers favourable to this scheme ? 

2. NATURE OF PARTICIPATION 

What should be the nature of Participation ?  

Should it be consultative, fact finding or decision-making ? If one wants to confine it to consultative 

(advisory) and fact-finding only, there would be nothing new in it. Workers are participating in industry 

right from 1920s in matters of safety, health, welfare, housing, canteen, cooperative societies etc. 

Committees have been set up consisting of the management and the workers’ representatives for 

holding enquiry in case of accident, breakdown of machines, lower production etc. Valuable suggestions 

are welcomed and reviewed by the suggestion committee. Such participation of the workers in industry 

has been consultative and fact-finding in nature. That has always accepted the management 

prerogatives sacrosanct.  

 Workers’ participation in industry has never been viewed as decision making. The second five 

year plan stressed on the establishment of the council. “ to discuss various matters pertaining to the 

establishment and to recommend steps for its better working”. The study team, set up by the Union 

Labour Ministry, also suggested in 1962 for setting up of joint management council for consultation over 

matter like alterations in the standing orders, retrenchment, proposal for rationalization, closure, 

reduction of operation, introduction of new methods and procedures for recruitment and punishment. 

It also suggested that the council should be asked to look after the administration of welfare schemes, 

the supervision of safety measures and the operation of vocational training etc. As a matter of fact, the 

study team was not less conservative in outlook. Workers were participating in industry prior to it in 

manner that was suggested by the team. The nature of participation was mainly consultative and fact-

finding. The participation has extended to administrative control of schools, housing, canteen and 

cooperative societies. Thus the nature of participation has not changed to decision making. 

  The managements, both private and public sectors, still enjoy managerial prerogatives unless 

shared through collective bargaining. Even on small matters, which come under purview of the joint 

council, the management reserves final decision. Thus, the nature of participation is still what it was 

earlier. Unless the decision-making is vested in the joint council, the participation of workers in industry 

doesn’t mean much. The new scheme under twenty point programme gives decision making nature to 

shop-council and joint council but that only on a few selected matters. It is, however, a right approach in 

a right direction though in limited sense.   
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3. JURISDICTION OF PARTICIPATION 

What is the jurisdiction of workers’ participation in Management ? Does it cover the entire managerial 

function ? To what extent it affects the managerial prerogatives ? 

 Managerial prerogatives have been a battle field for the management and the workers. The 

battle continues everytime – resting on the relative bargaining power of the parties and their relative 

approach on the issue. Workers have succeeded partly in capturing the prerogatives through collective 

bargaining. They want further to curtail it through participation. The subject matter of participation in 

industry, through the shop council and the joint council, under the new scheme covers – production, 

productivity, efficiency, elimination of wastage, absenteeism, safety, health, welfare, discipline, physical 

conditions of work place, communication, working hours, holidays and training. Thus, the jurisdiction of 

the council has been prescribed leaving a large number of matters outside the scope of the scheme, 

such as, preparation of yearly production target, financial allocation, management of raw-materials, 

expansion programme, sales policy etc. The management continues to enjoy prerogatives on these vital 

matters of common interests. 

 Further the new scheme contains such provisions which are susceptible to controversy and 

bitterness. For example, under the scheme the shop council should “ assist management in achieving 

monthly / yearly target”. But who finalises the monthly / yearly production targets ? It is by top 

management. The management may finalise high production targets and expect full cooperation of the 

workers in achievement of this target. Finalisation of high production target may be a form of 

exploitation of labour or the workers’ representatives may be blamed for non-achievement of the 

target. Such partial participation in industry may create hurdles in proper and smooth functioning of the 

scheme.  

The jurisdiction of workers participation in industry has been prescribed. It doesn’t cover the 

entire managerial function. Consequently, the management enjoys much of its sacrosanct prerogatives. 

4. PARTICIPATIN AND COLLECTIVE BARGAINING  

Another question arises – can there be a water tight division of subject matter between collective 

bargaining and workers’ participation in industry ? 

 The scheme attempts to divide the jurisdiction between these two. The decision on a 

particularly bargainable matter may affect the discussion on related matter at the council meeting. For 

example, the pending of a decision on dearness allowance, incentive bonus etc. may not allow a fair 

discussion on production, productivity and efficiency at the council meeting. There cann’t be any water 

tight division of subject between the two. 

 Continuity of works council along with the joint council presents the case of jurisdictional 

disputes. The jurisdiction of works council is broad but vague and that the counterpart is prescribed. 

One is statutory and other non-statutory. The two should not be allowed to exist and function side by 

side.   
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5. WEAKNESS OF ONE SIDE 

One partner of the joint council, namely, the workers side still suffers from many weakness. The 

existence of rival unions in industrial establishments is a common feature. Politicalisation of the trade 

union movement in India has deepended the rivalry. The presence of inter-union rivalry has poisoned 

the whole atmosphere. These evils have prevented them from forming united front for participation in 

industry. 

 The growing intra-union rivalry has further complicated this problem. The narrow considerations 

amongst the members of the union don’t allow to develop united front nor a mutually agreed view. The 

scheme of workers’ participation in industry requires one strong, disciplined and well represented union 

in each establishment. Unless it is achieved, voluntarily or statutorily, this scheme will face hurdles 

continuously. 

 Indian trade union movement has its origin and growth under the leadership of outsiders. They 

still dominate trade unions. They prefer methods of legislation and collective bargaining where they can 

freely represent workers. On the contrary, the scheme of workers’ participation in industry contains that 

“ all the representatives of workmen shall be from amongst the workers actually engaged in the 

department or the shop concerned”. Thus, this scheme keeps outside leaders out of the picture. The 

experiment with the scheme, if it succeeds, may diminish the importance of the outside leaders. 

Therefore, non-cooperation of the outside leaders is a natural attitude towards this scheme. Secondly, 

this new scheme requires consultation with unions on establishment of council, number of councils and 

number of workers’ representatives. It is futile to expect whole-hearted cooperative attitude of the 

outside leaders in these matters who practically control unions. This necessitates the coming up of 

leaders from within to replace the outsiders. 

6. WORKERS’ REPRESENTATION 

It is in this light, the provision of the scheme about workers’ representation needs deep thinking. The 

scheme, under sec 4 (viii) contains “ any member nominated or elected to the council .....” and under 

sec 5 (v) “ a member is nominated in the midterm of the council to fill a casual vacancy” raises a few 

questions. 

 Are workers’ representatives to be nominated or elected ? If nominated, how are they 

nominated ? If elected, how are they elected ?         

The scheme leaves the vital issue of representation of workers for mutual decision. The scheme 

contains, under section 8, “no pattern is being laid down for the constitution of shop councils and joint 

councils particularly relating to the representation of workers. The management in consultation with 

workers should evolve the most suitable pattern of representation so as to ensure that the 

representation of the workers result in effective, meaningful and broad based participation of workers”. 

 The question arises – How the management will consult workers ? Will it be through recognised 

union or registered unions or without them ? These questions remain unanswered. 
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 The management is often required to consult recognised union and registered union on various 

matters. One is aware of the existing conditions of trade unions, the practice of recognition of union, the 

inter-union rivalry, the intra-union rivalry and the attitude of the union leaders. The different unions 

would place different views based on different considerations. The consultation in such an atmosphere 

is a difficult task for the management. The atmosphere faced by the works committee, may vitiate the 

situation here too.  

7. ATTITUDE OF THE PARTIES 

The success of the scheme of workers’ participation in industry requires constructive and cooperative 

attitude in place of traditional hostile attitude. In the words of Gandhijee the two sides should develop 

“Partnership” attitude. Has this partnership attitude developed ? The answer, unambiguously, is in 

negative. 

 There has been constant approach to this problem. Workers have been demanding equal voice 

in management without acquiring managerial knowledge and ability. They still suffer from age old 

“master-servant relationship”. Workers’ participation in industry is viewed as a platform for collective 

bargaining, influenced by a strong desire of self gain. They are not prepared to share joint responsibility. 

Unless they acquire knowledge and ability and accept joint responsibility they cannot act as real 

participants. 

 The attitude of the management is not entirely constructive. They don’t like to share their 

traditional prerogatives with the workers. The psychological feeling based on long. “ master-servant 

relationship” and the fear of losing social status don’t allow to develop ‘Partnership’ feeling. Unless 

partnership attitude develops the scheme of participation in industry can’t achieve the desired goal.  
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